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Foreword


The first time I heard about Chris was a newspaper story during lockdown about a former soldier and his dog, ‘cast away’ on an island in Shetland. I was transfixed.


Having spent a year marooned on a Scottish island myself (with my dog Inca) for the BBC series Castaway back in 2000, I remember it clearly because part of me was incredibly jealous.


A man and a dog on a Scottish island was meant to be me, but instead I was in lockdown with my own family (and dog, Storm) in landlocked Oxfordshire.


A year later, I found myself on a small boat in the Shetland isles. ‘That’s where Chris and Jet lived throughout the pandemic,’ explained the skipper with pride.


I looked him up online and started following his journey on social media, and like thousands of others I was soon obsessed. The simplicity of his nomadic life walking the entire coastline of the UK.


It wasn’t long after that when I found myself at a pub with Chris, Jet and Kate.


I have been fortunate to meet some inspiring people over the years. Every so often a bright, blazing star of humanity appears, and for me it was Chris.


I don’t need to tell you why or how – this book will do that – but Chris and his story really moved me. I found myself wanting to be his friend.


Honest and humble, kind and generous, Chris really is my hero.


A man who began a life-changing journey with a tenner and a tent.


A man trying to overcome his demons and change his  life for the better.


Full of charm and compassion, I hope this book will change you, as Chris has changed me. He has helped me look at the world from another perspective. He has given me hope and humility.


Perhaps our friendship was over our mutual love of dogs; maybe it was our shared love of Scottish islands, or walking, or the coastline, or the fact we have both supported SSAFA; or maybe it’s because we have both embarked on journeys in search of something.


Bursting with positivity and hope, Chris, Kate, Jet and little Magnus remind us that in a world of uncertainty, love conquers all.


Ben Fogle
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Into the storm


Saying goodbye to my daughter Caitlin at Swansea train station was the most soul-destroying experience of my entire life. Never have I felt such a failure. The walk back to my flat was a complete blur. I cried all of the six miles home only to walk into an empty shell of a flat knowing she had gone. I looked at her bed, the covers still pulled back just as she had left them a few hours before. Part of her presence was still here. My whole body went numb. Broken, I collapsed to the floor sobbing like an inconsolable baby, wishing that I’d never existed.


To make matters worse, it was only a few weeks before I’d be evicted. My anxiety and depression had taken hold of me with such force by this point that even the simple task of going down to the Civic Centre to try and sort out my deteriorating financial situation seemed impossible. I could barely step out the front door; ironic, really, given how much I hated the place. As I looked around the flat I realized what a dark and confined space it had become. It was like a prison, and every day spent within its drab walls seemed like part of a long sentence. On a basic, primal level I knew I had to get out of there before its black energy sucked me further into dark despair. After a good old sob, guided by an inner wisdom, I finally found the energy to pick myself up and get changed into my wetsuit. I was so desperate to feel some kind of normal and escape from my own mind and I knew the only place I had even a remote chance of doing this was the surf.


After ten years of raising Caitlin on my own, the depths of my depression had become apparent to both of us, and was, I believe, one of the reasons Caitlin left in the first place. It took an enormous amount of willpower to get out of the house; I grabbed my surfboard, a few Welsh cakes and two litres of water and left the flat, but not before punching a hole in the wall out of pure anger at myself. Then I headed out to start the walk to Llangennith beach on the Gower Peninsula.


I’ll never be entirely sure what was going on in my mind on that ten-mile stretch. All I can remember is the feeling of having let down someone that I loved so much. It was unbearable. The outdoors have and always will be my happy place. I remember as a boy when my parents were going through a divorce, I’d run to the woods and sit in a tree for hours. Being outside was embedded in me, and that has held true my entire life.


However, this time my walk to the beach had a different purpose. The only therapy that might help that hollow day was the ocean, and I found myself walking incredibly slowly and short of breath, my body racked with anxiety, constantly on the cusp of a panic attack. I was often stopping, sitting down somewhere out of sight of any other walkers and bursting into tears. Up until this day, I can honestly say I hadn’t cried for all of my adult years. It was like someone had turned on the tap after decades of it being switched off. I felt completely numb; consumed by the recurring thought that I had failed at what to me was the single most important thing I couldn’t afford not to succeed at: being a good father to my daughter. My mind adrift, my heart broken, after this I had absolutely no idea where I was heading; I was lost. The word ‘failure’ stuck in my throat like a leech, and the constant question rattling around my brain was: ‘What the hell do I do now?’ I had no money, and eviction and homelessness were on the cards. At thirty-seven years old, I was a prime example of somebody suffering severe depression.


It was about three hours before I reached Llangennith beach. Together with Rhossili, they make up one long beach stretching about three miles long – a beautiful place and an incredibly popular surf spot in the right conditions. This beach had become a home from home, as I spent every waking minute here that I could, whether it be surfing for my own pleasure or taking people out coasteering. I’d spent so much time here over the years that I knew it extremely well – enough to know that a strong onshore wind made it inevitable that the swell was going to be big, the surf choppy and all over the place.


As I arrived, I looked down from the hundred-foot cliffs of Rhossili at the ocean and thought to myself, Shit, look at the size of that surf! It was much bigger than anything I had ever ridden before. I can definitely surf, but I’m no professional, and looking back, my state of mind had clearly overpowered my normal sense of fear. Any other time, I would have walked away immediately. Today, however, I just didn’t seem to care.


The paddle out through the rough white water to reach where the clean build can be surfed behind was just too much for a mortal to handle. Llangennith and Rhossili are renowned throughout Europe for having one of the biggest paddle-outs going. My only option, I decided – and it was lunacy to do so – was to climb down the cliffs to reach a ledge from which I could jump into the water; rather than paddle out to face this monster head on, I would sneak up behind it.


I stood for a while on the ledge, staring aimlessly out at sea, the spray hitting off the rocks pluming thirty feet into the air. Despite the danger of the situation I was about to put myself in, I felt an immense sense of calm – or was it abandon? I attached the leash cord from the surfboard onto my ankle and realized that once I’d taken the five-foot plunge into the water, there was no returning to the ledge. The next time I would feel land would be 400 yards away on the beach. This brought me to my senses. I had a choice whether or not to cast myself into the maelstrom. I wasn’t suicidal. That’s just not me; I am too much of a coward and I simply hate the thought of dying, especially drowning. There is a huge difference between not wanting to exist any more and the thought of committing suicide. I loved Caitlin and I would never want to leave her with that burden, and was still emotionally aware enough to know that if I did something like this, I would destroy her even more. Killing myself wasn’t on the cards.


I looked up at the dark, brooding sky and shouted ‘FUUUCK!’, then jumped into the turbulent water. Suddenly finding myself at the mercy of nature in this way, I realized how vulnerable and insignificant a human being can be. Paddling as fast as I could to get away from the ledge and the rocks, I headed towards the break. Then, behind me, thundering out of nowhere, came a killer wave. I turned myself and my board to face the oncoming slaughter, to give myself half a chance to dive underneath it. As it hurtled towards me, however, I realized I would never be able to duck-dive this – it was a muscular wall of white water, a speeding avalanche that could leave nothing but broken bones in its wake.


I grabbed my board as hard as I possibly could, squeezing it so tightly that I was almost welded to it. It was my flotation, without which I might not come back up to the surface again.


It’s incredible how many different thoughts the human brain can have in such a short space of time in a panic-stricken situation, but immediately I knew I had to regain control of them and focus on the only thing that was important: getting my feet back onto the sandy shores of Rhossili beach.


The white water hit me so hard my board was immediately ripped from my body. My arms and legs were being dragged every which way and felt as if they were being pulled from their sockets. One second it was light, the next minute it was dark; I had no idea if I was upside down or facing upright. After what felt like an eternity, but was in reality only about fifteen seconds, I returned to the surface, gasping desperately for breath. Somehow, my leash was still attached to my leg, and I pulled my board towards me and managed to scramble back on, giving myself a second to compose myself.


I was still shaking like a leaf with adrenalin and fear when, soon enough, I saw another angry set of waves coming in. I’m not a religious man, but as I saw the first wave heading my way, I figured that it was just about rideable, and I was sure the gods were on my side. I must catch this! I thought to myself. You can’t fight the sea for long; she always has more power than you in the end. Had I not committed every fibre in my body to riding this giant, I’m sure I would have taken my last breath there.


Once again, I turned and paddled towards the distant beach as hard and as fast as my arms would take me. The wave started to pick me up and then, incredibly, there I was, standing up on my board looking down the face of the biggest wave I would catch in my lifetime. It was nothing like I’d ever seen before. I dropped into the wave and hung a left, somehow managing to catch it perfectly. It was fast and ferocious and how I stayed on it, I will never know. Every muscle in my body was working perfectly in sync; never had my concentration been so intense. It would be the longest and most beautiful ride of my life.


Breathless and feeling like I’d just done five rounds with Mike Tyson, my trusty stick and I were gracelessly dumped on the beach, where I collapsed, kissing the sandy solidity of terra firma like it was a long-lost family member. It was surreal – the contrast of sudden safety after feeling so frightened a few seconds earlier. The two extremes of emotion were too much to process. I was both disappointed and angry at myself for doing something so stupid and selfish, and pumping with adrenalin.


I left the board on the beach and climbed back up the cliffs to Rhossili, to the exact same spot I’d been standing on before jumping into the water. But this time, I felt different. Out at sea, I’d felt like nature was fighting me, but now I had fought back and won. It was the first battle in a long time where I had triumphed. I felt an incredible sense of calm, and as I stared down miles of beach, for the first time in much too long, I felt happy and grateful to be alive.
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A sea change


In the moments that followed my safe delivery to the beach from the monster wave, something in me changed – I had an epiphany. I realized that if I didn’t make a massive life change now, things would not turn out well. No – they would be bloody awful. The way things had been going had resulted in my daughter leaving. Depression had wound around me so tight that I’d lost all sense of self-respect, and through a combination of self-loathing and poor fathering, which had seen us on the brink of homelessness, I had now driven the most important person in my life away: my sixteen-year-old daughter, Caitlin. I had to accept where I was, who I was, and have faith in myself to change things. Not so much a mental makeover – more like knocking down the ruins that my life had become and starting all over again.


Each one of us has the potential to be happy, and I knew that if I stayed here where I was, doing what I’d been doing, I was on the spiral in the opposite direction: to nowhere and worse. As I looked at the grassy sand dunes and driftwood-strewn beach disappearing into the horizon as if it went on for ever, I heard a voice in my head.


‘Walk the UK coastline,’ it said.


‘What?’


‘Walk the UK coastline.’


The voice came from deep within me, and it wasn’t my ego. Rather, it came directly from the soul; the one place within us that knows exactly what we need and when we need it. I felt an immediate sense of excitement – a feeling that had been missing from my life for far too long. I needed to escape my life and get moving; things could only get better.


Not for one second did the enormity of the task cross my mind. Neither did the question, ‘How the hell am I going to do this with absolutely no funds, no kit or even the vaguest notion of a plan?’ In my mind, I knew somehow I’d make it work. It was 29 July 2017, and my life was about to change for ever.


I’d been camping on the odd occasion in the past but, more often than not, just sleeping out on the beach after a surf without a tent. I was by no means a guru in the art of camping or clued up on the sort of things I would require. It was something I would have to learn along the way. First up, though, I knew I would need a tent, a sleeping bag, some boots, a knife and something to cook on.


On my way back to the flat, I stopped in at the local shop and used £10 of the last £40 left in my bank account to put some credit on my phone. Still topping up a basic phone with credit in 2017 was pretty behind the times, but that was the reality for me as a single parent; I was always skint.


I immediately got to work phoning friends, asking if they could help me with any of the kit that I needed, as I had absolutely nothing. I was loath to ask the Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Families Association (SSAFA), the Armed Forces charity that had already supported me through hard times as a single parent. In fact, as soon as I thought of SSAFA, I decided that, rather than them helping me, I wanted to be the one to help them this time, and I would raise money for them on this walk.


In only a couple of days, I’d managed to acquire a tent from an ex 1 Para fella called Dom, who was a good friend of my brother, Mark (who in turn lent me a pair of boots); a sleeping bag from my good friend Alan Pugh; a camping stove from another close mate, Luke McCord; and a knife donated by my friend Chris Carree. As much as I was stupidly grateful for all of these items, it soon became apparent that the boots were too big, the Crocodile Dundee-style knife oversized and not great to be caught with, and the tent had a hole in the top (not terribly suited to a typical wet Welsh summer). But, on the bright side, the gas stove worked perfectly. I was so excited to get on with the walk, I just needed to leave; the further away I got from the flat, the calmer I felt inside.


Before I started, I told only a handful of people, all of whom knew I’d been going through a hard time lately. I’d always been a dreamer, often coming up with big ideas which had nearly always been met with the response of, ‘Dream on’ or ‘Come back to the real world’, and so it came as no surprise that the vast majority of those I told looked at me as if I’d now totally lost the plot. And why not? If they’d told me they were going to walk the UK coastline with no money and very shabby kit, I probably would have laughed too. But I’m stubborn, and I’ve always lived my life with a ‘Go big or go home’ mentality.


The penultimate night before I left Swansea, I slept down on the beach. Although I knew I couldn’t put it off for ever – I had possessions in there and would have to face up to it soon enough – I just didn’t want to go back to my flat. On 31 July, I returned to Number 15 Coed Lan for the last time. Despite my excitement and finally having this new focus and the freedom to be able to go, the second I walked into the flat, I burst into tears just thinking about Caitlin. After a decade of me parenting her as a single father, she’d decided life with me was too difficult and, at just sixteen years old, she’d left. I felt like the biggest failure.


I never drank. Other than a few at New Year, I could probably call myself teetotal; it just didn’t interest me at all. I had a bottle of whisky in the flat that had been stashed away in the cupboard for years, and I remember thinking to myself, Fuck it. I have a real job on my hands here going through all of my stuff and I don’t want to spend the entire evening crying like a baby, wallowing in self-pity. So I opened the Jack Daniels, took a humongous swig, and got to work, grabbing anything that I thought might be able to help me on the walk, including the most manky, horrendously hole-ridden socks you’ll ever see. All of my clothes, anything I owned, I’d leave behind in the flat for the landlord to throw out. All I could think to do was walk. Little did I know that this journey would be my way to process a lifetime’s worth of pain and running away.


It was apparent, not being a drinker, that I was feeling the effects of the alcohol pretty quickly, and was getting more and more pissed as the evening went on.


Someone I knew in the area saw me outside the flat, and it was obvious that I’d been crying and was drunk. He told me to wait there and that he had something for me that would definitely cheer me up. To be honest, I would have eaten a cactus if it had made me feel better. Soon enough, he came back with a huge mug of coffee and told me to drink it.


It definitely tasted a tad strange, that’s for sure, but I didn’t care; I necked half of it in blissful ignorance. I had nothing to lose. Around ten minutes later, I felt like I wanted to clean up the entire fucking world! It turned out that I’d just swigged half a cup of coffee heavily laced with amphetamine – i.e. speed! The only way I can describe it is feeling like the old lady hoovering frantically in Something About Mary after the speed pill flies through the window and lands in her Martini glass while she’s asleep. I was so focused and yet so drunk at the same time, it was incredible. My work ethic had picked up tenfold!


The flat in Swansea had two small bedrooms, and the carpets were mostly gone as there had been a leak, so it was more like a cell than a home. It was in a building with a series of apartments, and had a communal back garden which was lovely; flowerbeds all around the sides and a table and chairs in the middle where the neighbours would often gather together and sit and have lunch or the occasional party. We also had a metal bin that we would use for a fire out there. In my current amphetamine-fuelled state, washed down with caffeine and a load of JD, it suddenly occurred to me that if I was going to leave for this walk then I may as well erase all traces of myself. So, I built a fire and started burning all of my paperwork, including my passport, driving licence, birth certificate and any other document one needs to prove their rightful existence. As far as I was concerned, I just wanted to go off-grid.


Looking back, it’s quite obvious that I was trying to give myself a fresh start. My life had always been about fitness and being outside, so I had never been into drink or drugs. Necking that well-meaning but diabolical cocktail clearly wasn’t the smartest move, however, as I had no idea that the after-effects meant I wouldn’t be sleeping at all that night. Around 3 a.m., it finally became clear to me that sleep was not on the cards. I sat down and stared deeply into the fire. I made a pact with myself that I would return to Swansea a complete and happy man again, and that I would prove to Caitlin that you can do anything you put your mind to.


Excited and proud of this prospect, I stood up too fast, fell forward and, light-headed and dizzy, knocked the metal fire pit towards the floor. Unthinking, I grabbed it with my left arm, forgetting it was boiling hot. I picked it back up and a few seconds later felt the most excruciating, searing pain in my left wrist. I had melted the skin on my arm. I ran inside and held the burn under a cold tap, after which I used the remainder of the whisky and poured it around the wound. I pulled out a washed sock from the washing machine and cut off its end to turn it into a bandage. Then I wrapped masking tape around it and was good to go. Nothing was stopping me from leaving!


Just three days after I first decided to walk the entire coastline of the United Kingdom, I was ready to go.


My mother and stepdad, Sam and Dave, had arranged to meet me at my flat at 9.30 in the morning. It was 6 a.m. and already the sun was up. I kept going through my bag, checking everything, and to my relief I started to feel the effects of the booze and drugs wearing off. I felt like total shit, as if I were heading into a really nasty comedown. It was something I promised I would never in my life do again. Half past nine came and, like clockwork, Mum and Dave turned up, beeping the horn to let me know they were here to take me down to the start of the walk on Rhossili beach in the Gower. I don’t think they took me seriously at this point. In the past I’d wanted to be an actor, a musician and an adventurer – none of which had come to fruition.


I ran to the bathroom and looked in the mirror, only to discover that the previous night’s antics had left me looking like Smeagol from Lord of the Rings. Cursing myself, I flung on my shades to hide my face before leaving the flat with my incredibly overpacked bag. On the journey down, they chatted away to me, excited at the thought of my adventure to come, while I sat in the back of the car sweating and muttering ‘Oh my God’ to myself, over and over again. I felt horrendous. Thank God for the shades; they were the perfect disguise.


My thoughts turned to other adventurers’ expeditions, the likes of Sir Ranulph Fiennes, and how meticulously planned they must have been: the precision of their packing, the great equipment, the funding . . . and here’s me – sprawled in the back of my mum’s car feeling more like I should be going to hospital than embarking on a walk around the UK. It was just me and a bag full of things I’d packed while incredibly high. A recipe for disaster if ever there was one.


We arrived at Hill End car park, the spot where I surfed all the time, and there had a small send-off with my mum, stepdad, my friend Chris and his parents. I focused on not stumbling over my words and did my best to act normal. I said my goodbyes and picked up my bag. I overheard Chris turn to my mum and say, ‘Sam, I really think this is going to be the making of him.’ I silently agreed and those words of his I’ll never forget. I knew deep down that all my mum and family wanted was to see me happy again. It wasn’t the first time I’d run away from everything, and they knew this adventure was something I needed to do.


Chris said he wanted to walk me down to the end of the beach, so we set off up the wooden planked pathway, sand dunes either side, following it down onto the main beach. I remember him getting his camera out, filming me and asking how I felt. I just felt sick and hot and needed food in my system. I didn’t even know whether I was going to go left or right when I got to the beach. Left would mean heading towards Bristol and down to the south of England. Right would take me to the west of England and then north up to Scotland. It was so absurdly unplanned it was almost funny. But how on earth can I plan for something when I have no idea what needs planning? I thought to myself. The only plan I had was to keep moving forward.


As we arrived on the beach, the question of ‘Left or right?’ desperately needed an answer. About half a mile to my right, I noticed some surfers at a place we call Peaks (because of the shape of the waves). I headed in that direction with my best impression of conviction. North it was, then! As we reached the bottom of the beach, Chris said goodbye, wished me luck and walked back up to Hill End car park. As soon as he was out of sight, I walked around the corner over some rocks, dropped my bag onto the floor, and threw up. I was so thirsty I drank nearly all my water, forced some food down me, and immediately fell asleep for an hour.


When I woke, my brain was fuzzy and confused. I decided to eat a bit more, drank the last of my water and watched the surfers for a while. Having just eaten most of my two days’ worth of rations, I looked at the map to find the next shop on my route to stop for supplies with my £10 fortune. Unbeknown to me, edging around the coast trying to locate the next shop would become the system I would use throughout my journey. Often, my only aim each day was to get from one shop to the next in one piece.


Still feeling awful, but having now fully sobered up, I picked up my gear and looked back down Llangennith beach over to Rhossili and The Worm’s Head – a huge slab of rock that gets cut off on a high tide and is very famous in these parts. It was given the name by the Vikings when they landed on this beach, noticing when doing so that the rock formation looked like a dragon. Worm’s Head means ‘dragon’ in Norse and that name has stuck to this day. I nodded my head, a solemn goodbye to a place that I felt had been my home, my surf spot and my safe place for many years. I wondered about some of the things I might have experienced by the next time I saw it.


This was the official start; the point where I took the first steps on my journey around the UK coastline. Little did I know, these would mark the beginning of the most incredible five-and-a-half-year adventure.
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Getting my teeth into Wales


My first few days walking would take me through places I was already familiar with: the Gower, Llanelli and Burry Port. I knew once I’d passed Burry Port, about fifteen miles from where I’d first started, that my journey was really beginning. Already I could feel that every footstep that took me further from Swansea was distancing me from the centre of a mental health storm. From here on, it would be the start of ground that I’d never walked before, and I’d be out of the comfort zone of anyone near that would be able to help.


I felt nervous, knowing that the safety blanket of friends and family was going to be behind me, especially as I had no money or clue where my next meal was coming from, or where I would be sleeping. Leaving with only a tenner would bring a whole different dimension to this challenge. The walk itself would be tough enough, carrying my house on my back, but the energy I was already burning, especially given that I’d always been such a big eater, was a daunting thought – making the journey without funds ten times more difficult. Obviously, being out of work now, if I’d wanted I could have claimed benefits, but deep down I thought it would be unfair to do this when I’d chosen to embark on this journey of self-discovery. Hand in hand with my desire to go completely off-grid, it was an easy choice to make. It made the journey far purer and the adventure bigger and more challenging. I suppose crossing the line would feel like a greater achievement for me if I knew I’d done it in the most nomadic way.


Before leaving, I’d asked my sister, Molly, to make me up a Facebook page. I think she was glad to see me enthusiastic about something for a change and was happy to help. I was completely useless with technology and social media; the only time I’d ever use it would be to check the wind direction and the swell of the sea if it was a good day for surfing. My mother had got me an iPhone 5 on eBay so that I could take some photos and download them onto the page that Molly had made for me, titled, ‘Chris Walks the UK’. It wasn’t until Day Three before I would work out how to upload photos and videos.


My first night was in Pen-clawdd, a coastal village by the Gower Estuary. To be honest, my first evening was just one big blur as I was so exhausted from my antics the night before. I pitched up on the marsh overlooking the estuary and didn’t even eat anything as I’d consumed all my rations earlier that day. But I do remember I just kept thinking about logistics and practical matters. I also started my journal, and the ritual of concluding each entry with ‘Goodnight Caitlin’. And I just wanted to wake up the next day feeling fresh and determined. I promised myself I would never feel this bad again. Most of all, I thought about the great escape I was making from the mess my life had become.


After seven days of walking, I’d already made it to Tenby, west Wales, and I’d hardly eaten at all, apart from the odd instant pasta dish, heated up on my little gas stove. But, two days before arriving in Tenby, I’d rocked up at a place called Pendine. I pitched the tent in the bay near some folks who had vans equipped for camping – or should we say ‘glamping’? We got talking and I was soon invited to come and join them for a burger and a beer. I would never have asked for food, but, being so hungry, I was elated by the prospect. They asked me what I was up to, so I told them. They thought it was epic that I was walking around the UK – it was something they said they all wished they could do.


After a few hours, I was full of food and had gained four followers on Facebook. I remember going back to my tent feeling really pleased by how interested they were and how impressed they had been by the scale of what I was attempting. It was a lightbulb moment.


Chris, I said to myself, you’re doing this for charity. The more effort you make to speak to people as you move forward, the more people will follow and donate.


I made a pact with myself that from now on I would call in to as many places as I could, regardless of how tired I was, to talk about my walk. It was time to say goodbye to the recluse who would avoid people at all costs. Little did I know, this marked a real turning point and was the beginning of my road to recovery.


I got out my journal and wrote down ideas of places I could best meet people. Pubs were an obvious choice, given their ubiquity. I had one battery pack to charge my phone, so if I could make it to a pub and at the very least afford a cordial, then I could do my best to eke out the drink for hours, charge my phone and also make conversation with locals to promote the walk; in my eyes, it was a win-win situation.


After my phone had charged, I would retreat to my tent, aware that, since wild camping is against the law in Wales, England and Northern Ireland, I was doing so illegally. I hated this, as the last thing I wanted to do was upset people, and I was keen to avoid confrontation at all costs. At night, I’d keep all my stuff in my bag ready to go apart from my sleeping bag and my diary. This was in case I had to pack up and move on if asked to. The evenings consisted of no more than a brief journal entry and then sleep, which came easily, as I would be shattered from the day’s walking. I would turn the phone off to save battery at night and also preserve the little data that I had.


Back in my old life, my nightly routine would be to put on the TV and watch some Family Guy, American Dad or anything that was easy to watch; something to force a smile and fall asleep to. I found it really hard at first being subjected to absolute silence and darkness in the tent. Obviously, I had a head torch, but I could only give myself ten minutes of light each night as I couldn’t afford new batteries. Having no light while camping is a disaster.


After seven days’ slog, I arrived in Tenby absolutely exhausted, without a single penny to my name. I knew this was going to be a tough day. I’d had to give myself enough time to get out the other side of town before it got dark, so I could camp up in a place where I wouldn’t potentially be found, which is nigh on impossible in built-up areas.


So early in the walk, I was still yet to find my feet, and was clueless but hopeful that I could make this endeavour work. I was learning by the day, but measuring my limits as a person was something I was still far from discovering. I always knew this would take time.


I’d been wearing a thick pair of beige trousers and a grey wetsuit top up until this point. Already filthy and with a huge bag on my back, it was obvious by the way I looked that I was up to something. I did get some funny looks from passers-by, but shrugged it off, assuming that they just thought I was homeless. Then it struck me: I was homeless. It also occurred to me that I should really be advertising what I was doing, so I popped into a cafe to ask for some water and to borrow a pen to write ‘Walking the UK coastline for SSAFA’ on the front of my neoprene top.


A young waitress who worked there offered to write it for me. When I told her what to put on it, she gasped and said, ‘Are you kidding me?! I find it hard to even walk to the shop, never mind the UK coast!’ She went to go and get the manager, who came out of the kitchen, shook my hand and gave me a menu. ‘Order whatever you like,’ she said. ‘This is on us.’


It was the first time this had happened. I found it hard to say yes as I wasn’t in this for handouts, but, desperate for food, I ordered the cheapest meal on the menu – beans on toast – so as not to take the piss. I sat down and ate it like a caveman, and as I did so I could feel my body regenerating. The staff at the cafe sent me on my way with a full belly of food as well as a packed lunch and a can of Coke. They also made a donation to the charity. If only for that day, I didn’t have to worry about the basic necessities; it was a great feeling for that continual nag about food to be removed. I was ready to take on the day very differently now compared with how I had woken up that morning.


Up until this point, the weather had been hot and kind. Over the next few days, however, I would have my first taste of what would be a very wet Welsh summer. But for the occasional half-day off, the coming weeks brought nothing but rain.


I wouldn’t have minded walking in the wet if I knew I’d at least be dry and warm come night time, but unfortunately there was a hole in the top of my tent that had become a complete disaster. No matter what I stuffed in the hole to block it, water trickled into my tent at a rate of knots, soaking me, my sleeping bag and everything else inside it. It was an unbearable nightly torture and meant my kit was constantly wet.


After days of this, my morale was low. I just wished I had something like a tarp to cover the tent, but, having no money, this was out of the question. At night, I would put my bag in the centre of the tent and sit on top of it, shivering uncontrollably, moving my arms around and tapping my feet to try to warm myself up. Being awake the entire night and waiting what seemed like an eternity for the morning light so I could get the hell out of the tent and start moving again was no easy feat, exacerbated by the fact that I had to conserve the batteries in my head torch. I remember asking myself whenever things got hard, What would you rather be doing – sitting back in the flat, living a life you were so desperate to escape from, or doing this walk? The freedom of the walk won every time.


Over the next few days, running on fumes from the lack of a good, warm meal, I would grow increasingly more tired and cold at night. Effectively, I was in a shit state, and just wished the rain would stop. My fortunes were about to change, however.


I came across a caravan park called Lydstep. The morning was wet but, by lunchtime, nature decided to give me a break and turn off the taps. Desperate to dry out my gear while I had the chance, I walked into the caravan park and approached a member of staff and asked if I could fill up my water bottles and hang my stuff up to dry on the railings for the afternoon. I remember the young lad looking at me as if to say, ‘What the fuck have you been doing?’ As he walked off to go and ask his manager, every fibre in my body was wishing that he would come back with a yes; I really needed this. About ten minutes later, the manager, a lady called Sue, walked towards me with a big smile on her face.


‘Chris, we’d heard about you and have been messaging you on your Facebook page. Mate,’ she said as she got closer to me, ‘you look like shit.’


I chuckled and said, ‘Trust me, I feel it!’


‘My colleague said you wanted to dry out your kit.’


‘I’d be so grateful if I could.’


‘We can do one better. We’ll take all of your gear, wash and dry it, and you can stay here free of charge in one of our caravans. We would also like to feed you up. You can eat and drink as much as you like.’


There was an awkward silence as I tried to get over my shock.


‘You can say yes if you want!’ she said, laughing.


‘It would mean the world to me,’ I replied.


In no time, my gear was gone, and I was standing in a beautiful caravan with a shower and everything. I set it as hot as it would go and sat down with my head in my hands. It felt like heaven! I’m not sure if it was from exhaustion or sheer relief, but I had a cry and remember thinking that what I had just endured was fucking awful – and that I had to get my tent sorted. After an hour’s sleep, my kit was returned and I sat outside under a tree and wrote in my journal. It was the first time in a long time I had felt amazing.


That night I went into the complex where they had entertainment and food and ordered a huge pizza. To my surprise, the entertainer kindly put out over the Tannoy, ‘We would like to welcome Chris who is with us tonight. He’s walking the entire UK coastline.’ The whole place stood up and clapped. I had a tear in my eye given the effort I had made to get here. A little bit of recognition was just the ticket.


One by one, people came up to say hello and would ask me questions. Some of them even handed me a tenner. ‘Chris, mate, this is not for the charity,’ they whispered in my ear, ‘it’s for you to eat and see you through the next few days.’ I couldn’t believe the kindness. I ended up with £60 to live off as I moved on from Lydstep. I genuinely felt rich. At the end of the night, I got a photo with all the staff and headed to bed tipsy from the couple of drinks I’d had. I walked back to the caravan smiling the entire way.


As I started getting my teeth into Wales, heading in the direction of Pembroke, my understanding of what this walk required – both physically and mentally – was growing by the day. I focused on keeping my kit clean and dry, and popping into cafes to charge my phone. I was becoming a better camper and getting a grasp of the safer places to stay. After my unexpected windfall in Lydstep, I stocked up on some batteries for the head torch so I could have more light in the evening. This would mean I could camp up just after dark and set my alarm for an hour before sunlight so I could be gone before anybody knew I’d been there. It was a great system and it worked well. I also started to realize that, on occasion, if I was stealthy enough, I could find other accommodation – the odd bus stop, and once I even sneaked into an estate where I noticed a beautiful garden with a treehouse in it. It was amazing not to have to pitch the tent and I got a wonderful night’s sleep. I was gone before anybody noticed.


I slowly moved north through Pembrokeshire, passing through sleepy places like Angle, Rhoscrowther and Dale. Once I arrived at each destination, I’d stock up on a bag of rice and more tuna to see me through the next few weeks. It would mean only one meal a day, but it was food. I’d been losing a considerable amount of weight, easily noticeable after a month into the walk. I felt weak pretty much most of the time, but as I moved further away, my confidence and belief in the fact that I might actually be able to do this grew. Because it was tourist season, I was really working my nuts off, making every effort to stop and talk with anyone I could. Truthfully, it was the last thing I wanted to do, feeling as weary as I did after a day’s hard walking, but I was beginning to understand the impact this had on my Facebook page and the amount of donations I was receiving.


Wales is the only place in the UK where, apart from the power stations, there’s a coast path running all the way along it. There were some stunning little villages that reminded me of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood. In fact, the film version was filmed in Fishguard, which was another place I passed through. The water in Pembrokeshire is a lovely bottle green and there are some of the best beaches in the world, including that at Stackpole.


I loved sitting on the shore in the evenings watching old men returning from the sea in their little lobster boats, doing what they and their forefathers had done for centuries.


By now, I just about had Snowdonia National Park in my sights. It was a big landmark and a huge boost for me, giving me the sense that real progress was being made. Sadly, that night, I hardly slept at all. The sleeping bag I had was far too thin, and because of the constant walking, I’d lost practically all the body fat I had. At night, even in your sleep, if the body is cold then it burns a stupid amount of calories to try and keep warm. Even though I was lying still, I may as well have still been walking. I couldn’t afford the amount of food that I’d need to sustain adequate body warmth, but at 5 a.m. the next morning, tired of being cold, I set off after a bowl of porridge.


I walked along the cliffs on the coast to my first view of New Quay. From up high, it looked like such a pretty little town with a lovely beach that today was absolutely heaving with tourists. I went down the steep steps that took me into New Quay and although I’d always wanted to visit here, I marched straight across the beach towards my next destination. Later, I felt really annoyed with myself that I’d just missed a wonderful PR opportunity with all those people.


That night, I pitched the tent on the edge of a farmer’s field just outside some woodlands I’d passed through. I looked at my phone once I had settled, only to see a message from a pub in New Quay offering me a meal and a place to pitch the tent in their back garden. I was so gutted to have missed the chance of fresh food – the sight of more rice and tuna was becoming less and less appealing. I was going too fast to take in any of the beautiful Welsh coastline that had inspired me to set off in the first place. What was my hurry, anyway? During my walk through Wales, there was never an average daily mileage, as everywhere was different. I covered as much as I could, anywhere from eight to twenty miles per day. Hunger dictated where I stopped for the night.


How I’d get a better sleeping bag and more warm kit, as well as a new journal, I had no idea. Until that miracle happened, I’d just have to cope. I’d covered Pembroke, sleeping at night under its huge bridge, St Davids (the UK’s smallest city), Fishguard and Cardigan, but it was always the small, quaint little fishing villages that caught my eye. Wales has a seriously beautiful coastline. It really was the perfect place to start and set the tone for the rest of my journey. I loved the stretches where I was miles from any towns or villages. Although they were more demanding, with all the hilly ups and downs, the scenery was stunning.


Often at night, when I was in a place where I knew I couldn’t be seen, I’d get a fire on with driftwood I’d foraged and use it to cook my rice to save my stove gas. At the time, I thought I was good at making fires, and don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t bad at all. Looking back, after half a decade of making them all the time, I definitely had a lot to learn. Once the fire was strong, I would strip off stark-bollock naked and go for a paddle in the sea to wash.


Rather than absorbing the stunning countryside around me, I found that so many of my daily thoughts were governed by my anxiety to have somewhere to sleep that coming night. I needed my sleep to be able to do the walk, and even if it involved an extra two-hour yomp inland to woods, or sleeping on the island of a roundabout, I was happy to do either to guarantee six hours’ shut-eye.


It was embedded in my head to stick to the coast as rigidly as I could. As I had said I was walking the UK coastline, to me, that meant sticking as close to the sea as possible. Often the coast path would go inland a few miles, and when that happened, I would come off the coast path to stick to the actual coastline, dragging my arse through thick gorse bushes, nettles and everything and anything that could cut, scratch or sting you. A saltwater bath kept infection away from cuts and scrapes and made me feel fresh before I went to bed.


At night, when I was still, I’d often find myself thinking about Caitlin. I really missed her and found it incredibly difficult being away from her, but this time on my own, without any interruptions, advice or opinions, would prove vital in helping me claw my way back to being a happy man again and the father I wanted to be, without my personal issues affecting mine and Caitlin’s relationship.


I’d had a big few days and was now firmly into the Welsh coast path. The stretches I’d covered were peaceful and spectacular. It was now September. I’d been walking for around five and a half weeks, and holiday season was well and truly over. I immediately noticed the difference in terms of how few people were now on the coast path, and this worried me. The kindness I’d received from holiday-makers had been incredible. Some days, after chatting with people, I’d been given the odd chocolate or protein bar that they’d had going spare. It wasn’t a lot, but it made a big difference.


Only a week before, I had sunk to a new low while in Newport town. My rice and tuna rations had run out and I sat in Newport town, my vision blurring as I started to shake and feel sick. I needed food. My body was going into hypoglycaemic shock (a lack of sugar in the system and very dangerous if not sorted quickly). In my desperation, I made my way to McDonald’s and sat outside on a wall next to the bin, waiting for anyone who had finished their food to throw it in. As soon as they left, I would pull out the packaging looking for any leftovers. Surprisingly, this worked a treat. On my first attempt, I had half a cup of chips and a few bites of a burger. After an hour of repeating this process, I’d probably eaten the equivalent of three Happy Meals. I immediately felt better and the shaking stopped; it felt wonderful to be full. Not one of my proudest moments, but unless you’ve ever been that hungry, you will simply never know. Desperate people do desperate things. It was the only way that I could move forward, so it had to be done and I don’t regret it.
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The kindness of strangers


Before I left and started the walk, I had lost my faith in humanity. Television, papers and social media always seemed to be so negative. I’d often think to myself that I’d love to just disappear and go and live in a cave and get away from all the whingers. More than anything, it’s probably just because I cared. The chances of us being alive here on this earth are so miniscule it’s almost incomprehensible. To watch what human beings are capable of doing to our planet and each other genuinely destroys my soul. However, slowly but surely, as I made an effort to slow down and take stock of the communities I walked through, I was beginning to see a different side to people. Small acts of kindness from those I would never have normally spoken to would be a key turning point in helping me discover the inner happiness I was desperate to find.
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