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INTRODUCTION

‘I’d like to walk all of it,’ Richard said.
‘All of what?’ I asked, curious.
‘The whole coastal path, from Poole to Minehead. We’re so

familiar with this stretch, I’d like to see the rest.’
I reflected on this suggestion, hypnotised by the deeply scored

granite cliffs.
I heard my voice say,
‘Why stop there? Why don’t we walk all the way round.’
‘Round what?’
‘Round Britain,’ the voice said quietly. ‘What a challenge that

would be!’
It was May 1993. Richard and I were walking a familiar stretch

of the coastal path in West Penwith, the real ‘toes’ of Cornwall.
Richard was silent. He is often silent, while I vocalise my thoughts
almost before they are thoughts at all. Just as there is ‘a time to
speak and a time to be silent’, so there is ‘a time to live and a time
to die’. What better way to ‘live’ than to do something totally
different, something challenging that would mean lifting ourselves
out of our mainstream ordinary lives, with a chance to get to
know our own kingdom by the sea better.

 Richard had worked in the same dental practice in Tunbridge
Wells for thirty years, and I had been a Chartered Physiotherapist
in the same hospital for nearly as long. We were both in our early
fifties, still fit enough to contemplate such a project. Our two
daughters were 26 and 24, both financially independent. Last year
we finished paying the mortgage. My hospital might give me a
career break, Richard could get a locum, and we could walk off
into the sunset. These thoughts flew through my head as we
walked along those awesome cliffs.

The silence on my left finally broke. Richard must have been
doing mileages in his head for he replied slowly. ‘It would take
nearly a year. I’ll have to ask Nick’. Nick was Richard’s dental
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partner who feared Richard might be abandoning ship for good.
When he learned it was only a year, permission was granted. A
possibility became a probability.

Why walk?
Walking carrying everything with you is tough but rewarding.

The foot-slogger can ‘reach the parts’ that no other transport
system can. In the fresh air, close to nature, dormant senses are
gradually reawakened and the walker becomes less of a clumsy
intruder. Walking is environmentally friendly and economical, for
as yet the Chancellor hasn’t thought of toll paths. Parking a pair of
feet is certainly no problem! Carrying a large rucksack is something
of a curiosity. Total strangers chat and enthuse; doors open; things
happen. People are able to confide in the foot traveller because
he is accessible and transient, while the walker can be an objective
observer who gets a good flavour of the places seen and people
visited. Regional changes are gradual, therefore more easily
absorbed. Long-distance walking gives a chance to compare and
contrast the environment with time to ruminate. All these things
are luxuries in our high-speed, high-tech. world.

Maps were a must. Richard worked out that we would need
nearly one hundred Ordnance Survey Land Ranger Series. A few
of our non-walking friends found this puzzling.

‘Don’t you just keep the sea on your left?’ They asked
innocently.

Richard loves maps and books and was a happy man when
they arrived. Every spare moment for the next few months found
him busy with calculators and a strange instrument that looked
like a fob watch, which he wheeled round the maps with a grin on his
face.

While all this was happening, I was shut in the dining room
completing an Open University course, with little time to think of
anything except work, assignments and exams. On our return,
Richard had no desire to relive the walk, his route-planning had
primed him before we left. On the other hand, I needed a
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retrospective. Writing about the odyssey has been my necessary
debrief.

Early in 1994 our estimated date of departure was January 1st
1995. Starting at Eastbourne, Richard planned to walk clockwise
round the coast, as near the sea as possible, averaging 15 miles
per day. He estimated the walk should take ten months, or 302
days. Before we left, Richard had already walked the estimated
distance of 4,300 miles across his maps. On the walk itself, he
would often have a sense of déjà vu, having mentally crossed
bridges, boarded ferries and rounded peninsulas. He carried about
six maps at a time and exchanged them at pre-arranged staging
posts.

Meanwhile I dived into the library to find any books I could
about the coast of Britain. The only walker I could find who had
written about it was John Merrill, who had circumnavigated every
millimetre in 1978 and achieved a well-deserved entry into the
Guinness Book of Records for his pains (which included a stress
fracture in one foot).

Richard and I had only managed four days on Offa’s Dyke and
three days on the Weald Way. Richard could also boast a ten day
tour of Mont Blanc. Hardly an impressive record but we refused
to be put off.

In the summer of 1994 we heard of 24 year-old Spud and her
dog Tess. Katherine Talbot Ponsonby, alias Spud, had just finished
a similar round Britain walk for the charity Shelter. Although young
and strong, she was not a professional walker. Later that year we
read that Robert Steel, a septuagenarian, would be doing the same
circuit as part of the National Trust Centenary celebrations. As far
as we knew, no middle aged couples had attempted it.

In November 1993, my mother died. Thanks to the committed
care of community nurses she was able to stay at home. My father
and I were with her at the end, and, although I have spent twenty-
seven years in a hospital environment, nothing could have
prepared me for this difficult time. Without the dedicated
professional care of three nurses we could not have managed.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Back in Tunbridge Wells, money was being raised to build a
much-needed residential hospice. Suddenly our Round Britain
Walk seemed to have more purpose, we would walk for the
charities, Hospice-in-the-Weald and Friends of the Earth. Richard
and I both feel that, in a commercial world, our fragile environment
is suffering. Walking round our coastline would give us a unique
opportunity to see how nature was coping with the human onslaught.

The next thing was the kit, another unknown area. We were
tipped off to use a catalogue from a mail order firm who specialise
in outdoor pursuits gear. This became our guru, and we studied
the mysteries of the three-layer system. Their creed sounded
promising, ‘designed to keep the body at a constant, comfortable
and safe temperature throughout the day.’ More worrying was
‘no single garment can protect against wind, moisture and
extremes of temperature . . . so layered clothing is recommended.’
We then spent large sums of money layering ourselves up to the
eyeballs. Like Jack Spratt and his wife, I feel the cold and Richard
feels the heat, so, as our base layer garments promised both to
‘wick away moisture from sweating and provide the initial thermal
layer’, they were worth every penny.

Richard bought a 50 litre capacity rucksack with a 20 litre
extension, (both a blessing and a curse), and mine was 50 litres.
Our first mistake was to fill them to the brim. After all we should
be away for ten months, and there was no knowing what we
might need. As five months of the walk were to be spent camping,
we purchased a lightweight two-man tent, too small to do anything
but lie down or pray in. However, our equipment bible assured
us it was strong and weather-proof. We should just have to hope
that marital relations would be as stable as the tent.

Having worked out the parameters of the walk, Richard’s
calculator was busy reckoning the cost of bed and breakfasts during
the winter months. We were collecting friends and contacts round
the coast, but this left a shortfall of sixty nights when we would
have to pay for bed, breakfast and an evening meal. Just as we
were wondering what we could pawn, the Rotary Club network
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stepped into the breach. Richard had been a Rotarian for the past
eight years. By the time we left, we only needed a handful of bed
and breakfasts before we started camping at the end of April.
Without this help and support we could never have done the
walk. Apart from the hospitality, we made many new friends. This
was an enriching experience and a facet of the walk we had not
considered. In the end, we were looked after by sixty-one
Rotarians, and ninety-five friends and contacts. We used eight
Youth Hostels and only twenty-eight bed and breakfasts. The
remaining one hundred nights we used our own little tent, which
gave us great satisfaction.

During the walk, we left our ‘real’ world behind. Although not
strictly ‘vagrants’, we were often anti-social by the norms of our
usual lifestyle, definitely not squeaky clean. When we rested along
the way, we either sat on the ground, or in shelters which varied
from a church porch to a golfer’s hut. This experience of squatting,
often reliant on the kindness of others to give us food and shelter,
was a salutary one. We were never ‘moved on’, but I think this
was only because we never sat anywhere long enough.

Travelling light is the very best. In spite of our few possessions,
we didn’t want for anything, which just goes to show what you
can do without. Richard’s most treasured possessions were his
maps and itinerary. His luxuries: an occasional newspaper, sketch
pad and a few cigars. For me it was my camera, tape recorder
and exercise books in which I wrote my diary. I used my tape
recorder constantly, recording our impressions, data, noises and
even dialects. This little black box became my confessional, and
in the early days often caused friction between us. While camping,
we each had one paperback, which we only just managed to read
in three months. When we eventually returned home, I couldn’t
cope with all our boxes of possessions which had been stored in
the basement; only gradually has the house been restored to its
familiar clutter.

Why the Coast?

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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This was a question Frank Bough asked us on a radio interview
before we left. The coast of Britain is both varied and beautiful
and there was a certain satisfaction in 'beating the bounds' of our
small island. Judging by the numbers of people who visit the coast
every year, I think we all crave space in our frenetic and
overcrowded lives. The volatile sea with its own rhythmical pulse
provides a calming antidote. The ancient cliffs give a sense of
perspective, continuity and humility. We found being on the edge
a liberating experience. Our coastal walk was therefore something
of a secular pilgrimage. Threading our way along the margins, on
cliffs, beaches, sea walls and promenades, we felt a seamless part
of our kingdom by the sea.

Last, but not least, there were the people. Round the edges,
traditions stick. G.K Chesterton said, The whole object of travel is
not to set foot on foreign land. It is at last to set foot on one’s own
country as a foreign land. Walking is a good pace both to see and
to meet the locals. We met ‘foreigners’ from Cornwall, Wales,
Scotland, Northumberland and Norfolk. To a degree, every area
has its own customs and specialities. Everyone, without exception,
gave us something of themselves, whether that something was
overnight hospitality, charity money, a freebie, or even just a smile.
We were vagrants of no fixed abode; a middle-class middle-aged
couple travelling hopefully.

So it was, with a lot of help from family and friends, we were
able to cut ourselves loose from the self-imposed net of our
everyday lives and enjoy a taste of structured freedom. Our own
land, if not the world, was at our feet.
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CHAPTER ONE

Queer are the ways of a man I know:
He comes and stands
In a careworn craze,
And looks at the sands
And the seaward haze
With moveless hands
And face and gaze,
Then turns to go . . .
And what does he see when he gazes so?
Thomas HardyThomas HardyThomas HardyThomas HardyThomas Hardy

Bright winter sunshine melts the frost on close-cropped grass,
alight with blazing gorse. Blue waves rock the whitewashed cliffs
of Durlston Head. A dry stone wall, propped by muddy sheep, is
under repair. An unheeding fox lopes quietly across the path, lost
in a pall of smoke from the burning furze. Distant tapping from
the Purbeck Quarries is drowned by the louder clunk of graded
stones, carefully placed on the growing wall. The soulful mew of
a lone gull cuts across the crackling fire. Two middle-aged back
packers, far from the madding crowd, survey the ageless scene in
their own peripheral time-warp. On the edge; together, yet apart.

 * * *

Our grandfather clock chimed twelve strident notes to the bare
room. It was midnight; 1995 had just begun. Most of our
belongings were stored in the basement. The house waited
expectantly for its new occupants. Richard and I snatched a few
hours rest rising at 6 a.m. Staggering under our bulging rucksacks,
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we stepped out into the cold pre-dawn of New Year’s Day, quietly
closing the door on our home for a year.

We left Eastbourne pier in a daze, cheered, hugged, kissed
and snapped by family and friends. Climbing the steep hill onto
Beachy Head like sleep-walkers, we were too numb to notice
the weight of our over-filled rucksacks. At the top we gazed down
the sheer wall of chalk to the toy lighthouse far below; a stick of
candy in a sparkling sea. A young man in shorts and T-shirt ran
past us.

‘Don’t do it. Don’t do it! Life’s too good!’ He panted cheerfully
as he ran by.

Our eyes met. Life was good. Our marathon walk round the
coast of Britain had really begun.

‘Come on’. Richard took my hand and pulled me gently away
from the cliff.

‘We’ve only got 4,300 miles to go!’
‘You mean 4,298. Just a ten month stroll,’ I replied, grinning.
That was the best of the day. The sun melted the hard frost

and we slipped and slithered across the chalk waves of the Seven
Sisters cliffs. Friends met us at Cuckmere and watched my ataxic
progress with concern.

‘Shally. What you need is a stick,’ Margaret said, with firm
cheerfulness.

Before I had time to say anything, she disappeared into the
Country Park shop and emerged triumphantly waving a light
walking stick. A mile further, and I felt blisters ripening on both
heels. My morale nose-dived. By mid-afternoon we had lost the
sun and I had run through an assortment of plasters. At Newhaven,
squally black clouds threw sleet at us making the muddy cliffs
treacherously slippery. It was nearly dark as we picked our way
gingerly towards the raw neon lights of a wet Peacehaven. We
were two hours late and our host for the night had long since
given up his vigil at the Meridian. There was nothing for it but to
walk the extra miles to his house.
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It was an inauspicious start. Richard had miscalculated the
mileage, which had grown from 16 (our daily average) to 23 miles.
He was poring over his Ordnance Survey maps frowning.

‘I had originally planned to start from Beachy Head not
Eastbourne pier,’ he prevaricated.

‘I’ll forgive you but I’m not sure if my heels will. Mary ’s
homeopathic book said blisters need ‘circulating air and rest!’ I
replied, washing all my ills away in a life-saving bath.

While our bodies rested, our minds raced. The walk had taken
eighteen months of preparation, and Richard had been working
in his dental practice right up to the last minute. Cutting ourselves
loose from what the Evening Standard described as our ‘gentle
middle-class life style’ hadn’t been easy. Six weeks before we left,
our carefully planned marathon walk looked as though it would
abort. Richard had no locum for his practice, we had no tenant
for our house, and even our ageing tabby cat was in danger of
joining the homeless. At the eleventh hour, everything fell neatly
into place; we were committed to spending the next ten months
walking clockwise round the coast of Britain.

Everyone wanted to know our reasons for leaving home to
walk for 302 days in all weathers, carrying all our needs in heavy
backpacks, avoiding roads wherever possible, and camping for
five of the ten months. A sabbatical year they could appreciate,
but:

‘Why not go somewhere warm and comfortable?’
‘What will you do about your underwear?’
‘How could you go with your husband? If I went with mine

we’d kill each other!’
These were typical questions. Others, who understood and

envied us, included an elderly lady who had seen the article about
us in the local paper and rang me up - ‘I’ve always wanted to do
that,’ she said. ‘You are escaping for us all!’

Our two daughters had been supportive.
‘Go for it!’ They encouraged. ‘We’ll look after Granny. Wish

we could come too.’

C H A P T E R  O N E
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Jo and her boyfriend, Tim, had driven us down to Eastbourne
that New Year’s morning while most youngsters were nursing
their hangovers. My 82 year-old father was planning to meet up
with us in Wales and Scotland and give us back-up support from
the luxury of his mobile home. Rotary clubs around the coast had
been asked to give us hospitality. We couldn’t fall at the first fence.
I tossed and turned in the comfortable bed . . . until suddenly I
was back on Beachy Head, abseiling off the cliff with a marathon
runner . . .

I often had cause to remember our host’s words that second
morning.

‘Just remember Shally, walk through the pain.’

With the Seven Sisters behind us, the south coast flattened into
an uninspiring plod of endless promenades, manicured beaches,
chippies and car parks, poop-scoops and lamp posts.

Brighton was different. Dwarfed by the high cliffs, we found
ourselves staring at the marina, opened in 1978.

‘No soul,’ said Richard. ‘Cut-and-paste arrogance for city sailors.
I bet lots of these boats never move further than the buoys.’

A frustrated sailor himself, Richard could sneer.
The brick high-rise apartments soared above the cut-out yacht

basin. A dinky legoland oasis for weekend ‘yachties’; broad acres
of car parking and supermarkets.

My heels were happy with the marina, as long as they could
continue to be non weight-bearing on the low wall beside the
supermarket.

Brighton’s front, with its still functioning pier, gleamed in the
winter sunshine. We enjoyed a hot chocolate on the promenade
watching the world go by. Everyone was out and about in holiday
mood, walking off the excesses of Christmas, clutching dogs, bikes,
skateboards, grannies and small children. Lunch was cuppa soup
and a sandwich on the concrete steps above Shoreham harbour,
watching a boat loading up with a cargo of aggregate. It was the
first of many lunches squatting by road or path.
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On day three, at Littlehampton, I reached my nadir. Each step
was a nightmare. My pack seemed to be full of aggregate, my
blisters oozed and screamed. We’d only just started, so how on
earth was I going to get to Land’s End, never mind John O’Groats?

‘Let’s stop here and take a break.’ Richard had one eye on a
café which had a special offer on doughnuts and hot chocolate,
and one on my limping frame.

‘I should take your boots off and wear your trainers for a while,’
he suggested.

I adjourned to the privacy of the loo and gingerly removed my
socks. My heels were like the insides of two jam tarts and I had
my first twinge of real despair. I sat miserably on the shabby seat
and tried some lateral thinking: perhaps I could bike and meet
Richard every evening, although with my non-existent sense of
direction I could foresee problems. Perhaps I should never have
had the arrogance to think that I could walk 4,300 miles. Perhaps
it had all been a dreadful mistake. I dressed my heels, thankfully
hiding them away in my socks, raked a comb through my hair and
looked at a worried face in the cracked mirror. We grimaced at
each other and a voice in my head told me blisters weren’t going
to stop me walking.

 I voiced my doubts to Richard between mouthfuls of doughnut.
After a short pause he said.

‘It’s either both or neither of us. I’m not going on without you.’
‘Good on ya,’ I thought, gulping down the hot chocolate, more

determined than ever not to let the side down.
On reflection, I think this was a turning point. Although the

dread of not finishing never left me, Richard’s words were what I
needed to hear.

I changed my boots for trainers and we detoured to Boots for
more dressings. For all this bravado, I’d had enough by the time
we reached Bognor, and empathised with George V, who, near
to death in 1928, was offered the seaside resort for convalescence
if he took his medicine. Turning his royal face to the wall, he
muttered the immortal words, ‘Bugger Bognor’.

C H A P T E R  O N E
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We owe much to our hosts that night. Jo and Hugh were walk-
saving if not life-saving. While I drank a welcome cuppa, my feet
were treated to a mustard bath, a novel and rather Dickensian
experience. We then threw out 35 lbs of excess luggage from
our packs. We had learnt the hard way, that when you carry
everything on your back, there is only room for the essentials.

After miles of brick, tarmac and promenades, it was good to
reach Pagham Harbour and enjoy the birdlife of this tidal
marshland. At the southern end of the harbour we passed the
hamlet of Church Norton, where the tiny chapel of St Wilfred
looks out over the lonely saltings. Wilfred, we learned, was a 7th
century missionary who preached Christianity to the South Saxons,
a heathen lot who lived on Selsey (Seal Island). The origin of the
name Sussex, is derived from these South Saxon people.

In our first taste of strong winds and pouring rain we discovered
the joys of squeezing the water out of wet gloves every half hour,
and realised that there is no such thing as watertight clothing.
Bosham’s only shelter for wet walkers was the church, and we
didn’t quite have the nerve to eat our sarnies within such hallowed
walls. The porch, traditionally for paupers, had no seats. We
plodded on along the road, trying to ignore the rumbles from our
empty stomachs, until we eventually found a draughty bus shelter.
We sat thankfully on the damp wooden seats. A steady jet of rain
blew in through a hole in the glass, and water oozed through
gaps in the woodwork. A drip splashed onto the tinfoil of our
sandwiches.

‘Just look at these!’ I exclaimed. ‘They’re smoked salmon and
they must be an inch thick.’

They had been made by friends of ours who ran a pub, and
were delicious.

As we munched we read the ‘wall-paper’:
Philip is cool. Kelly is a wanker. Willie for Sharon. Kids rool OK.
Our host that night was a retired surgeon and keen sailor. The

garden of his elegant house was lapped by the River Ems. A pair




