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I don’t have a cat, so this book is for my children.

Thank you to my loves, family, friends, colleagues, advisors, agents and confidantes who make it possible for me to be me. I am very lucky to have people in my life who help me get through every day and allow me to pursue my dreams and passions. And to be a bit of a twat sometimes. You know who you are. I love you.


Introduction

Brief Encounters of A Countryside Kind
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Best Walks With A View – a new TV series of beautiful, bracing walks all across the country, fit for all the family. An enticing offer for any broadcaster, surely? Well, this one anyway. As the legendary Mae West once said, ‘I generally avoid temptation, unless I can resist it.’ And this – it’s a no-brainer.

I’ve done a lot of things on the telly – from laying hedges with Prince Charles to having the late, great Robin Williams nibble at my stilettos (yep) – and I’ve spent a considerable amount of my telly life climbing mountains, romping across weather-beaten fields, chatting up shepherds and even burying cow shit (while investigating biodynamic farming), but out of everything, Wainwright Walks, a series commissioned with possibly the smallest of expectations, is the thing that has probably had the greatest long-term impact on my life and career.

Filmed for the BBC, the series was a particular highlight for me because: a) I love hiking and have done ever since my dad used to lead me out like a puppy; and b) it was completely different to anything I’d filmed before. I had developed a niche in consumer and factual programme-making and when we starting talking about the Wainwright series, I was presenting Watchdog on BBC1, alongside Nicky Campbell. The walks were a complete antidote to that kind of programme and they were a ‘break-out success’, which basically means they were low budget, didn’t have marketing back-up – but lots of people watched them anyway.

If you don’t know who he is, Alfred Wainwright (who also features in this book prominently) is a walking hero who fell in love with the Lake District and wrote lovingly about it in the 1950s and 1960s. His pictorial guides have become somewhat biblical for outdoor types. I’m probably his complete opposite, but following in his footsteps is a recipe that seemed to work. So, after that, we made more walking programmes – and not just Wainwrights.

I’ve now hiked across swathes of the Great British Countryside and been as far as South Africa, Germany and Iceland. Canals, railways, rivers – I’ve hiked a fair few, but it’s actually been about eight years since that original series (a lifetime in telly), which is why I’m so excited to be back out here, this time doing my own unforgettable walks with unforgettable views. And, perhaps more importantly, there’s always a good pub along the way for that important ‘pie-and-pint’ moment at the end of a hard slog.

Throughout my life, walking has been important to me. Although I now live in London, I spent my childhood in Sheffield and Rutland, so grew up living and breathing rugged green valleys and undulating hills. But my real passion for the countryside comes from my dad, Michael, who was born in the Peak District and, nearly 75 years later, is still a great devotee. Our walks together, which were usually just the two of us, began my lifelong love affair with walking and inspiring landscapes. My mum, Chrissi, couldn’t be described as the outdoor type herself – her Greek ancestry has created an aversion to cold wet environments – and, perhaps oddly, even though I love stomping around hills and fields, I’ve inherited that from her. But Mum would provide iron rations and logistical support by meeting us at an agreed venue – usually a pub for Dad’s benefit.

What I vividly remember from those childhood days with my dad is the huge satisfaction of reaching the end of a walk, often tired, wet and muddy, but certainly very content and also that feeling of great euphoria directly linked to the great outdoors. And, once you’ve experienced that, it’s hard to let go. At heart, I guess, I’m a country girl and will always have an abiding passion and appreciation for our countryside and green spaces. That’s something that I’m keen to pass on and this book, with its eight great walks, allows me to do just that.

I’ve chosen these particular walks because they represent the diversity of our countryside – from the pretty and picturesque (the Cotswolds and the South Downs), through to the rugged and wild (Cumbria and Edale). Inevitably, people will feel some places have been overlooked and, of course, they have. It’s simply impossible to include every place and every type of landscape, so Scotland, Ireland and all those other corners, please forgive me. I can only say ‘next time’!

I chose Derbyshire because that is where walking began for me, with my dad, and my heart will always skip a beat when I set foot in The Peaks. It’s also at the root of our story as a walking nation: the mass trespass on Kinder Scout ignited our right to roam and cemented our passion for the countryside. The Jurassic Coast is such an iconic landscape, and a great place still to fossil hunt. It’s also the only place in the world where 185 million years of the earth’s history are sequentially exposed in the geology of the dramatic cliffs – and those are years too good to be ignored. And really, what would a selection of walks be without a visit to the Lake District? Castle Crag may not be an obvious choice, but when you feel it’s magic you’ll understand why this diminutive fell deserves its own story.

Best Walks With A View has been a very different experience for me because I put on the hiking boots as a mother of three, something I still can’t quite believe. After my little boy, Zephyr, was born four years ago, I had this deep longing to give him a brother or a sister – pretty much as strong as the urge to become a mother in the first place. I was 40 when I gave birth to Zeph and Number Two proved to be a bit more difficult to achieve. However, after a tricky ascent and a few stumbles along the way, I am now the proud mama of twins, two girls, Zena and Xanthe. I have often been curious about families heading up into the hills with a horde of kids in tow, especially as soon I’m going to be one of those parents. And the magnificent walks featured in this book are suitable for families and are less than 16km (10 miles) in length. Some have particularly personal resonance, as I walked them with my dad when I was a child, and now I look forward to walking them with my own children, probably with dad in tow.

The book that follows is based on a series that I filmed for ITV and I have a television crew in tow. People often ask me about the business of being filmed while I’m walking and remark that it must be hard work for the camera crew to walk and film me at the same time. Of course it is. As the well-known quote about Ginger Rogers dancing with Fred Astaire goes: ‘She did everything that he did but backwards in high heels.’ It’s the same for Jan, my cameraman, minus the heels. Add rough gritty tracks and precipitous cliffs into the mix and things get really interesting.

So the crew are with me every step of the way. Without them pulling together we couldn’t get the programmes made (or drink as much tea). Eric, the executive producer of the series that goes with this book, is a warm, lively Liverpudlian who, in his own words, has a mouth ‘as big as the Mersey tunnel’. Eric’s also a keen walker and a proud father to three lovely girls. We’ve worked together on all my walking shows, including the original Wainwright Walks series, which he created, so I’ll be mentioning him, along with Jan, Colin, the soundman, Josh, the series editor, Holly, my photographer and online content producer, Alex and Fran, producer and researcher and my beloved sister, Gina, who pulls all the information together, as well as pulling me together at the beginning and end of each walk.

From the start, I wanted this book to be more than a walking guide or travelogue; yes there are eight cracking walks on the pages, but this is also an opportunity to rediscover the kind of people who love our green and precious land and live in it. In the following pages, we’re going to meet some fascinating characters and inspirational and extraordinary people, such as: adventuring legend Sir Chris Bonington, now in his eighties, who has climbed some of the world’s biggest and most terrifying mountains, but loves a little pip of a mountain as much as any; Robin, a wood-crafting genius who has single-handedly revived the art of creating wooden bowls by hand globally; the Rudds, who have a fourth-generation family business making handsome rakes by hand; and Annabelle, a tax accountant-turned-blackmith, who is continuing on a tradition long associated with men. There are artists, authors, shepherdesses and fell runners, too . . . all people who keep the countryside alive and who have their own particular stories to tell.

In the end, the countryside is a great leveller. Meeting people ‘out here’ you have no idea who or what lurks beneath the layers. We all wear the same dodgy fleece, anoraks, walking trousers (although I’ve opted for some on-trend leggings this year), so you really can’t tell the bankers from the bakers, the rich from the poor. The countryside is like a huge outdoor church welcoming us all – from city traders attempting to break out of the green mile for the green valleys, to the families camping with their kids for the weekend and the thousands of good-hearted people who walk great lengths for charity every year. So, come on everybody! Let’s rejoice in the greenery, celebrate the beauty of our land and nature and delight in that glorious fresh air. If God is a DJ, in the words of Faithless, then this is his huge super club. So, come join it and see what it’s all about on these beautiful, extraordinary, unforgettable walks.
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