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To my dearest Jet


My favourite parts of this whole adventure were always with you. For years I thought your legacy would be that you were the first dog to have achieved what you have and to have raised over half a million pounds for charity. But I was wrong. Your real legacy is the fact that you dictated the pace of the walk and, in doing so, led me to Kate and then to Magnus. Whenever I look at them, it will always be you to whom I am grateful for this wonderful family. You will forever be missed and there won’t be a single day that I won’t look back with the fondest memories. I love you.
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PART ONE


Life Changes
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The sweetshop is open again!


A quest for happiness in my life and to raise money for SSAFA, the armed forces charity, began on 1 August 2017 on Llangennith beach on the Gower Peninsula. My aim was to walk the entire British coastline, and that meant the mainland, every inhabited isle, plus as many uninhabited islets that I could get to. At the beginning, and for much of the walk, I had less than ten quid in my pocket. I had to rapidly learn the art of coastal foraging in unforgiving Scottish weather, as well as come to the realization that I would need help from perfect strangers en route if I was to complete this mammoth quest, not least with their fabulous generosity in replacing my tent each time the Scottish wind ripped another one and sent it to the tent cemetery.


I was in the Shetland Isles when the first lockdown was ordered in March 2020. Beside me was my dog and best friend, Jet, whom I had been lucky enough to adopt earlier on in my walk. Together we spent three and a half months on Hildasay, an uninhabited island an hour and a half out to sea. There was no electricity, no fresh water, and no gas there. A fisherman would drop off water and food supplies by boat, but otherwise I had to forage. It was here I realized I had finally found respect for myself, as well as discovering resilience and discipline on a level I hadn’t experienced since being in the Parachute Regiment. More importantly, however, after walking 12,000 miles, I had found the grail I’d been searching for, and something I had long lacked: happiness.


It was now the beginning of June 2020, and lockdown was finally over. Victor, who had been monumental in helping bring over fresh water and supplies while I was on the island of Hildasay, pulled up to the tiny harbour in his private four-man boat ready to take Jet and me back to mainland Shetland again. The swell of the sea made me anxious; even though I was in good hands, if anything were to happen, I knew that helping Jet was beyond my control. The North Sea, despite it being June, was still freezing and wouldn’t heat up until gone September. Jet and I had crossed rough seas many times to get to different islands, but despite all the experience, it never seemed to get any easier.


‘Chris,’ Victor said, ‘it’s going to be bumpy! We had better leave immediately as the winds are picking and we won’t be able to cross.’ I threw our gear on board (with a real sense of urgency I may add), picked up Jet and carefully stepped down onto the boat so as not to trip and faceplant onto the deck. As soon as feet and paws were safely on board, Victor fired up the engines and pulled away from the concrete harbour. Within five minutes we hit open sea and the side-on waves rocked us around for the hellish forty-minute journey back to land.


I sat at the rear of the boat with Jet clamped between my shins in a bid to stop her sliding from side to side uncontrollably. We each hated it as much as the other, but I knew Jet found real comfort in being with me just as I felt comfort being a passenger with a Shetland fisherman who knew his stuff. About fifteen minutes into the journey, I turned my head to look back at Hildasay. In a voice that was almost a whisper, both sad and fearful (given the swell), I said, ‘Goodbye, mate. Until next time.’ I felt a lump in my throat and a tingling sensation ran through my body as I uttered the words; I was sad to be leaving.


Saying goodbye was bittersweet – like bidding farewell to an old friend who I’d gotten to know incredibly well and wouldn’t see again for a while. I knew every nook and cranny of that island. It would always be the place where I had picked up the shattered pieces of my life and put them all back together again – and this time welded with steel, not fragile glue. I’d gotten stronger and fitter out there, learned all I could about foraging, hit my fundraising target of £100,000 for SSAFA, and got to watch Jet be a completely free and happy dog. The chimes of thousands of birds both in the morning and at night had become so embedded in my mind that any time I wanted to hear them, all I had to do was close my eyes and imagine! The island was such a special place. I would be a liar if I didn’t admit to being proud for taking on the challenge of living out at sea alone on an uninhabited island for the whole of the first lockdown. And not only had I survived; I had thrived.


‘Bye, pal,’ I said one last time before turning my attention towards the front of the boat. I took a deep breath, looked down at Jet and gave her a big wink. ‘Jet, it’s time. Let’s go and nail this fucking thing once and for all!’


I estimated we still had around three weeks left to complete Shetland, which included three more islands (two inhabited and one uninhabited), plus a small chunk of mainland Shetland. We had survived the winter relatively unscathed and spring had now well and truly sprung into action; flowers, plants and wildlife were appearing in abundance, and the winds, though still strong and relentless, no longer felt like I was being stabbed by tiny pins all over my hands and face – it was now more like a gentle slap from a warm hand! In all, things were looking up!


By the time we arrived back at the harbour of Burra (another island off Shetland now joined to the mainland by a bridge), I had flicked a switch in my head back to ‘walk mode’. I spent a day or two sleeping in Victor’s son’s garage, which had a small room out the back with a shower and sink where I cleaned, gutted and cleared out all of my equipment, ready to continue. To me, doing this was like having your house completely gutted, with a car valet to boot! I’d become incredibly anal about my equipment; everything had to be in its place, cleaned and ready to use any time at a moment’s notice. It’s vital if you want to be a good adventurer! It always felt amazing when it was all done, as well – such a satisfying feeling; I loved it.


The three months we’d spent cast away on Hildasay had done Jet and me a world of good: a forced but needed rest from the relentless years of routine – packing away the tent, putting the tent back up – the hard graft of walking from one place to another every day and the constant focus and problem-solving to get us through whatever stood between A and B. I now felt more ready than I’d ever been for the challenge ahead. So far, I had walked from Swansea, completed the west coast of England, the formidable west coast of Scotland, both the inner and outer Hebridean islands, the north of Scotland, Orkney and its surrounding islands, and most of Shetland.


I had a goal, a purpose, and I felt good mentally and physically. At this point, only an asteroid wiping out humanity could have stopped me from finishing this walk.


Before continuing, I spent an evening with Victor and his wonderful family to say goodbye. We dined on the herring that had come into season and been caught by Victor’s boat, washed down with beer and whisky as we celebrated what I believe was a beautiful connection between the Lawrences, Jet and myself. Together, we had all achieved something great – I could not have done it without them. Ted, Jamie and a few others who had also helped me came over to enjoy our last gathering before I set off the next day. That evening, as we all gathered round the fire, I toasted the endless efforts they had made, bringing food supplies and fresh water whenever the weather permitted. It was the most beautiful night with the most amazing people who had played such a special part in this adventure. Above all, I had once again made new friends.


After those months sleeping on a mattress in a house on Hildasay – albeit one with no running water, electricity or heating – it was amazing to be back in a tent again after lockdown and once again be surrounded by the comforting orange canvas that had kept us protected from the elements for the past three winters. On my first morning back on the walk, I stared down the coastline that I was about to undertake with newfound enthusiasm and a fresh glint in my eye. I took a deep breath, released it slowly while looking up to the sky, then turned my attention down to Jet: ‘Come on, mate, let’s bloody nail this.’


I found a pallet washed up on the beach and, after smashing it up with a boulder, used the wood to make a fire. I was immediately back in the swing of things. I sat next to the fire, Jet huddled up in the tent cocooned in my sleeping bag, and got the maps out, ready to get moving the next day. It felt good to be back – all the coastline I had been staring at for months from the island of Hildasay was now mine to conquer. I was like a child who had been looking through the window of the sweetshop for three months, only to find it closed every day. Now, it was like the door had finally opened – I was allowed in and so excited to explore!


Fresh and ready to go, and with a new fundraising target of £200,000 – which I had decided upon on Hildasay, after hitting my original target of £100,000 – this unpredictable, unplanned expedition was back on and firing on all cylinders. After finishing Shetland, I would return to the northeast tip of Scotland ready to head south. All I had left to walk was the east coast of Scotland, the east coast of England, the south coast of England and its islands (the Isle of Wight, the Channel Islands and the Scilly Isles), what remained for me of the west coast of England and then finally back into Wales, to finish at Llangennith beach on the Gower Peninsula, where I had set off on 1 August 2017.


In my mind, nothing else on this walk could trump the hardships of surviving the Outer Hebrides in a tent in winter followed by Shetland in a tent the following winter. Nothing the south had to offer could be in any way as challenging, I thought. But, oh – how wrong I was! Like any adventurer, you just never know what’s around the corner. Little did I know that, very soon, by a simple twist of fate and the universe’s impeccable timing, my life was about to change for ever.
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King Magnus and the ancestors of Foula


My next stop was the island of Foula, about an hour and twenty minutes’ boat ride from the west coast of Shetland. Foula is around 2.5 miles long by 3.5 miles wide and home to around thirty-five inhabitants, some of whom are indigenous to this small piece of land. It also lays claim to having the second highest sea cliffs in the UK, beaten only by Conachair on St Kilda. The cliffs tower some 1,220 feet above sea level, giving rise to a monumental cliff face. One man even base-jumped off the top of them a few years before my arrival! It has one small school and a special breed of sheep with brown-tinted wool, free to roam wherever they please. I was really excited to explore the place.


Being on an island, locals were incredibly worried about any outsiders coming over so soon after Covid. People on the mainland had warned me that I may not get the best reception when I arrived, or even be allowed off the boat for that matter! I really empathized with them if I’m honest – ‘keep them all away’ is exactly how I’d feel if I lived there. I tried my luck and headed for the boat to find around four locals who had made a trip over for supplies; the skipper, a lady and two other men stood around preparing to make the return journey. I took a deep breath and nervously headed towards them to ask for a passage over. I didn’t get an immediate response and was asked to go and wait in the waiting room until they reached a verdict; after a few minutes I was reluctantly granted permission, but in no way did this subdue my worry about how I would be received on the island itself. Still, the hard part was done, and in no time, we set sail once again.


It was particularly windy – our biggest swell yet – and the waves lashed the side of the boat relentlessly. The already awful crossing was made worse by the fact that we had nowhere to sit. Jet and I were wedged in between a pallet of supplies and the side of the boat with just enough room to use my legs as a way of stopping us sliding around everywhere. The whole journey was dire: Jet was being sick and shaking with nerves and I couldn’t get the thought out of my head that if one strap from the pallet broke, we would be crushed to death against the side of the gunwales. The skipper and his three other passengers chatted away casually. I wittered away too, like I didn’t have a care in the world, but my arse was clenched as tight as Fort Knox.


It was around 2 p.m. that we pulled into the small harbour, and the sense of relief was monumental. Pre-lockdown, people would have been waiting at the harbour to greet us, but now things were completely different. Already feeling slightly unwanted, I had been told that one fella might be particularly ‘funny’ with me, a bloke named Magnus. I wasn’t excited to meet him truth be told.


A man of average height, around forty years of age, with the appearance of a typical islander, hardy and weathered, watched on as we prepared to dock.


‘Is that Magnus standing over there on the dock?’ I asked one of the crew as he tethered the mooring ropes to the giant cleats on land.


‘Yep! Lived here all his life,’ he said.


Nervously, I disembarked, knowing I was the first tourist to step foot on this island in four months. A few people waited on the dock to unload the supplies from the boat that had been brought over from mainland Shetland. I was half expecting to get pushed back on! I said a quick ‘hello’ to Magnus, and attempted to read his response, but he gave nothing away. I then scurried away to find a place to camp, feeling rather seasick for the first time in my life. The crew and locals, including Magnus, said hardly anything at all. They were busy unloading the boat as I walked away. I felt so uncomfortable, I really did. Let’s get this island done and fuck off on the boat back to the mainland was my only thought. I eventually spewed, got the tent up and readied myself for the next day.


A few hours later, now nestling into my sleeping bag, I heard a cough and the sound of someone wading through the long grass where I’d pitched my tent, only a few hundred feet from the harbour. I looked out to see Magnus heading towards me. I quickly pulled in my head and slumped back on the roll mat thinking, Fuck – here we go! I’d not been met with any hostility since leaving England, and the prospect felt soul-destroying.


‘Chris!’ Magnus shouted as he neared the tent. I got out of my sleeping bag and crawled out. To my surprise, however, he came forward and shook my hand. ‘My brother owns a place on the north side of the island. You are welcome to stay in it if you like? My mother lived there but passed away a few years ago and it’s sitting empty.’


I beamed at him, with relief as much as gratitude. ‘Thanks, mate, I’d love that!’


‘Great! My name’s Magnus. Pack up your gear and I’ll give you a lift to the house.’


As we chatted on the way down, I told him about my journey while he told me about his family and the island. After dropping me off and showing me round the old house, Magnus left me to it. I really didn’t stay in houses on this walk; it was very unlike me, but I liked the idea of having somewhere to return after walking without having to get all my gear out for a change. Plus, I’d be alone, which was fine with me – I’m most comfortable in my own skin with my own shadow for company.


I’d been in the house for a few hours journaling when I heard a bang at the door. Magnus had returned, this time with a bottle of whisky – pretty standard for a Scot I’d come to learn! I smiled, he smiled and before we knew it, merrily drunk, burping and darting, we were getting on like a house on fire, like we had known each other for years! We talked about his family and my walk, among other things, and he was great. Before he left, he pulled a photo album from the table in the living room. ‘Chris, feel free to have a look through. There’s some really old photos in there – it’s genuinely interesting,’ he said in his thick Shetland accent.


‘Thanks, mate, I most certainly shall.’


The house, which was relatively small but perfect for a couple, was situated on the north side of Foula, which saw very little sun. All of the other islanders resided on the south side, meaning while I was here, I appeared to have the north of the island all to myself. The house was surrounded by fields that had once been croft farmed, and to the west, sea cliffs towered so high above that they blocked any sun during the winter months! It must have been a truly brutal place to live and work back in the day. I had so much admiration for such a harsh yet simple life that his ancestors must have lived.


I lit some candles as the sun went down, sipped the last of the whisky we had shared and got stuck in to the photo album. I’d been given some beautiful Shetland orchestral music to listen to, so I decided to put it on while I indulged in someone else’s family history! It was a really special few hours, and I took stock and time to appreciate my position and where I was. As I flicked through, I got lost in the magic of the photos, some so old that cameras must have not long been invented. The black-and-white images of older Foula men and women sat around a cooking pot hanging from the wooden beams of the roof particularly caught my imagination. The weathered and solemn expressions on the gnarled faces of Magnus’s ancestors really told a story of what life had been like back then. I bet most never even left the island.


To live a life on a tiny island like Foula, seeing the same few faces every day, is almost unimaginable to folks nowadays. The winds and harsh winters, as well as the solitude, mean it takes a special kind of person to be able to make a life here. I was transfixed by Magnus’s photographs and had so many questions I knew I’d never get the answers to. Up until ninety years ago, the local church services were still conducted in Norn, a relic of the Old Norse language spoken by Vikings 1,000 years ago! I found it mind-blowing that there was still somewhere in the UK where a language as ancient as this had not only survived, but was in everyday use until as recent an event as the Titanic sinking in 1912! The whole place had a very peaceful and historic feel to it.


As I continued to flick through those moving snapshots in time, I noticed on looking at the captions that every generation of father bore the same name: Magnus. I loved it – hundreds of years of tradition passed on from father to son. The name itself has Latin origins and became very popular throughout Scandinavia. It was first introduced by the Norwegian king Magnus Olufsen back in 1035, and the name was carried over the North Sea from Norwegian Trondheim to our shores by the Vikings, and stayed put for over 1,000 years. I loved it and wished it was my name!


The island of Foula itself was beautiful. I was determined to climb to the highest spot of the sea cliffs to get a proper view, but on my first two attempts the mighty winds battered me down. My final attempt was a steep climb under constant and rather unnerving attacks from swooping bonxies (Arctic skuas). God, they were relentless! On the way back down from the top, Jet and I had to navigate through a minefield of these chicken-sized dive-bombing birds. Jet actually got so pissed off at the endless tirade that she snapped and went into hunt mode, jumping and aggressively attempting to take them down as they swooped for her. I’d never seen her like that before and admired her determination to fight back. I should have taken a leaf out of her book; the thought of feasting on one would have given me immense satisfaction after such an ordeal!


After three nights and with Foula now in the bag, having spent the entire time walking, looking at maps and prepping for the next island, it was time for us to move on. However, there were no boats going for a while! I put a post up on my ‘Chris Walks the UK’ Facebook page saying we were stuck and would have to wait another four days until we could return back to mainland Shetland. Jamie, the owner of the shop in Burra, who had been amazing to me while I was on Hildasay, got in touch to say he would be happy to come and fetch me and take me back over. This was a huge effort involving hours at sea just to get to Foula, not to mention the extra hour over to where I could get on the boat, followed by yet further hours back to the mainland. I wasn’t sure I could let him go to such lengths just for us, but he was adamant and took to the water within hours. God, I was so grateful.


Jamie arrived on his twin-engine boat ready to take us back over in no time. The seas were much calmer this time around and would make for a much better crossing, to my relief! Magnus, his wife and children all came down to see me off. I was indebted to him for being so nice and felt I’d made another friend who would welcome me back any time. And, once again, I was reminded how important it is to keep your own opinion and not believe everything you hear. As we said our goodbyes, Jamie jumped out of his boat and alerted us that a fishing boat had run into trouble. The engines had blown and the boat was stranded a few hours out to sea – an awful position to be in. Without hesitation, he, his two crew and Magnus all jumped on board. What was originally a pick-up and drop-off had now become a sea rescue mission!


Jet and I stayed ashore so as not to get in the way and the lads sped off at full pelt to go and help. I was positive they would bring the stranded fishermen back safely. About four hours later, I could see the green starboard lights of two boats, and one in tow! The relief was epic. ‘Well done, lads!’ I shouted at the top of my voice. They arrived to a round of applause on shore as they made their way safely into the harbour. The winds can change up here in seconds; what was a horrible situation could have easily turned into a catastrophic one in no time. That boat coming to pick me up was obviously meant to be. Thank goodness! We went back to the mainland feeling incredibly lucky.


Papa Stour, a majestic island with a population of fewer than fifteen people living on 820 hectares of land, was the perfect end to the inhabited islands of Scotland, thanks to it being soaked in Neolithic, Viking and contemporary history – something I had become fascinated with during my time on the walk. It also had huge sinkholes in the ground, leading to sea caves the size of a five-a-side footy pitch, and looking down into the abyss gave me a real sense that humans should not enter such a dangerous place.


From there I began my final section of Shetland, back to where I started in Brea six months earlier. It was the last of my Scottish island adventures, and so a day of very mixed emotions. From here on, it was south towards England. The Hebrides, Orkney and Shetland had been without a doubt the most brutal yet fulfilling part of my journey so far – even my whole life – with beautifully friendly people who give you their time without restraint.


I have absolutely no problem in saying that there are parts of the UK that could learn a thing or two from the islanders! The pace of life is slower, and money is not their sole priority; rather, there’s a simpler way of getting by – enjoying local music and each other’s company, as well as everyone helping each other out. It was a way of living that really struck a chord with me. None of this not even knowing your neighbour’s name nonsense! Instead, there was a real sense of community and pride in their land and origins, coupled with the most breathtaking landscapes and coastline the UK has to offer, mostly wild and unharmed by humans, where clean pristine waters are unpolluted by litter, burst sewage pipes or waste pumped out by water companies. In all, I saw these remote isles as much cleaner, healthier, happier places, where humans co-exist in a more mature and selfless manner. To me, it felt like stepping back in time – and for the better.


I arrived at the ferry ready to head back to mainland Scotland in complete surprise as to how many locals had come down to say farewell to both me and Jet. It was such a wonderful moment, though sad at the same time. I hugged each and every one of them to say goodbye as we walked towards the ship’s door. Just like on the Hebrides and Orkney, I had arrived here a complete stranger to them, and them to me, but somehow, along the way, I’d made a massive connection with so many of them and left feeling like I was saying goodbye to friends and family. I had earned their respect and they had earned mine. We had a mutual admiration for each other and love for the land they lived on.


Jet and I stood outside on deck at the back of the Norse Link Ferry and as the ship pulled off from Lerwick, I waved to all the people who had come to see us off. The smaller they became the further we sailed away, I realized it wasn’t just Shetland I was saying goodbye to, but the end of an era; a part of my life and my island adventures on this walk that had given me the freedom to just be me without all the white noise and constant distractions of my former existence. It was the first time in my life I had felt completely free – and what a feeling that is! The islands of Scotland had stolen my heart, and although this was goodbye, I felt some peace knowing that, someday, I would be back. 
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Chance encounter at the Whaligoe Steps


With the Scottish islands now completed, and with that a massive sense of personal achievement coursing through my veins, we landed safely back on mainland Scotland in July 2020. I loved the boat journey over. The connections I’d made had become more and more evident as the hours went by; as the boat sailed past the beautiful small island of Fair Isle, locals were sending me photos of our boat passing them with heart-warming messages of well wishes, and I sent photos of Fair Isle back to them. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine the impact this journey would have on others as well as myself. It was such a wholesome feeling to say the least. It’s funny, but I can safely say I have felt more a part of a community being a traveller than I ever had with anywhere I’d lived before.


Now, back in Thurso on the northern coast of mainland Scotland, it was a three-day hike along the coast to reach John o’Groats after completing the most northerly point of mainland Britain – Dunnet Head. I must admit, it didn’t feel too special as I’d already hit the most northerly point of the whole of Britain back in Unst, Shetland, but either way, it was nice to get a picture by the sign. The most northerly, westerly, southerly and easterly points had always been my main targets to reach, but having ticked two of them off already on the islands, this simply didn’t give me the same sense of achievement. I was excited, however, as the next day a friend, Dan Davies, was coming up to join me for a few days. This would be the first familiar face I had seen in years, not since the very start of my journey. Dan and I had met way back on the west coast of Scotland. He was doing the Land’s End to John o’Groats route, but with some adventurous detours along the way!


From that first meeting, we would remain friends, good friends. Dan is a 6 foot 3 man with dreadlocks, with a kind of scruffy look about him and always in shorts – completely comfortable in his own skin! He’s the kind of bloke that would drop anything in a second if anyone needed help. He really has a heart of pure gold. Aside from that, what I really loved about him was how creative and driven he is – always with a camera, a drone, a head full of knowledge and constantly smiling; it’s safe to say he’s probably the easiest person I’ve ever been around. And that takes some doing given the fact that I’d been isolated in a tent on my own with a dog for three years by this point! After hearing Dan had sustained an injury and was feeling understandably low about it, I invited him to come and see me for a few days. If anything, to give him some encouragement and a hoped-for morale boost.


We had the most amazing ten days, heading along the northeast coast of Scotland and down towards Wick. On the way, Dan insisted we celebrate my arrival back to mainland Scotland with some whisky each night by a fire. I loved every minute of it, and by taking this stretch slowly and just enjoying the long nights, without realizing it at the time, he had done me possibly the biggest favour a man could ask for. Had he not been there, I’d have easily been much further down the coast by this point. And had that happened, fate would never have intervened and blessed me as it would in only a week’s time.


The day before Dan left to return all the way back to Bournemouth, he’d gotten in touch with some friends he’d met while on his own personal journey, Lee and Liza, who lived just out on the outskirts of Wick, northeast Scotland. Lee was away with work at this point, but Liza offered to come by and bring us some supplies with their young son, Archie. The night before I’d left to return to the mainland, Shetland’s winds decided to give me one last tickle and a big storm snapped my tent poles, leaving me with a half-working tent; a total pain in the arse to try to pitch each evening, always using a tie I’d been given over there to wrap around the snapped tent pole to enable me to still sleep in it. Another storm and it wouldn’t survive the night.


When Liza arrived armed with some food and, of course, in the normal Scottish style, a bottle of Jura whisky, Dan and I played with her son Archie for a while as we chatted to Liza. I took to her straight away. As had been the case so many times up north, she simply couldn’t stop offering help with anything I needed and invited us to come back to hers for a hot meal, a shower and to sleep in a tepee that was already erected in the back garden. Given my tent situation and the fact I hadn’t felt warm water on my skin since leaving Shetland, I lapped up the offer.


Dan left the next morning. Unbeknown to me, the night before while in the kitchen, Liza and Dan had been talking about my broken tent. After hearing about my situation, Liza had called her husband, Lee, and they both agreed to buy me a new MSR tent, exactly the same as the one I already had. Liza came out with some breakfast the following morning to tell me the epic news that, in just four days, my new tent would arrive at their house. Once again, I was completely blown away and lost for words at how wonderful people – and complete strangers at that – can be. I gave her a massive hug and we both agreed that I’d sit the next four days out, to eat well, do admin and sleep in the tepee until it arrived. I was so grateful and wished Lee was there so I could shake his hand.


Liza and Lee lived slightly off the coast, and after the third day, I felt a serious urge to camp up somewhere on the coast rather than be in a back garden. Don’t get me wrong, I loved being there and playing games with little Archie, and I also felt that, since Lee was away, Liza probably enjoyed having another adult around to talk to (which I completely understood). But the lovely relationship between myself and the coastline where I’d spent so much time was pulling me back harder with each passing day. So I asked Liza if she wouldn’t mind dropping me off for one evening while we waited for the tent, on a part of the coast she liked and knew I could get some space to spend the night alone.


By this stage, national press had helped raise my profile to the point where anywhere I went – towns, villages or even just out on the coastal clifftops – I was being recognized and stopped with a litany of questions about my journey, with accompanying selfies to boot! I didn’t mind at all, but, as I wasn’t in this for fame or attention, there were times when it took its toll on me – more so at night, when folks occasionally shook the tent for a selfie at 10 p.m., when I was asleep! So long as I was getting some kind of time alone, I could manage the other.


With that in mind, Liza drove me down to a place around fifteen minutes from her house called the Whaligoe Steps, a popular tourist attraction with 365 handmade steps that lead down a 250-foot cliff to a beautiful little harbour at the bottom. Back in the day during the herring boom in the 1800s, men went out to sea to collect the fish and bring them back to the tiny harbour. Each day the women (fisherwomen as they were called) would then scale the 365 steps and walk 8 miles to the nearest town, Wick, to sell them. I loved the idea of camping down at the bottom. It would be my first night alone since Dan arrived a few weeks ago, or so I thought! Little did I know, this last-minute decision to camp down at the bottom of the Whaligoe Steps would change my life for ever. If only we knew it, our destiny is writ large in the stars above us.


Late that afternoon, Liza dropped me off in a small car park near the steps and headed off. As I walked towards the top of them, a fella called as he came outside of his house. ‘So you’re the famous walker, then! I’m Davy. I look after the steps. Anything you want to know, just ask me!’ he said in the fastest, thickest north Scottish accent I’d ever heard. After a galloping fifteen-minute chat, I told Davy he was welcome to pop down after I’d pitched up and got sorted for the night. With that, I made my way down the steps with Jet and started the process of erecting my broken tent. Davy popped in for an hour to chat and tell me some of the history of the area. At this point, there was only about two hours left of light and still a few tourists about, but I knew they would all disperse soon enough and I’d have the place to myself.


A young lady in her mid-twenties who had recognized me from a recent news piece we had done for STV (Scottish Television) came over, and we chatted for about ten minutes about my walk, but mostly about Jet. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed another lady, I’d say around thirty years old, looking over in our direction. I’d gotten good at clocking a potential question-asker by now! After walking over with a beaming smile, she brazenly interrupted our conversation: ‘I’m so sorry to interrupt but I can’t stay long here and I read on your tent that you’re walking the UK coastline. How long have you been going?’


I looked up at the lady who was already chatting to me, almost apologetically for the interruption, before introducing myself and Jet to the intruder. She had dark hair pulled back in a bun, a purple raincoat and black leggings with pink socks pulled up over the top of walking boots. I noticed she had beautiful skin, and clearly took care of herself.


Our conversation lasted no more than a few minutes before she said, ‘I have to go now as it’s going to be dark soon and I need to find somewhere to pitch my tent before I end up fumbling around unable to see anything!’ And with that, she just left. As she walked away, I glanced in her direction thinking, What the hell just happened?! One minute she was here and the next she had gone.


After saying goodbye to the lady I had originally been talking to, that was that. Finally, I was alone and ready to eat my dinner and listen to the sea to put me to sleep once again. Perfect.


About forty minutes later, however, I heard the pitter patter of feet slowly heading down the Whaligoe Steps. More tourists? I thought. There wasn’t a lot of daylight left. They won’t be long, I said to myself, and then I’ll be back on my own again. I looked towards the steps from behind my tent, out of curiosity more than anything, and would you believe it – it was that girl in pink heading down the steps loaded with her backpack, tent and a bulging carrier bag!


‘Chris!’ she said as she walked closer to Jet and me, again with a beautiful beaming smile and as confident as on our last brief encounter. ‘It’s getting dark soon and I have nowhere to camp. Would it be okay with you if I camped down here by you for the night? You obviously know what you’re doing!’ she said with a chuckle.


‘I thought you might be hungry, so I got us both some fish and chips with a couple of cans of Tennent’s to wash it down. And a sausage for Jet obviously! Oh, and my name’s Kate by the way.’


My very first thought was, Shit, I’ve just eaten! I’m not going to seem ungrateful, though, so I’ll have to eat them or devise a way to slip them to Jet!


‘No problem at all, Kate. You’re more than welcome. Can I give you a hand pitching the tent? It’s pretty windy and it’ll be dark soon.’


‘Nah! Don’t worry, I got it!’ she replied.


While Kate got to work pitching her tent (rather badly, I might add!), she told me about her mini adventure doing her ‘off the beaten track’ version of Scotland’s North Coast 500 (500 miles of coastline that loops around Scotland), and wild camping, all alone, as a post-lockdown/birthday treat to herself.


‘Wild camping in the north of Scotland on your own!? That’s quite ballsy,’ I said. ‘You must love camping.’


‘No, not really,’ she replied. ‘I’m a freezer and get so cold at night, plus I find it excruciatingly uncomfortable,’ she laughed. ‘But I love adventure so it’s worth it!’


I smiled and totally understood where she was coming from. We sat down together to eat and cracked open a Tennent’s. I’d positioned myself in a way where I could fake eat the odd chip and smuggle the fish to Jet, who was nestled behind me in the tent.


As dark closed in, the conversation between Kate and me flowed as easy as an estuary into the sea. The more we talked about adventure, the more it was evident that Kate and I shared the same enthusiasm for getting away and exploring the world. Each time Kate would tell me about some off-the-scale adventure she had always wanted to do, I was in disbelief at how similar my own ambitions were, whether it be trekking across Antarctica in the style of Shackleton, sailing around French Polynesia, hiking across continents, kayaking down uncharted rivers, spending weeks marooned on remote islands or off-roading through Africa. You name it, they were all on my list!


It was obvious she wasn’t just a talker either, but a doer! Kate was very well travelled; she’d lived in Mexico and been around most of South and Central America, as well as visited Nepal, India and Vietnam, to name just a few. And many of these countries she’d gone to and explored on her own. In fact, that night she told me that in a few weeks, she was off to Afghanistan to go and scope out some possibilities for training teachers to improve educational access out there, having spent the past ten years as a teacher in early years education. She was also going there to climb some of the mountains in a remote region.


Afghanistan! I thought. This girl really has some balls! I was impressed.


As it got later, I could tell Kate was cold (I noticed how abysmal her kit was), and as any gentleman would, I gave her my Rab jacket, gloves and any warm kit I had. I was probably in my prime at this point when it came to being able to withstand cold, given where I’d just spent my last few winters. Never before in three years of camping had I invited anyone to my tent; my bubble, my home. But I felt incredibly comfortable around Kate, and even after only four hours of us meeting, I knew she wouldn’t take my invite as anything sleezy or some kind of ulterior motive (and believe me, it wasn’t). I was enjoying a conversation that didn’t entail talking about my walk all the time, and Kate had no idea who I was or what I was doing when she approached me, which was refreshing and kept the conversation on more of a level playing field. It felt rare to sit with someone who got as excited as I did about forthcoming adventures, knowing full well, given her travelling background, that this wasn’t just idle dreaming – she would actually do it.


We chatted and laughed into the early hours, sharing mutual stories of adventures, our favourite explorers and their exploits, Greek mythology, survival and the stars! I showed her Orion’s Belt, the Milky Way, the Plough, Pegasus and some handy star navigational tips, then went into some of my foraging skills and tips for turning seawater into drinking water. She had some incredible stories herself and such a thirst for knowledge when it came to survival skills and adventure, we could have gone on all night.


As Kate was clearly still cold, I told her to grab her sleeping bag and bring it to my tent so she could tuck up inside it while I sat outside and we could continue talking. When she brought it over, I looked at her in disbelief.


‘What the fuck is that?!’


‘I know,’ she laughed. ‘My gear is atrocious. I’ve had this same sleeping bag since I was thirteen – it was twenty-five quid from Blacks in the nineties! It’s useless!’


Essentially, it was a big hanky, and no good for man or beast.


‘Oh dear. No wonder you get cold at night! Tonight you can use my sleeping bag when you return to your tent – you’ll sleep much better! It probably stinks, but anything is better than that thing!’


She accepted without much hesitation: ‘Thanks so much – that’s amazing of you!’


Deep down, I was gutted. Jet and I would have to sleep with her spider’s web of a sleeping bag now, but hey, I’d had the most wonderful night – it was the least I could do in exchange for her company.


We sat up talking until 3 a.m., when we eventually said goodnight and Kate returned to her tent with all my warm gear, including my sleeping bag! I wrapped Jet up in Kate’s and went to sleep. The next morning, Kate was up early taking photos of the beautiful spot where we’d spent the night. I made us both a coffee. I only had one cup, so I drank mine from my cooking pot. We packed up and made our way back up to the top of the steps. I have to say I was pretty impressed with her stamina, going up all those steps carrying a heavy load.


‘Kate, I’m not sure of your plans, but you’re more than welcome to camp with us again tonight if you want. I’ll get a fire on.’


‘Oh, I’d love to,’ she replied, looking at me directly, ‘but I can’t. Today I have to drive back down south as I have work commitments I need to get back for. I have a packed schedule coming up, delivering start-of-term INSET days, and I’ve got to get prepping! Otherwise, I would for sure.’


‘No problem,’ I assured her. ‘Just thought I’d offer on the off-chance!’


‘I don’t know if you’d like to, as I’m sure you get lots of requests for this on your trek, but if you’re up for it, we could exchange numbers and stay in touch?’


I wasn’t one to hand out my number easily, but on this occasion, it felt like a no-brainer. We gave each other a big hug and said our goodbyes. As she disappeared into the distance, climbed into her car and drove away, I was genuinely gutted to see her go. Which surprised me, given how much I valued my own space. I think it’s safe to say that neither of us had any idea at the time, but this random encounter at the bottom of the cliffs would be the start of something truly life-changing.
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