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‘Jenny Tough writes with the same talent, imagination and sheer courage that she displays in her athletic endeavours. This book will broaden the horizons of all who venture between its covers.’
– Emily Chappell, author of Where There’s a Will

‘I love that SOLO is part self-help and part adventure story. Jenny shows us all that the journey to self-belief comes with just as many ups and downs as the mountains she traverses and that, with a little trust in ourselves (and a few good cups of coffee), the next seemingly insurmountable pass is never beyond our reach.’
– Anna McNuff, author of Bedtime Adventure Stories for Grown Ups
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You’re tougher than you think.

I believe in you.
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Foreword

Mountains have always been a sanctuary for me.

For as long as I can remember, big mountain environments have been the places where I feel most at home, most like myself, and most inspired and curious about the world. I grew up in Calgary, on the doorstep of the Canadian Rockies, and – although I left my hometown at 18 – I always felt that I’d found my way ‘home’ when I travelled in mountains, wherever they were on the planet.

Throughout my adult life I’ve pursued challenges on mountains around the world, ultimately carving out a career as an adventurer and athlete – although adopting the latter title has always come with crippling impostor syndrome. But my journey into running and mountain sports was not a smooth or even a positive one.

I began running as a teenager as a way of burning calories and attempting to ‘fix’ my body. I was fat, in my eyes, and getting dressed for school every morning was turning into a daily crisis. I covered myself in baggy sweaters and retreated socially. At nights after school, I took my golden retriever, Tessa, out for runs around the neighbourhood. I only had my school shoes and clothes entirely inappropriate for Calgary winters, and I hated every minute of it. I hated running and I hated my body. I quietly resented my skinny friends who didn’t ‘have to’ exercise. I saw running’s sole purpose as punishment for eating: a weight-loss function.

Tessa, on the other hand, loved it. She brought the ‘positive mental attitude’ that I lacked, and spurred me to carry on.

Over time, I got distracted from my negative mindset, and started exploring the neighbourhood more on our runs. I got lost a few times and ran further than I had previously thought possible. I sometimes ran in the morning or on spare periods at high school when I could go home and take Tessa out. It didn’t happen overnight, but running slowly became enjoyable. That endorphin rush is nature’s way of convincing you that running is good and you should try it again. In addition to the endorphin hit, running slowly started aiding my self-esteem.

I noticed that on days when I ran, I was a happier person. More creative and focused, too. And I needed more of it. In my last year of high school, I ran a 10k fun run and found a confidence I had never possessed before. I set myself new goals, picked up training plans and achieved them. I ran a half marathon and then a full marathon. And then again, again and again.

Running became an important pillar of my life. Far beyond burning calories, it was a place to maintain my whole health – and it has got me over every hurdle my life has posed so far. It is also a place that has brought me endless joy, especially after I discovered trail running, where my love for mountains and nature finally met my love for endurance running.

I built my life around travel and adventure, finding myself in my second home of Scotland in my early twenties. Scotland became a base for me to explore the world and find my footing as an independent person. I travelled as much as I could during that decade, frequently combining adventures with athletic pursuits like cycling, paddling, sailing, running, skiing – whatever I could get my hands on. A pair of running shoes would always be in my backpack, and anywhere I landed I would go for a run as a means of exploring. Running became my favourite gateway to adventure, although I didn’t realize it at the time.

I set myself up as a freelance writer, too. I had no idea what I was doing or how to do it, but the lifestyle afforded me the schedule (if not the budget) to travel almost at whim. Over time my adventures grew in scale, and I raced occasionally as a way to really push myself.

But the expedition world always felt out of reach – just a little too high for someone like me. That world was for the star adventurers, the rugged bearded men who were members of exclusive clubs and had extensive qualifications. I was just a girl with too many backpacks. I had nothing in common with that elite world of international expeditions.

I wanted in, but I couldn’t even find the door.

*

I daydream about exploring all the time. I look at maps and I read about cultures far away from my own. This is how many of my adventures begin – by daydreaming and pulling at the threads of curiosity.

One day, an idea began to form.

Long-distance, unsupported, multi-day (or, more accurately, multi-week) running was not a qualified ‘thing’ when I started this project. It wasn’t something that I could buy a guidebook for, or learn from anyone else. It was a daydream I had, a curiosity about what was possible for me, and a desire to explore by my favourite means of movement.

Running the length of a mountain range seemed like the ultimate challenge to me. Doing it would mean getting to know an entire geographical feature, from start to end, and meeting the people who lived there. Doing it solo and unsupported would force me to rely on those people and interact with them as much as possible.

Without a support crew or companion, I would be totally vulnerable to the mountain range, and my experience would have a purity and integrity – the way I believe travel and exploration should be.

And what if it wasn’t just a single mountain range?

In essence, what this project became was an entirely individualized, entirely made-up set of challenges in mountain ranges around the world. Completed solo – with every decision made along the way mine alone.

No one else had done it before, and I doubt anyone would attempt to repeat it. I didn’t know where this journey would take me, or if it was even possible. I was always an unlikely candidate to complete any world-first athletic expedition. But I had a dream and a tunnel-vision focus.

Armed with little else, I booked a flight to Kyrgyzstan.
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