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            For those who dream of fresh air

and
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         Have you felt it?

         Maybe it was while you were walking under trees in summer, sunlight streaming through the leaves, turning them lime green. Or at the edge of a lake, dipping your toes in the icy water and feeling the pebbles massage your feet. Perhaps you were high up in the hills, looking at a beautiful view and watching birds surf on the wind as you caught your breath from the climb. Or maybe it was on a long bike ride in the countryside, when time seemed to pass as quickly as the fields.

         It’s that feeling of your mind emptying. Your body loosening and relaxing. The fizziness of excitement or joy in your stomach. Being in that moment in nature and not wanting it to end.

         It’s hard to know exactly how the outdoors makes each of us feel, and sometimes words can’t describe it, but what we do know (and scientific research backs this up) is that being in green spaces can make us feel good, help our mental health, and leave us wanting more.

         The cacophony of life, work, responsibilities and where you live, along with worries about skills, logistics and experience, can often seem like insurmountable barriers to getting outdoors more, having adventures and chasing that feeling. But what if you heard stories, experiences and advice from people who’ve found ways to work around those hurdles, or in some cases climb over them? What could your life look like after that?

         
             

         

         I grew up in the Chilterns in Hertfordshire, in a house next to a big wood full of beech and sweet-chestnut trees. My younger sister and I loved climbing amongst their branches and we’d come perilously close to the top of some of the younger trees, terrifying my mum when she came looking for us and we shouted down at her from the swaying canopy. My dad had grown up just north of the Lake District, so most years we’d spend a few days exploring and climbing the smaller fells, like Hallin or Cat Bells, meandering around Grasmere or taking the steamboat down Ullswater. All outdoors excursions had to be followed by cake.

         I feel lucky to have had a fairly outdoorsy childhood. But in my late teens and twenties, the outdoors dropped out of my life. I went to university in Scotland and it pains me now to say that I didn’t climb a single mountain or visit any of the islands or national parks during my four years studying there. When I moved to London to work as a news journalist, my career became my identity and all-consuming focus.

         My total prioritisation of work was unquestionably to the detriment of my mental health. Swallowed into the newsroom for eleven- or twelve-hour days, viiiI’d be answering emails from 5.30 a.m. until 11 p.m. My phone never left my side and I’d feel adrenaline and fear rush through me each time I got a breaking news alert, knowing the long hours and exhaustion that would follow. I was consistently teary, anxious and all my self-worth was wrapped up in my career and gaining promotions, even though I knew it was making me miserable. By the time I was twenty-nine, I felt completely burnt out.

         I’d let my twenties go by in an anxious, stressful blur, doing things I thought I ‘should’ do, rather than things I ‘could’ do. So, approaching thirty, and acknowledging the age cliché, I knew I had to make some big changes. When my school friend Ali asked if I wanted to join her on a long hike in New Zealand, there wasn’t a heartbeat of hesitation before I said ‘yes’. After my boss approved a five-month work sabbatical, the outdoors came unexpectedly barging back into my life.

         For ten weeks in early 2018, Ali and I trekked 800 miles from Ship Cove at the top of the South Island of New Zealand to Bluff at the bottom on the Te Araroa long-distance hiking trail. Wild camping or sleeping in backcountry huts, we hiked with seventeen-kilogram backpacks through tropical forest, over mountain ranges and alongside turquoise lakes, wading across hundreds of streams and rivers in the process.

         I’d gone on the trip for an adventure, respite and stories to tell, but I also gained things more unexpected. Walking for up to twelve hours each day, focusing on the astounding scenery, towering rimu trees, manuka bushes or snow-capped mountains, and with no phone signal, the weight of anxiety and stress dissipated and I felt a big improvement in my mental health. I came to realise that my self-worth didn’t need to be wholly determined by my job title or salary, and that the really important things in life for me were creating memories and moments of joy, family, friends, time in nature, and purpose, not just work. I also gained a fascination with the tales of the other hikers we met during our months of walking, asking them about their journey to the trail and hearing how the outdoors had changed their lives.

         Returning to London, I was determined to bring the lessons I’d learnt on the sixty-eight-day journey back into my normal life. I moved away from working in news journalism and found a more enjoyable job without such long hours. I started a monthly walking group in London with friends and I made a conscious effort to get outside every day to help better manage my mental health. But I’d loved chatting to those fellow hikers in New Zealand and I wanted to know how I could fit even more of the outdoors into my life. So I decided to seek out people in the UK who’d done just that – to learn from them and get inspired by them. I couldn’t keep those stories and conversations to myself, so in late 2018, I set up The Outdoors Fix podcast.

         Over the next four years, I used my weekends and days off to travel all around the UK with my Zoom H5 hand-held recorder, hearing the tales of hikers, trail runners, rock climbers, wild swimmers, cyclists, outdoorsy families, a countryside ranger, a mountain rescue volunteer, conservationists, explorers, outdoors instructors and Mountain Leaders. We recorded the episodes sitting by lakes in Snowdonia, in sheep barns in the Lake District, on the sides of hills in the Peak District or, in one case, from a den in a wood in the Forest of Bowland, transporting listeners outdoors with us through the power of audio.

         Stories ranged from those who fit in pockets of adventure and the outdoors around their jobs and personal lives, through to others who had made significant life changes, such as moving from cities to national parks, or completely changing their careers. They had buckets of advice and tips on how listeners could get outdoors more too. Their tales were unique and deeply personal, yet it was interesting to see similar themes crop up: how the ixoutdoors brought people a sense of freedom, purpose, a space to help their mental wellbeing and, fundamentally, a happier existence.

         I’m incredibly grateful to the people who so generously shared their stories with me, and who have inspired, encouraged and given comfort to so many of the listeners.

         What started out as a curiosity project has changed my life too. I was inspired to move to the countryside, relocating from London to the edge of the Chilterns; I’ve taken up wild swimming, rock climbing and paddleboarding; and, along with all the national parks and green spaces the podcast has taken me to, The Outdoors Fix has now become my part-time job.

         
             

         

         This book shares some of the powerful outdoors stories that I’ve heard from my podcast guests since 2018, as told to me, along with their practical tips and advice for making the most of the outdoors in life. I’ve divided them into groups for ease and interest: the movers, the community-builders, the wildlife warriors, the career-changers, the after-work adventure seekers and the big-trip adventurers. But I recognise that many of the stories are multi-layered and could fit in more than one group. It highlights that there aren’t solid, predefined routes to a more outdoorsy life; you can take whatever path that works best for you.

         With the Covid-19 pandemic making many of us think hard about our jobs, where we live, what makes us happy and what’s truly important, as well as helping us recognise the positive impact nature can have on our wellbeing, I hope these tales will inspire and encourage you on whatever wild and wondrous journey you choose in making the outdoors a bigger part of your life.
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            Enjoying the outdoors safely, respectfully and responsibly
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            The rules and advice below are in no way intended to put you off having a brilliant time in the British countryside. But it’s important to consider certain things before you head off on your adventures.

         

         Be aware of the Countryside Code

         The Countryside Code outlines the responsibilities of those enjoying the countryside and those who look after the land in England and Wales. Its slogan is ‘Respect, Protect, Enjoy’.

         It includes important guidance like:

         
            → Take your litter home and follow other ‘Leave No Trace’ principles like not lighting fires and packing out toilet waste.

            → Don’t disturb or distress wildlife – for example, keep dogs on leads around animals.

            → Pick up dog poo and dispose of it in a bin.

            → Be considerate to those living in, working in and enjoying the areas you’re visiting.

            → Leave gates or property in the state in which you found them – i.e. if the gate was shut, shut it after you. Also, don’t block gates or access when parking.

            → Know your route, ability, the weather and what to do in an emergency.

            → Stick to marked paths and follow signs, unless there are wider access rights.

         

         To read the complete Countryside Code for England and Wales, visit www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-countryside-code

         Scotland and Northern Ireland have their own versions of the Countryside Code, which detail similar principles with some local differences.

         
            → Scottish Outdoor Access Code: www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot

            → NI Countryside Code: www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/countryside-code

         

         Know who to call in an emergency

         Call 999 or 112 in an emergency.

         
            → If you’re in the mountains, dial 999 or 112, then ask for ‘Police’, then ‘Mountain Rescue’. Give a six-figure grid reference of your location if possible or use OS Locate (www.shop.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/apps/os-locate).

            → If you’re on water inland, dial 999 and ask for the ‘Fire and Rescue service’.

            → If you’re on an estuary or the coast, call 999 and ask for the ‘Coastguard’.xii

            → You can contact the emergency services by SMS text, which can be useful for the deaf, hard of hearing and speech-impaired and in cases of low battery or poor signal. You have to register your phone first by texting ‘register’ to 999 and then following the instructions. For more information, head to www.emergencysms.org.uk

            → Know how to get help if you have no phone signal. Read up on what you should do via the BMC website (www.thebmc.co.uk – search for ‘emergency’).

         

         Help protect the environment

         In general

         
            → Think about how you travel. Consider car sharing, cycling or using public transport for your outdoors adventures. This can help avoid congestion and reduce your environmental impact.

            → Leave the countryside in a better state than you find it. We should take all of our own litter home, but why not also litter pick while you’re in the outdoors?

         

         Hillwalking

         
            → Keep to footpaths and avoid shortcuts to prevent erosion.

            → Be aware of wildfire risk. Don’t stub out cigarettes or matches on vegetation, as this can start wildfires. On moorlands, avoid lighting gas stoves or barbecues as the risk of wildfires is greater in this environment.

            → Don’t climb over fences or boundaries. Use stiles or gates wherever possible and leave them the same way you found them.

         

         Wild swimming or paddleboarding

         
            → Be biosecurity aware. It’s important not to spread invasive non-native species of plants between bodies of water. Make sure you follow the conservation agencies’ principles of ‘Check, Clean and Dry’. Check and clean all equipment or clothing before entering a different body of water. Try to leave organic matter in situ to avoid transferring it. Make sure equipment and clothing is fully dry before using it in a different location, as some species can survive in moist conditions. For more information, visit www.nonnativespecies.org/checkcleandry

            → Respect wildlife. Maintain a distance from wildlife and find out if you need to avoid visiting certain sites during the breeding season from spring to summer.

         

         For more information, visit the RSPB (www.rspb.org.uk) and British Canoeing (www.britishcanoeing.org.uk) websites.

         Rock climbing

         
            → Check access before you go. The BMC advises that you check the BMC Regional Access Database (www.thebmc.co.uk/bmc-regional-access-database) to see if you can currently climb where you’re planning to go, as, for example, there may be restrictions around nesting birds.

            → Respect the rock. Use good footwork and clean your shoes to lessen wear of the rock, the BMC says. It also suggests avoiding climbing on sandstone and gritstone when it’s wet and more fragile. Chalk use should be minimal to avoid spoiling the experience for others. Brush it off when you’ve finished.

         

         Know the dos and don’ts of wild camping

         
            → Wild camping (camping that’s not in a campsite) is generally permitted in Scotland. There are some exceptions, though, so check online and look at the Scottish Outdoor Access Code.

            → I n England, Wales and Northern Ireland, it’s a different story. Most of the land is privately owned, so technically you need to ask permission from the landowner. There’s an accepted tolerance for wild camping, but only if you follow the principles of xiiiLeave No Trace (www.lnt.org), arrive late and leave early, only stay for one night, keep groups small, and camp in remote locations away from footpaths and car parks, for example above the highest wall line on hills.

            → Head to the BMC website (www.thebmc.co.uk) for more guidance about wild camping.

         

         Take outdoors kit and safety seriously

         Hillwalking

         For a basic kit list for summer season hillwalking – for example, walking boots, waterproofs, map and compass, food and drink, warm layers, first aid kit, tick remover, mobile phone – head to the Lake District National Park and Mountaineering Scotland websites. You’ll also find more safety advice on those websites, as well as advice on winter hillwalking kit and equipment.

         
            → Lake District National Park: www.lakedistrict.gov.uk/visiting/things-to-do/walking/top-walking-tips

            → Mountaineering Scotland: www.mountaineering.scot/safety-and-skills/essential-skills

         

         Wild swimming

         For information about kit and equipment for wild swimming, visit The Rivers Trust website (www.theriverstrust.org). Also see pages 49 and 79 for tips for wild swimming in both summer and winter.

         You’ll find wild-swimming safety advice on the Outdoor Swimming Society website: www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/am-i-safe and www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/is-it-safe

         There’s also more information about wild swimming responsibly: www.outdoorswimmingsociety.com/outdoor-swimmers-code

         In Wales, follow their Wild Swimming Code: www.naturalresources.wales/days-out/the-countryside-codes/the-wild-swimming-code

         Paddleboarding

         The British Stand Up Paddle Association’s website is useful for safety and kit advice: www.bsupa.org.uk/2021/08/11/sup-safety

         Rock climbing

         The BMC website has lots of information and advice about rock-climbing gear and other kit you’ll need for the sport: www.thebmc.co.uk

         Be aware of the weather and wind strength

         The following websites are useful to consult before heading outdoors:

         
            → Mountain Weather Information Service: www.mwis.org.uk

            → Met Office weather: www.metoffice.gov.uk

            → Met Office mountain forecasts: www.metoffice.gov.uk/weather/specialist-forecasts/mountain

            → Tide times: www.tidetimes.org.uk

            → Live Snowdon weather conditions: www.thebmc.co.uk/snowdon-weather

            → Weatherline – Lake District weather conditions with daily fell-top assessments from Helvellyn: www.lakedistrictweatherline.co.uk/home

            → BMC winter weather conditions information for the Lake District: www.thebmc.co.uk/lake-district-winter-conditions

            → Scottish Avalanche Information Service: www.sais.gov.uk
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            Becoming a countryside ranger in Scotland
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            ‘However often I walk on them, these hills hold astonishment for me. There is no getting accustomed to them.’ So writes Nan Shepherd about the Cairngorms in her book The Living Mountain. It’s a sentiment that’s helped draw Ben Dolphin away from a corporate career to a countryside ranger job on Mar Lodge Estate, set within the Cairngorms National Park. Ben’s story is a wonderful example of how to put the outdoors at the centre of your life and career and why it can be worth the years of effort.

         

         Ben’s story

         Living on Mar Lodge Estate in the Cairngorms through my job as a ranger, I often climb the hill behind the estate house after work. The views from the summit of Creag Bhalg are some of the best I’ve found anywhere in the national park. Looking down Glen Quoich, you can see ancient Scots pine trees, regenerating woodland, the winding Quoich Water and heather-covered moor, all with layers of Cairngorm mountains behind. I might watch a golden eagle soaring overhead or spot an adder slithering through the grass. Up there, you can’t help but think what an incredible and uplifting place it is.

         As rangers at the National Trust for Scotland estate, our job is to look after the countryside, volunteers and visitors on the 29,000-hectare property, which is also Great Britain’s biggest national nature reserve. There’s never a typical day, but I’m often leading visitor walks, managing the conservation volunteers, undertaking public engagement, checking that the car parks and toilets are clean and the ticket machines are all working, chatting to school groups, inspecting campsites or going on fire patrols. I joined the team here as a permanent ranger in spring 2022 after working as a fixed-contract ranger for West Lothian Council based in Beecraigs Country Park. I’m absolutely elated that I’m at Mar Lodge Estate for the foreseeable future. I’ve now got time to explore all the walks, mountains and rivers in this staggeringly beautiful part of the world.

         Serendipity in the Pentland Hills

         Growing up in the Midlands, my love of hillwalking and the mountains developed through the Scouts and school friends who introduced me to the Alps, Brecon Beacons and Snowdonia. As an adult, I’d go on walking holidays in wild places like Assynt in 4Scotland, climb Munros at weekends and tackle long-distance trails like Hadrian’s Wall. The outdoors has always helped my mental wellbeing during difficult times and it gives me a space to relax, think and appreciate nature. It’s all I do in my leisure time. If friends come to stay and they don’t want to go walking, I honestly don’t know what to do with them.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Until my early thirties, my work wasn’t related to the outdoors at all. I was a project manager at the former banking and insurance company HBOS in Edinburgh. It wasn’t something I loved, but it was near the mountains and that was all that mattered.

         The idea of becoming a ranger emerged completely by chance. It was 2008 and I got chatting to another walker on Harbour Hill in the Pentland Hills just outside Edinburgh. He was a volunteer ranger for the Pentland Hills Ranger Service and we had an in-depth conversation about what it involved. After talking for about half an hour he said, ‘Why don’t you try it?’ And I thought, ‘Ooh, I could do that.’ Thinking at the time about how much I was taking from the hills and not giving anything back, I signed up.

         The Pentland Hills Ranger Service didn’t ask for a big volunteering commitment, just four or five days a year. We’d meet them at the ranger centre, they’d drop us off in the hills and we’d carry out tasks. I loved those days. When a fellow volunteer told me that she was doing a part-time countryside management qualification to become a professional ranger, the path ahead was clear. I asked HBOS if I could work four days a week instead of five and, to their credit, they agreed. So for four years, I spent one day a week studying for a Higher National Certificate in Countryside Management, followed by a Higher National Diploma.

         
            [image: ]

         

         There wasn’t a minute of those courses that I didn’t enjoy and there were even study trips to the Isle of Rum and Norway. Off the back of the qualifications and volunteering, I quit my project management job for my first paid ranger role at West Lothian Council, initially on a three-month contract which then got extended.

         Life and work in the Cairngorms

         I’ve been a ranger for nearly ten years now and I’m still buzzing about it. The best part is the public engagement. At Mar Lodge Estate, I show visitors the regenerating native pine forest and tell them what’s special about it and why they should care. I encourage them to not just focus on the beautiful views but to look at what’s down at their feet, like juniper berries or oil beetles. Conveying my joy of the outdoors and helping people understand what’s amazing about it – that’s the part I really love.

         There are, of course, harder sides to the role, like trying to find solutions to access problems, litter and fires. But they’re all things that make the job more interesting!5

         
            [image: ]

         

         My ranger shifts vary and there’s a good chunk of weekend work, but I don’t mind. I often do a run of nine or ten days in a row, then have a number of days off. That pattern leaves me just enough time for my own hiking adventures and to film and blog about them or write outdoors articles for the Walkhighlands website and The Press and Journal newspaper. I see my writing and YouTube videos as a way to engage people more actively with the environment and the outdoors, hoping they’ll gain a greater understanding and appreciation of nature.

         The ranger shift pattern also gives me time for other voluntary work. A few years ago, I was the President of Ramblers Scotland, the body representing walkers in Scotland. Over the course of three years in that honorary role, I spent weekends walking with the fifty-four Ramblers groups based all over Scotland, joining them for walks on the Isle of Bute, Buachaille Etive Beag in Glencoe and Kinnoull Hill in Perth, amongst dozens of other places.

         Now permanently based at Mar Lodge, I’m brimming with excitement for my years in the Cairngorms. I’d like to get my Mountain Leader qualification so that I can take visitors up the fifteen Munros we have within the estate. But this summer’s afternoon, I’ll head down to the river after work and, under the shade of Caledonian pine trees, take a dip in the silky, cool water of one of the rocky pools. I think I’ve found the best job in the world.
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         Ben’s tips for becoming a ranger

         
            → Enrol on an Higher National Certificate (HNC)/Higher National Diploma (HND) Countryside Management course if sidestepping from an unrelated career. It gives you a sound introduction to land management, ecology, visitor management, interpretative principles, geology, access legislation, etc.

            → Volunteer! It’ll help you learn and get experience, which employers look for as much as qualifications.

            → Keep tabs on what’s going on in conservation/outdoor legislation/access circles. Soaking up news and information outside of work informs our ranger jobs too.

            → Brush up on your ID skills. Try to identify a couple of new things on each outing. Take photos and look them up when you’re home.

            → Picking up extra practical qualifications might tip the balance in your favour, for example Summer Mountain Leader, Forest School, chainsaw, ATV or other off-road vehicles.
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