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 Who showed me the way
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Above all do not lose your desire to walk: every day I walk myself into a state of well-being and walk myself away from every illness: I have walked myself into my best thoughts, and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk away from it... but by sitting still, and the more one sits still, the closer one comes to feeling ill... Thus, if one just keeps on walking, everything will be alright.

Søren Kierkegaard
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Foreword

The hardest question for any long distance walker to answer is the inevitable Why? There is rarely a simple answer. Spud’s underlying motives were clearly the cause she was walking for, but as her journey unfolds and her curiosity of the country increases, her journey becomes something much more. Her story illustrates that you don’t necessarily need to travel the world to find a diversity and richness in country and culture, as she takes us on a colourful trip ranging from the back streets of Middlesbrough, to the incredible isolation of the Scottish Highlands, to the miles of Britain’s promenades.

Walking allows you to see and feel things you miss at twentieth-century speed. It is therefore the appropriate way to witness a country and its people, and Spud brings Britain to life in a way that is humorous, yet poignant and refreshingly honest. This book might just make you think twice about fleeing abroad at the first opportunity.

Of course, her journey is also brought to life by the irrepressible Tess, whose role is vital. It is through her ever-cheerful nature that many of Spud’s encounters are initiated, and awkward barriers removed. Perhaps everyone needs a friend like Tess?
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Ffyona Campbell





Preface

Is it true that travellers who set out to explore some part of our globe experience more than their average amount of luck? And is this why they are given shelter by strangers; offered beasts of burden to lighten heavy loads; offered food when their plates are empty; found by guardian angels in the absence of human life; and find more goodness than maliciousness at every turn? Could this all be luck?

Or is it that if you take the risk of the journey and trust whatever fate it holds, you will be shown the inherent goodness which still makes up our world – however hidden it often may be?

Through our journey I came to realise that by making oneself available to that inherent goodness, you will notice that all is not lost in the midst of our consumerist, often selfish, and sometimes violent society. It is important that we realise this, and that each of us, in our own way, can make such journeys of exploration; for it is often there on our doorstep.

But there was still an element of luck in my journey.

Three weeks after the walk was completed I was stung by a bee – an insignificant event under normal circumstances – except this time I was to discover I had developed a potentially fatal reaction to bee stings: anaphylactic shock. Within 20 minutes I was fighting for breath, lost my sight, and finally consciousness. The haste with which I was taken to the doctor saved my life. It was a matter of minutes.

The experience left me wondering how I had spent the last ten months of my life in glorious isolation, often miles from habitation, let alone a doctor, and yet had not been stung by a bee...





– 1 –
 London to Cromer

[image: ]

When the alarm went off at 6 a.m. on Sunday 1 August 1993, I had no idea that in six hours time I would be setting off to walk the equivalent distance of London to Calcutta. But perhaps Tess had been struck by a moment of enlightenment, and it was for this reason that she was nowhere to be found when our back-up vehicle, the Spudtruck, was ready to leave for Tower Bridge.

At this stage I had only belonged to Tess for one month, and we were experiencing the struggle for dominance common at the start of all relationships between man and beast. Tess was winning the battle. I eventually found her in the farthest corner of the house, ignoring my calls and happily shredding a sheepskin rug into tiny pieces. Her bright eyes shone out in victory.

Blackmailing her into following me with promises of a walk was not going to work. She had heard the word so much that she knew it was a waste of energy to rush for the door. In desperation I resorted to the voice intonation favoured by dog owners throughout Britain and, in what is equivalent to ‘goo goo, gaa, gaa’ in baby language, I cried ‘Walkies!’ She was soon leaving a trail of wool down the stairs and into the Spudtruck.

We had decided to leave from Tower Bridge for several reasons. I felt that by setting off on the water’s edge I would reduce the risk of getting lost – while Shelter’s PR team wanted a good backdrop for the photocall. The prospect of this photocall appalled me, inducing visions of armies of pushy reporters amidst the whirr of cameras and large fluffy microphones.

Instead, our allocated quota of small-scale fame started with three photographers unsuccessfully attempting to balance Tess on a bollard the size of a football. During those initial painful minutes in front of the camera it was apparent that Tess and I had at last agreed about something. Sitting in contortionist positions, squinting into the sun, wearing fixed smiles for an age, we had discovered something alien at which neither of us was any good. Also during this first photographic ordeal, the tantalising smell of bacon beckoned from within the hotel. Such is the price of small-scale fame.

The day was a scorcher. The sun blazed down and there was no wind at all. By 1 p.m. the Tower Hotel room was buzzing with friends, family and sponsors who had come to see us off. At 2 p.m. the coastline beckoned.

I gathered together my array of suburban maps, and changed my boots for the umpteenth time. My father, Pops, raised a toast, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, Spud and Tess are on their way. I’m sure you’ll all want to raise a glass to wish them all the luck in the world!’

In response there were shouts and cheers. The surge of encouragement was tangible, and I blundered out of the hotel through a film of tears. On the other end of the lead, Tess set a cracking pace through St Catherine’s Docks and down Wapping High Street. Ringing in my ears were the final terrifying words from Rebecca Stephens – ‘Whatever you do don’t give up!’

But very soon all I could think about was my stomach, which was still complaining that it had missed the full English breakfast. I didn’t want to be caught eating our pre-made sandwiches after only four miles, but half way down long, straight Ribble Road I decided that we were safely out of reach of friends. We entered a small park and found a bench.

The paint was coming off the bench in large flakes, and I perched gratefully on the three remaining slats. When I opened my smart new rucksack to find the sandwiches Tess was instantly by my side. Such display of devotion allowed me a momentary warm glow. Here I am – just the road, my faithful dog and me I thought.

I broke off chunks of crust for Tess. ‘Well, Tess. Only 4,496 miles to go!’ I began, but in response her large brown eyes remained glued to the sandwich, watching it from hand to mouth as spectators watch a Wimbledon rally. The sandwich finished, she departed to terrorise the first of many unsuspecting toddlers into parting with their ice creams, shattering my warm glow and demonstrating that, at least for now, this was cupboard love.

A little further on we slipped into a cavernous East End pub to answer nature’s call. Wearing stout walking boots and carrying a rucksack I could well have been a Martian, as the beery, smoky conversation ceased until we had departed. Outside, while studying my map, one of the customers came out. ‘Are you lost, dearie? Where are you going?’ he asked.

I looked him in the eye and replied ‘Scotland’ very seriously. He gave me a disbelieving look before disappearing back into the Nags Head.

In truth my reply had been meaningless. How could I comprehend the scale of ten months of walking, through four seasons, covering 4,500 miles? It was as if the number and noun had been randomly selected. I had no comprehension of what lay ahead. Most of the planning of the last five months had been to raise money for Shelter, and I supposed I would face the walking aspect when the time came – one day at a time.

My walk was the purposeful yet vacant march of a country bumpkin. I stepped blindly off kerbs; walked through pedestrian lights regardless of their colour; wrapped Tess around lampposts; and tripped over uneven paving stones.

Tess was far more streetwise. After the sudden death of my previous dog I had found Tess in an urban dogs’ home; and she was the antithesis of me. She was unused to open spaces, chased everything which moved, had never seen the sea, stiles, fences or farmyards, loved rubbish bins, preferred to walk on tarmac instead of grass and was streetwise to the perils of territorial dogs and traffic pollution.

We came to a busy side street and were about to cross, but as I stepped off the kerb there was a sharp tug on the lead. Tess had her toenails dug firmly into the pavement, and her long snout was wrinkled up in disgust. The exhaust fumes are at her nose level, and to this day she will not be persuaded to walk within 8 feet of the rear of an idling car. Ignoring the looks of incredulity from the drivers, I picked her up and continued.

The streets of East Ham, West Ham, Barking and Dagenham were largely deserted. Cage-like shutters were pulled down over shopfronts, and only the occasional corner shop was open for a slow Sunday trade. The only people about eyed Tess with suspicion and often crossed the road to avoid her. I wondered whether I was to spend the next ten months being avoided because of my dog.

After 16 miles we were plucked from our reverie at a roundabout in Rainham. At the wheel of the Spudtruck was one of my three sisters, Charles, who was the first of a rota of 28 people who had been bullied into driving the Spudtruck. They consisted of family, friends, and friends of friends, most of whom I knew, though many not very well, but some of whom I had never met.

With the aid of a map of Britain, a pin board and a piece of string, I had divided up Britain’s coast into 40 weeks of 120 miles each, identifying the end of each week by a red pin. Each driver had then put their name down for a weekly or fortnightly stretch, and was expected to turn up in the appropriate place on the appropriate Monday, which would be changeover day and my day off.

Because we had been unable to get a vehicle sponsored, the 15-year-old Ford campervan had only been acquired three days previously. Little did I realise the headaches ‘our friend’ would give us on an almost daily basis – starting with the first night.

I swilled down my aching and dusty body in the cupboard designated for this purpose, but, despite the presence of a gas heater, the water was cold. We then ate pasta in the dark after the auxiliary battery, which was supposed to provide power, followed the example of the shower.

In the morning the toy-like tap rewarded us with a disconcerting gurgle, rather than running water. Still undaunted, we found water for tea and went to light the gas. A small flame ignited and then died. It was clear that of the adjectives used in the advertising of this campervan (budget and reliable), only one was true: its facilities amounted to what we would have had in a tent.

The fact that we had parked amidst the combines and dryers of a farmyard that night didn’t mean that we were free from the urban sprawl of Havering. Charles dropped us back at the roundabout and we took to a main road that was to set a precedent for so many more miles.

The verge was thick with dusty crisp packets, and the black grass hid broken bottles. Lorries directed stinking fumes in our path, and many eyes briefly witnessed our progress from within the clinically cocooned environment of air-conditioned coaches. Cars completed the never-ending train of automation, glinting metallic heat in the sunshine, which was increasing in strength.

I let Tess off the lead at the first footpath, and she raced off with sheer joy at her freedom, seemingly oblivious to the quality of countryside. The vegetation was comprised of every plant termed ‘weed’, and even these struggled as they fought with old rolls of wire, ripped corrugated iron, rusted oil drums, plastic containers and sacks. The blazing sun, the already scorched soil, and the burnt-off, brown grass, whose brittleness scratched and clawed at my bare legs, heightened the scene.

For the rest of the morning the footpaths tacked their way across such country, weaving through the margin of human interference that is suitably ignored by the majority of us. It is here, at the junction between urbanisation and rural idyll, that our mess is buried, burnt, dumped or disposed of in some other way.

The wounded landscape of sand and gravel pits give way to rubbish tips. Monstrous machines oversaw these pits with no human visible, so that it appeared that we had come across a world which humanity created, but where humanity no longer has a place. The thick stench of rubbish made me feel nauseous in the heat as we followed their decoratively litter-strewn perimeter fences; but I couldn’t help but marvel in a miserable way at the scale of services needed to sustain our population and lifestyle.

We then found ourselves in a large patch of wasteland, haphazardly fenced off and containing hundreds of ponies, at the far side of which, like a sleek, glinting and roaring time tunnel from the next century, raced the M25.

In the time it took for one car to come into view from our right, and then disappear from view to our left, we had only taken a few small steps. By the time we reached the motorway that car was at least ten miles away. I felt embarrassed by my slowness and pleased that I was largely invisible to the drivers who might laugh at our progress; but at the same time ridiculously smug that I was resorting to man’s oldest form of transport – a form which placed me firmly back at the starting line of man’s existence.

I gave Tess a drink by sloshing water from my bottle into my cupped hand. Her thirst satisfied, she trotted off, panting in the heat and in glorious oblivion to the task ahead. I decided to follow her example.

The oil refineries and chimneys of Canvey Island soon joined us to the right, and we sped through Corringham and set off across Fobbing Marshes. Under normal circumstances I would do everything possible to avoid such a sinister stretch of country, as we ducked through the undergrowth and leapt dykes as the day began to close on what, I later gathered, has been the scene of rapes and muggings. But I felt that we were different; somehow untouchable because we were on a specific mission. I was detached from real life; a passer-by who was merely observing.

At six o’clock I turned on the two-way radio which had been loaned to us. Because it had to be regularly recharged off the mains, we could only turn it on for five minute stints at pre-arranged times.

It was good to hear Charles’ familiar voice. ‘Wow! We made contact. How’re you?’ I said. There was a pause on the other end, then:

‘Fine. What about you? Over.’

‘It’s not very nice out here. Sort of abandoned and eerie. We’re nearly at the river.’

There was another pause.

‘You must say over! Over – ‘

‘OK! Over!’ I laughed at our amateur Anneka Rice impersonations.

‘Actually it’s bad news,’ Charles continued, ‘you can’t cross the river. You’ll have to go round. Over – ’

I looked at the map and swore to myself. What I had assumed to be a footbridge was in fact a weir, and we now had a five mile detour, and even longer in these foreboding marshes.

The raised banks disappeared, and the ground underfoot deteriorated, giving way to waist-high grass. Camouflaged ground sculpted into deep ruts tripped me up at every opportunity. It was like walking through deep snowdrifts. After 25 miles we reached South Benfleet where, thanks to Charles and Havering’s campervan experts, we now had hot and cold water and gas. It was time to notice the benefits of the space I would call home.

Within 7ft by 9ft by 14ft you have an entire house compact enough to fit into an NCP parking space. Beds, wardrobes, kitchen, en suite bathroom, and ample storage space are within arm’s reach from the kitchen/dining room/dressing room table. Housework is kept to a minimum, window cleaning is easy, you can sleep in your home outside the pub after a boozy night, your phone bills cease, as do electricity bills and rates, unwelcome visitors are rare and best of all you can enjoy a 180 degree panoramic sea view all to yourself – all at the fraction of the price of a house.

I felt myself slipping straight into the spontaneous and transient life – an appealing existence providing the body was capable of sustaining a life outside the demanding walking regime. At the end of day two my aching body gave me doubts.

Southend-on-Sea marked our arrival at the seaside, and what better way to be introduced to the Great British Seaside than by garish Southend on a sunny day. Although it was mid summer, the narrow stretch of beach with its forlorn beach huts didn’t hold the same attraction as the amusement arcades, novelty shops, burger bars, Postman Pat children’s rides, candy floss, sticks of rock, or dirty postcards which were clustered around the longest pleasure pier in the world.

Over the next ten months I was to develop a great affection for our piers, and to learn to appreciate them as truly British icons. But in Southend I saw the pier as an anachronism. I watched the families of insistent children, and equally insistent mothers crawling up its length. I watched the patient fishermen. I watched the couples leaning hand-in-hand over the railings – and I wanted to turn back time. I was being unfair. If I had expected to see the East Coast resorts stagnating in Victorian history, I was luckily disappointed.

Drawn to the bright mingle of holidaymakers, we decided on our first attempt at fundraising. The whole idea of the walk had come about as a result of my disgust at the number of homeless people in Britain.

In January 1993 my life had reached a stalling point. I had only been home from New Zealand for seven months, where I had lived and farmed, at intervals, for four years. Since I had been home, I had been employed in a variety of jobs.

In Torquay I had taught English to European businessmen. In Ireland I had looked after horses and their 70-year-old, one-armed owner, where I learnt a wealth of equine knowledge; as well as how to kid, listen to yarns and side step very quickly! During those winter months I had also learnt the number of homeless people dying from hypothermia.

On returning from Ireland I decided that Swindon town needed a wider choice of lunchtime sandwiches, but from the start this venture lost money in two ways. One: there is only so much you can charge for a sandwich. Two: a good deal of sandwiches went to people on the streets.

I was finally accepted by VSO to work abroad as a volunteer. On top of all this, I had niggling desires to go back to New Zealand, where I could fall easily back into the life of my dreams. Perhaps this option seemed too easy. In fact my whole life seemed too easy.

The people who died on the streets; the recipients of my sandwiches; and finally the questions asked by VSO as to why one goes abroad to volunteer when we have so many problems in this country, all pointed one way. My conscience had been suitably pricked, and, while mindlessly painting a stretch of wall at home, I had come upon the idea of raising cash and awareness by walking Britain’s coast.

But this wasn’t the sole reason for the walk. Whether or not I knew it at the time, there was an underlying need for a challenge, and I had found the excuse. Friends and family didn’t seem remotely surprised, and when I had sat my father down with a large drink to tell him, he had replied, ‘I thought you were going to tell me you were going to walk around the world!’

Like so many other seaside resorts, Southend has a significant homeless problem, but its pier was not a successful first fundraising venue. Several sweaty sponsor forms and leaflets later we were driven out by the Postman Pat jingles coming from the rides, and I fled Southend in search of peace.

Between Southend and Colchester, the coast is comprised of endless river estuaries, islands and reclaimed marshes, so that for much of the time the real sea was miles away and our route was circuitous. The O/S map kept me busy through the scattered villages to the River Crouch, where I hoped to find a lift to Burnham-on-Crouch.

The river lay empty except for a solitary yacht. Sitting on a concrete wall was the owner of the yacht, seemingly waiting for just such a damsel in distress. Apart from my knight-turned-ferryman there wasn’t a soul in sight, and the exposed, shiny, silent mud flats were left to the feeding birds.

At this stage one end of a bird looked the same as the other, and I couldn’t comprehend why they actually liked the stinking mudflats. Tess also treated them with little respect, and always interrupted their feeding in a cloud of legs, feathers and bills. We were a pair of insensitive youths prying into the lives of nature’s sensitive equilibrium; we were not in harmony with our surroundings.

Nevertheless, I found an eerie peacefulness on such flat landscape; a peace that was to accompany us on the miles of sea wall we now faced. Stretches of the sea wall were concrete, while others were grazed grass where the ground was scorched and hard as rock, so that huge cracks had formed. The only sound was the drone of tractors and combines, which worked busily, sometimes seen and sometimes unseen, on the billiard table flatness of meticulous farmland to our left. The delicious smell of slightly musky, ripe corn and cut straw was heightened by the heat, and the sky stretched away, a very pale hazy hue into the distance, where it merged with the corn in a wavering line of heat. To our right, mottled marsh vegetation stretched far out to where I presumed the real sea began.

Like an oasis of shade and water, the Spudtruck was parked in the car park at Colchester station. Tess took on renewed vigour on seeing the correct white van, (she had already been severely disappointed by a laundry van and a roofing van).

Charles was snowed under with Shelter paraphernalia, but gave me a large grin from beneath Tess’ vociferous welcome. ‘How’re you feeling?’

‘Weak!’ I admitted.

Thanks to some dubious garage water, I had spent the last two days rushing from bush to bush to public loo. You don’t have to go to Delhi to get the Belly; Essex does a pretty good variety, as do many other areas of Britain. The effect meant that I was sapped of all energy. Each shadeless mile felt like ten.

Tess, meanwhile, was suffering from the same thing, and was providing more than enough gas to make up for the five gas leaks which Charles now told me had been found in the Spudtruck. The Spudtruck had followed the example it had set the first night. Food had been tepid and eaten by the more reliable candlelight, and the water had been cold.

I collapsed on the seat and drank several glasses of water, wondering whether this was going to produce the same results, then satisfied my body’s carbohydrate craving with plain bread, before stretching out on the floor with my feet sticking into the cab.

Added to ‘Essex Belly’ was the simple fact that my body hurt. My lower back hurt, my hips hurt, and my legs had pins and needles throughout – as though they were being starved of oxygen. We had only walked 80 miles, and it was impossible not to lie in bed at night, feeling my hurt body, trying to relax, and worrying about how I would feel in the morning, and the next morning, and the next... Luckily sleep, that great healer, was never far.

I looked up through the skylight to the still cloudless sky. The stationmaster could be heard announcing the imminent arrival of the 2.15 to Nottingham, and a few minutes later there was a squeal of brakes. From now on many a lunch would be eaten in such surroundings. We should really be taking up train-spot ting.

In the afternoon, we skirted the grounds of Essex University, and passed an empty cottage which drew me to a halt. The paint was peeling off its cream weatherboard and once smart green window frames, and waist-high ragwort and thistles overran the garden. But still visible, elaborately painted on a strip of wood, was the name – The Memories.

For all its cosmetic shabbiness, The Memories was still a charming cottage. What blatant neglect and waste! The frustration of others more closely affected was evident in two lines of graffiti:

‘Another home wasted, don’t let ’em rot, squat the f***ing lot.’

In many ways it was easy to walk for homeless people, and to keep walking through the pain. What was my temporary discomfort compared to a lonely life on the street? At least I had a bed at the end of the day; a (sometimes) hot meal; and above all the love and support of friends and family. My determination increased.

Tess was unaware of my temporary metamorphosis. She was more interested in the abundance of sticks that littered the path alongside the River Colne. The half-charred sticks came from fires abandoned beneath mangy bushes, where beer cans and gaily-strewn condoms were further evidence of illicit parties.

The River Colne became wider, and the path began to lose its air of the morning after a debauched party. The vegetation grew thicker and the first autumnal signs were evident – polished conkers, and sloes which indicated otherwise insignificant blackthorn bushes. The countryside was turning brown in the British heatwave, and I felt as dehydrated as the country looked.

Respite came after we had walked 130 miles, which was more than I had ever purposefully walked, and we stayed in a caravan park at Point Clear. On Sunday I took my first day off, and we joined the noisy, colourful streets of Clacton.

Here, every shop and business was geared towards the influx of summer visitors, and with the continued good weather the shops groaned and money jingled in as quick succession as the compulsory Postman Pat jingle. Amusement arcades persuaded people to part with their money, or at least persuaded children to persuade their parents to part with their money; and toffee apples, candyfloss and donuts demanded to be eaten.

Carnival fever was heightening the usual seaside euphoria and even the senses of the most insensitive person would have been alerted. The smell of the sea mingled with sickly sweets and vinegar, the shrieks of children competed with thumping music, mechanical space invader jingles and fun fair rides, and fluorescent teenage beachwear jumped out from shopfronts.

Here are the British at their most uninhibited. Where else do grannies shed stockings, drink too much sherry and stay up late to play bingo? They certainly wouldn’t in inland Bath or Birmingham. Where else can you pop into the shop in your bra and knickers, which is, after all, all that a bikini is? Where else can you eat rock, take donkey rides or have your palm read? And why is it that you can only buy dirty postcards by the seaside? Perhaps because this is the only time when people really drop their guard.

Following suit, I dropped my inhibitions and entered Tess in the dog show.

The first competition was ‘the dog most like its owner’, which I secretly rather hoped to win. Tess had an excellent waistline, and personally I consider her to be very handsome. I have no doubt that these were the thoughts going through the heads of my opponents, and we turned out to be no match for the black-haired, black clothed lady accompanied by her jet black setter, or the short squat man with his bull dog. Undaunted, we then entered the ‘most obedient dog’.

I hauled Tess down the ring, repeating ‘heel’ in a fruitless manner, and told her to ‘sit-a’ – as copied from Barbara Woodhouse. But Tess wasn’t listening to me. Instead she had her eyes glued on a small boy sitting on a trestle table and demolishing a bag of chips.

I suddenly realised what Tess had in mind next, and split seconds before she launched herself on to the trestle table anyway, I gave her the command; ‘Jump on the table Tess!’ And she did! The judge wasn’t quite so impressed.

Unfortunately Tess continued to ignore everything I said outside the show ring. The next morning, as we walked through Clacton’s campsites, she had soon stolen a Frisbee from a group of energetic holidaymakers. By the time I caught up with her she was racing round the campsite sending all but the ‘ah, isn’t she a sweet doggy’ people scurrying for cover.

Aware of the fact that I was being watched by dozens of pairs of eyes from behind net curtains, I started with the persuasive tactic, which became firm tactics, and then the swearing-and-puce-inthe-face tactics. Just as I was reaching the end of my fuse, I won the battle.

The prospect of the next ten months of chasing Tess around the coast filled me with desperation. I set off down the road yelling at her. ‘I don’t care what happens to you! I’ll take you back to the home if there’s any more nonsense!’

It was the start of a wake of destruction we left up the East Coast of Britain; and the start of the most intensive dog training on the most extensive scale. It would range from South Shields shopping precinct, to the watchful eye of St Abbs Head; but now it continued up eight miles of windswept beach and passed eight miles of solid beach huts.

I became fascinated with the huts, each of which has a name; Fairways, The Chase, Seaview and even one called Tonga (I could definitely see the attraction of going to Tonga for the weekend). I saw one for sale for the princely sum of £1,450, and nearing Frinton they are up to eight rows deep from the beach.

To avoid a large detour around the Rivers Stour and Orwell, we took an early morning commuter ferry from Harwich to Felixstowe, whose white beach and immaculate gardens were empty in the morning sun. The only other person enjoying the morning sun was a fisherman tending his crab pots. At last I had found someone who not only lives on this coast, but also continues to make a living from the sea.

Felixstowe was also the first beach we had come across which tempted me for a swim, and I put this to the fisherman. The fisherman wrinkled up his nose and replied; ‘I wouldn’t swim in there if I was you! The sea’s really dirty just here. It all comes out from Harwich Harbour.’ I made a mental note never to eat crab from Felixstowe.

(I later read in a MAFF [DEFRA] Assessment Report that; ‘the large majority of shellfish production [in this region of the North Sea] is subject to post-harvesting processing to reduce microbial contaminants derived from sewage pollution of growing waters.’)

But the morning was made for walking, and we set off into Suffolk, passing the first of many Martello Towers. These squat, round towers were built in 1803-8 to counter threat of invasion by Napoleon. They were never used but many still remain as museums, cafés and other such uses. Although they can also be found on the Sussex coast, I saw fewer there. To me they became a symbol of Suffolk; as did picturesque estuary and coastal villages such as Orford, Dunwich and Southwold; expansive miles of beach; and terrific erosion.

In an attempt to avoid road walking, I decided to stick to the shingle beach once north of the River Deben. It was a terrible mistake and one I fruitlessly vowed never to make again. My boots disappeared beneath the small stones, and Tess’ paws were splayed out at all angles. But while I accepted the fact that I had made a mistake and simply carried on, Tess voiced her complaints through her eyes. Dogs know of no such thing as a stiff upper lip.

Finally, at the aptly named hamlet of Shingle Street, we returned to firm ground and began a long detour inland to avoid the ten mile shingle spit which runs south from Aldeburgh. On the river banks we found ourselves on a well-worn trail, banked with a late summer mat of grasses, docks and brambles that had gone to seed. Accompanying us were ‘twitchers’ who peered expectantly between branches, and ducked through the undergrowth as if on safari.

A nature trail sign declared that avocets could be found in this area. I had never heard of an avocet, nor did they really much interest me; besides, I thought, I would never be able to identify one from any other long legged black and white bird. Little did I know the genuine excitement I would feel at seeing one nine months later. We walked on heading for Aldeburgh, via Snape.

Aldeburgh has become recognised as a centre of musical activity since the production of Benjamin Britten’s opera Peter Grimes in 1945, based on the work of a local poet. Many of Brit ten’s subsequent works were composed for local performance, and Aldeburgh now hosts its own music festival every June. This takes place at the Opera House at Snape, about six miles inland from Aldeburgh, which is housed in the old red brick granary buildings of this once busy inland port.

Snape was the scene of my second live radio interview, which could only be better than my first one from Southend. It had been early in the morning and my mind had been clouded with apprehension and sleep. When the interviewer had asked where we were going to next I had blurted out the first name that came to my head – Hull. This was some 360 miles and three weeks later.

Being interviewed makes me feel like an animal stunned by headlights. I was going to have to get used to this over the next few months, but I was little prepared for it at the beginning as I walked northwards in a daze.

 The village of Aldeburgh was seemingly oblivious to its fame. There was no music drifting from open doorways, no sincere quasi-musicians, and there were certainly not hordes of people. There were just fishing boats winched up on to the steeply shelving beach. The beach stretched away to the north for miles, repeatedly re-shaped by the grey North Sea which sucks and blows at the pebbles, and in the distance loomed the gigantic and dazzlingly white Sizewell nuclear power station, described in the guide book as ‘a fine group of buildings.’

The building works of the new Sizewell B reactor meant that we were squashed right up against the sea, whilst the buildings, pipes and coolers towered over and above us hissing ‘keep away, keep away,’ drowning out even the sound of the sea as it puffed out its chest and demonstrated its strength on the pebbles. I ran past feeling as though I was in the path of some enormous bulldozer that hadn’t seen me. The sound of the pebbles became dominant again, and the wind battered and blew us five miles north to Dunwich.

Once a busy port, Dunwich boasted eight parish churches and two hospitals; and sent two members to parliament. But one stormy winter the bulk of this port slipped into the sea, including the famous church whose bells reputedly clang when the sea is rough, and which can be seen at low tide. The story of the drowned church of Dunwich precedes any visit to this one-shop village, but I neither saw nor heard anything.

The erosion of this coastline is there for all to see: Suffolk beach huts tilt at precarious angles and some lie in pieces on the beaches below. Much of this coast is actually below sea level, and if it weren’t for man’s interference, acres of farmland and entire villages would disappear. Near Sea Palling I watched an experimental man-made reef being built just offshore – using enormous boulders imported from Russia and Holland! And the cost of this? £1.3 million – just to erect a temporary protective wall while the reef is under construction.

In heavily frequented areas the dunes are being fenced off, marram grass is being replanted, and on numerous occasions I saw rows of old Christmas trees being ‘planted’ in the sand as temporary stabilisers. But the most common sea defences are groynes and sea walls, either concrete ones, which double as promenades, or grassy sea walls. In East Anglia, 60 per cent or more of the coast is protected in some way; and some 80 per cent of Norfolk is protected from erosion. There must be side effects.

Left to nature, eroded sediment will be carried along the coast to form natural sea defences elsewhere. Without this, other parts of the coastline will therefore erode faster. Intermittent stretches of protection, such as groynes, exacerbate the situation, as the unprotected ends will be starved of sediment leading to aggravated erosion. Eventually, either the problem is pushed into someone else’s territory, or we end up with a concrete coastline.

With the added problem of a rising sea level, the challenge is similar to an attempt to save a fast sinking boat. But who am I to offer solutions? My livelihood doesn’t depend on the land currently being saved. Yet, as the stories of Dunwich and other such ports illustrate, the sea will always be the ultimate master. I am inclined to think that Russian boulders might bring about a situation more disastrous than if we had never interfered. Time will tell.

Meanwhile, similar to a centrifugal force, a large pro portion of Britain’s population was being flung to the stretch of coast between Lowestoft and Winterton-on-Sea. I hoped they wouldn’t prove too heavy for the sinking coastline; and I hoped that the sea wouldn’t pick 12 August 1993 to take its revenge. We were to sample our first taste of life in a Haven Holiday Camp, at Gunton Hall, Lowestoft. (This was thanks to The Rank Organisation who were sponsoring us with accommodation in Butlin’s and Haven holiday parks.)

I was the new girl at Gunton Hall. At 7 p.m. everyone was running around as though they knew exactly where they were going, and had been going there for years. We made our way wearily to our chalet, where Tess gave Charles a welcoming, but very fishy lick. She had been stealing fishermen’s bait all day. I gave Tess her supper and climbed into a hot bath, which relaxed the tight feeling in my hips, while Charles prepared the collecting boxes and balloons. We were determined to make the most of these centres for fundraising.

In the entertainment’s hall, the Kiddies Talent Show was well underway and a small knock-kneed boy stood on stage wringing his hands. ‘Where is Felixstowe?’ A suitable pause. ‘On the end of his foot!’ The audience laughed and more lollypop jokes followed.

Mr Fizzer’s Party was next. He was a large bear-like figure beneath which must have been a very hot Red Coat. His face fixed in a permanent grin, Mr Fizzer partied clumsily around the stage to shrieks of delight from the children. Around the edge of the hall parents lined up the empty glasses and became quietly pissed, safe in the knowledge that their children were having as good a time as they were; and scattered throughout the hall the stars of the future slept in their prams.

Between Mr Fizzer’s Party and the Disco Dancing Competition we were announced on the stage; ‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, we have with us a special guest tonight. Tess, and her dog Spud are walking...’

So, for the first of many Butlin’s/Haven evenings, I became Tess, while Spud snored in bed. We set off around the crowded hall with our Shelter tins, and the cheery holidaymakers dug deep into their pockets, and asked the inevitable question; ‘How’s Spud? Tired already?’ I answered in the affirmative.

The sun shone and families frazzled behind windbreaks. The promenades were dense with people, as we walked through Great Yarmouth and began the long haul northwards towards California. But, while the hard sand should have made easy walking, my legs felt like lead weights. It felt progressively as though each foot was being pulled out of a tub of glue. I tried to concentrate on the way I was walking, and the words of my Alexander Technique teacher, Dave, came back to me:

‘Feel your spine grow tall. Tip your chin into your neck and look straight ahead, not up. Find your central balance. Stick your bottom out more. Bring your knees up as if you are kneeing someone in the balls!’ The words of Dave helped a little, but I was feeling irritable, hot and bothered, and was suffering from period pains.

I stumbled on past Newport, laughing at the average per son’s ability to walk a maximum of 200 yards from their car before plonking themselves and their paraphernalia down cheek by jowl with a neighbour. I can only hope that they also had a good old laugh at me, as I blundered around the beach in ridiculously sturdy footwear, sweat pouring from every part of my body.

I was also mile and map watching, which was a sure way of making the miles infinitely slower. To take my mind off my pedometer, which was set to my stride and clipped on to the top of my shorts, I sung a ditty that I had been taught long ago by a very favourite spinster aunt. It had been her way of spurring on reluctant children during interminable walks. I repeated it in time to my stride, starting with the right foot:

‘It serves you jolly well right... right... right, to leave the jolly good job that you left... left... left. It serves you jolly well jolly well, right... right... right...’

Suddenly I couldn’t see Tess anywhere, and scanning the beach behind I saw her racing towards me with a piece of driftwood planking in her mouth. In her wake lay the ruins of an abandoned sandcastle, which had once sported a drawbridge. I had a giggle and felt better.

Eventually the holidaymakers behind looked like ants crawling about the beach, with only one set of footprints and one set of pawprints joining them and us. We were entirely alone, as the virgin sand and sweeping coast took us to Mundesley, and then under the slumping clay cliffs of Trimmingham (the first cliffs we had seen) to Cromer.
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