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FOREWORD

JENNY TOUGH


















T he length of time – milliseconds that go on for minutes – it takes until I hear the dead tree I've just pulled out of the mountainside splash into the river below is all I need to confirm the thought that was previously swirling, and now screaming, inside my head: one mistake, and I'm dead. The tree, now being carried through the impassible gorge by the raging white river, was meant to be my break on the climb. On an otherwise bare, precipitous, scree mountain flank, baking in the hot Kyrgyz summer sun, the small lone tree was the only feature I could rest on. And I really need a rest. Limbs shaking, sweat dripping, and the realization of my current consequences, I  have no choice but to push onward and upward. No. Other. Choice.


  It was my mistake. I know this. This isn't a mountain accident or an unfortunate turn of events. No, this was all me this time. I took a bad route. Chose a valley without thoroughly studying the contour lines. I followed a goat track – usually my only hope of decent footing – until I hit some landslides, which I delicately picked my way across. Up here in the Tien Shan, landslides are not out of place, and with the summer almost over, at least the avalanches have mostly settled. I'm not alarmed, and I continue on my course. But with an ominous rumble from above, the landslide I just picked my way over is awash with new boulders. I realize that I am not in a stable area. The boulders are not ankle-breakers; they're femur-breakers – not to mention the instant consequences should another landslide kick off while I'm in its path. There's no chance I'm going back that way, no matter what happens. 


  If I do break a femur, my hope of rescue out here, in the central Tien Shan, is quite limited. This country doesn't even have one single helicopter to send out. I  know this, and I'm comfortable with the risk… Most of the time. But most of the time I don't make navigational errors like this one. Speeding away from the scary landslides, I turn the corner of the valley, and my heart drops all the way down to my shoes. The valley turns suddenly into a gorge. The slope I'm currently following goes all the way to 90 degrees, the thin goat track literally ending at a cliff edge. There is no way forward, and no way back. 


  I consider my options. There are really only two: go down into the river on my right, and swim through the gorge, or go up and over the mountain on my left, where I know it's a little gentler on the other side. I tiptoe down to the water's edge: it's deep, but moving fast, and not so deep that I wouldn't crack my skull on a protruding rock if I tried to float down it. I look up at the mountain: it's steep. Super-steep. I spend no more than a few minutes making my decision: death is slightly less likely on the mountain than the white water. I pull my GPS safety device out and put it around my neck, prepared if I need to drop my backpack at any point. I take a deep breath, and place my hands on the rock in front of me. Don't look down. 


  I have no idea, to this day, how long that climb took. It felt like 2 hours at least, but it's likely that it was less. I don't know how long it took, how high it was, or if there had been another option. I refuse to look at my gpx track for the day. I don't want to know. What I do know, is what my mind went through. They say your life flashes before your eyes, but it was my future that I saw instead. I realized all the things I wanted to do, clear visions of goals I wanted to accomplish, places I wanted to see, and more memories to be made with people I love. I focused on the placement of each foot and hand to ensure I had a chance of still getting to do them. I promised myself that if I survived this climb, I would call the expedition off. I would go home. They were right – I can't do this.









Three weeks earlier, I  had landed in Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan, excited and ready to start my expedition: a solo and unsupported run across the central Tien Shan mountain range, which basically spanned the entire country. In all of my (considerable) research in preparing, I  couldn't find any recording of anyone who had crossed this mountain range on foot, whether man or woman, walking or running. I had a chance at putting a world first to my name. It hadn't been the reason I decided to do it – it was already happening before I learned this – but my inner narcissist (who is usually fairly quiet) couldn't believe the luck. 


  The most intriguing bit of doing something that's never been done before is that there is no guidebook: you have to play Explorer and figure everything out yourself. You can't google anything. You have to find your way in the old-fashioned way, although I did rely heavily on satellite images of the mountains to design my route. I can't imagine how the explorers of old did without.


  I spent more hours than I ever have on any project designing my expedition. I studied what few maps I could find, scoured the internet and any books that had ever touched Kyrgyzstan (I can tell you a lot about breeding the Kyrgyz horse, to give you an indication of how well scraped that barrel is), combed through any knowledge I  could glean from anyone. There wasn't much. I made lists and went on training weekends in the Highlands and then made new lists. I was the definition of a good student. When I landed in Bishkek, I felt good. I knew I had done everything possible to make this work. Now all I had to do was buy some gas canisters for my stove (the only thing I didn't fly with), head to the eastern edge of the country, and run a thousand kilometres. 


  In the mountaineering office – which is really just a room with a few pieces of ancient Soviet alpinist equipment for rent – I found the gas canisters I needed. While fumbling for some som to pay with, the officer asked me what my "holiday plans" were in Kyrgyzstan.


  "I'm going to run across Kyrgyzstan!" I  told him with a confident grin. "I reckon it's about 1,000 kilometres, I've got a 12-kilogram pack with high-alpine camping equipment, and it should take me less than a month… err… Can't wait!"


  He stared.


  "… No," he slowly shook his head, "no. This can't be done. Kyrgyzstan is very big, and the mountains are very high. You'll see. This can't be done. No."


  Unfortunately for him, my schedule for the day literally had nothing else but buying these canisters and spending some time adjusting to the altitude. I had time to wrangle. I took the bait.


  "It can be done, I'll show you!" He followed my finger as I traced my route on the map, pointing out the valleys I would follow, the passes I would use, and the villages where I would resupply. Finally, a small nod of approval.


  "OK, this is a good route actually… I think it can be done! But…" – and at this devastating moment, he paused to take a dramatic look up and down at me – "… not by you."


  Ouch.


  The following minutes of my life were at the height of mansplaining that I've had to endure as an outdoorswoman, and I'll never forget the glowing ember of rage as he made it clear that his assessment of my abilities was entirely based on nothing outside of my gender. I didn't bother to tell him how much mountain experience I already had. I didn't bother to tell him how well trained my legs were. I didn't even think to tell him how tough I can be. I did what we so often do: smiled sweetly, said something like, "OK, great, thanks", and left as fast as I could.


  There's another intriguing bit about doing something that's never been done before, and the part that I wasn't aware of until that day, is that people generally believe it can't be done. They've never seen it, and probably for good reason. Every single day on that expedition (out of the days that I saw other humans) I was told it couldn't be done – sometimes with so much conviction that I was pointed back toward the nearest village, and even had the path blocked on a couple of more heated occasions. 










My hands are sweating and blistering, and grabbing reliable holds is getting more and more difficult. I get stuck at one point, unsure where I can make my next move. I still haven't looked down – always look up. Look where you're going. And that better not be down. The long wait for the tree to hit the river below flashes in my mind again. That's how many seconds I'll be falling for if I miss this next move. With a grunt more akin to a battle cry, I push myself up the next ledge. I can see the top. I'm so close. Just get there, and this whole expedition is finally over. Going home! I scramble to the top, and on a curiously even, completely safe ground that gives way to a gentle, green, welcoming slope on the other side of the death-scree I've just climbed, I collapse into a heap. I cry harder than I can ever remember crying in my adult life. Adrenaline empties from my body in seconds and now I'm just a blubbering mess, letting the weight of everything that just went through my mind over the course of my climb really come out. I had to stay focused at the time, but the second it's over, out the emotions flood.

  I  didn't expect to cry like that, and while crying, I  didn't expect the next thing I did either. After some time of full-on ugly-cry, I stopped, wiped my tears, fixed my ponytail, stood up, and continued as I had for the last twelve days. Just like that. I simply carried on running. I didn't fulfil my promise to quit, and it would be some time before I ever told anyone what had happened. I decided I should finish first.










After 23 days of navigating some of the most beautiful and formidable mountains in the world, I  ran through the city gates of Osh in the south-west corner of the country. Even in the last 5 kilometres, as I finally let myself believe that I had been successful, cars were constantly pulling over to offer me a lift: insisting it was way too far to Osh, that I couldn't possibly run that far. My second and final big crying breakdown of the expedition occurred as I ran under those gates. I did it. Me. The unlikely candidate to become the first person to ever run all the way across Kyrgyzstan, all alone and unsupported. An impossible idea, and I proved it possible.


  I never thought I was destined to be the sort of person who did those sorts of things. Neither did anyone else.










When I was a little girl, the kids at school used to laugh at me that my name was Tough. How ridiculous that a girl could be called Tough! I was embarrassed by it and wished that my family had been the Smiths or the Joneses or something. Little girls aren't Tough. Little girls are pretty and nice. That's what I learned at school. It was not right that I was called Tough. Point and laugh.


  All grown up now, I wear my name with pride. What extreme good fortune that I should get to be called Tough! Every time my passport gets checked and the officer grins and asks, teasing, "So, are you really Tough?" I wink back. Hell yes I am. It's a great name. I love being Tough. 


  It isn't about being pretty and nice or not. That isn't part of the trait, and it isn't something binary where being tough diminishes any femininity. Tough means a lot of different things. It's not how many pull-ups you can do or who can win in a fight or how many chillis you can eat without crying. Your toughness is within. And your toughness is unique. It manifests itself in different ways. And it sure as anything does not identify with either gender more than the other.


  I found my toughness for the first time in the mountains. Pursuing challenges that excited me but also scared me, and somehow getting through them, I showed myself that I actually deserved my name, that I was Tough. I still look at a looming mountain pass and shiver with a fear that I can't get up there. I've taken a few wrong turns over the years, like that valley in Kyrgyzstan, or looking up from my bivvy sac to see ten armed men in Morocco, or literally sprinting through illegal mines and coca fields in Bolivia, or limping on an infected wound in the desert… The list, unfortunately, really goes on. And I will continue to add to it – that's part of the path of life I've chosen, in truly challenging myself and the limits of my comfort zone. Any of those scenarios sound scary to me even now, but when the time came, I always rose to it, and later reflected that I had been so much tougher than I ever thought I was capable of. It grows my confidence and encourages me to keep expanding the limits of what I think I'm capable of, in all areas of my life – and I want that for everybody, especially women and girls.





Why Tough Women Adventure Stories?


For most of my life, I carried this fantasy that once I proved myself, no one would doubt me again. But, objectively speaking, I  have proven myself by now. At the time of writing, I've completed four world-first solo expeditions like that one across Kyrgyzstan, won adventure races, been to six continents solo, and made a full-time career in the outdoors. If I could meet with my fifteen-year-old self, she would be delighted, and she would assume that no one doubts me any more. But they do – if they only have my appearance to judge me on, that is.


  Perhaps that is one thing that I  love so dearly about spending time in the wilderness – it's the greatest equalizer. The mountains don't care what gender you identify with, how old you are, who you love, how you speak. They don't give a toss. You are free out there. But on so many occasions in my life, I've been warned against going to this sanctuary – because I'm a woman. It never used to bother me, to be honest. I always believed in my own abilities and knew the strength of my years of experience, so I just ignored the comments and carried on anyway. But, what about the women and girls who don't have that? What about someone new to the outdoor world? Are we really sending a message that this is not an arena for women to venture into? 


  The following pages are stories from some of the most badass outdoorswomen out there. They are stories of grit, love, determination, passion and trailblazing. All of these authors have discovered their unique inner toughness and used it to follow a path in life of their own choosing. My hope with this book is that it will show the many faces of toughness, and encourage everyone – men and women, boys and girls – to reassess our culture's perceptions about who does or doesn't belong in the outdoors (hint: everyone; no one). I also wanted to give a voice to some incredible role models who have great stories to tell. The truth is, the outdoor industry is actually full of women, but when it comes to the highest level of media, such as what we see on television, the demographic dwindles to one, and so the wider community believes that tough outdoorspeople fit one single mould.


  But change is happening, and by giving a platform to the voices who are igniting that change – a platform like a book, for example – we continue to grow. I've always believed in the power of storytelling – stories that leave an impact, stories that people will remember. The following pages are filled with storytellers I admire. The authors in this book will take you around the world, with challenges ranging from races and world records, to battles with their own bodies and minds, to independent pursuits and personal growth. The stories in this book, and the women who wrote them, all embody what it means to be tough.
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WILD AT HEART


ALIÉNOR LE GOUVELLO


















Aliénor le Gouvello fostered a passion for travelling and embarking on adventures around the globe from a young age. A woman of French nationality and Australian residency, she has completed a 900-kilometre horseback trek in Mongolia, a sidecar motorbike expedition from Siberia to Paris, a 580-kilometre endurance horse race in Mongolia in which she finished first and a motorbike trip in India. 


  In Australia, she has travelled extensively through remote Australia in her position working with indigenous youth, which is where she fell in love with the outback's wide-open spaces. In 2015, she set out on her longest solo adventure so far: a 5,330-kilometre trek along the National Trail in Australia on horseback with the aim of dedicating her ride to the plight of the brumby (the Australian wild horse). Australia has the largest population of wild horses in the world but they are viewed as pests because they are not native to Australia. To manage their population the government has used very cruel methods, including aerial culling. Aliénor wants to promote more humane methods of rehoming them. 


  She recently published a novel of her expedition on the National Trail titled Sur la Piste Sauvage with French publisher Arthaud. As she describes it herself, "life is one big adventure".





Find out more about Aliénor at:

F: Wild at Heart Australia

I: Wild_at_Heart_Australia
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But the true voyagers are only those who leave 

Just to be leaving; hearts light, like balloons,

 They never turn aside from their fatality 

And without knowing why they always say: "Let's go!"





From "The Voyage" by Charles Baudelaire






Perhaps it all began the day I participated in a bush race in the Australian desert. I was invited to enter a horse race – me, the only woman and with white skin. Lost in the desert, in a furnace-like, dusty atmosphere, against all odds, I won the race in front of an audience of males who were stunned that a woman could beat them. 


   Or perhaps it all started when I met my ex-partner, who introduced me to this country. It is thanks to him that I fell in love with the outback and decided to work with indigenous youth. These children seem neglected by the world, yet are still so enthusiastic and brimming with life. I tried for over ten years to give them the best of me, my energy, my imagination. I learned their language, traditions and way of life, especially their unique way of understanding nature and merging with the universe. Living in remote communities taught me to make do with little, to be self-sufficient and always find a solution. I have come to love this red dirt that I walk on with my bare feet. I am not scared of this nature – it never betrays me, even in the toughest situations. It is also thanks to this experience that I came across my first brumbies, these majestic wild horses, so resilient and tough but considered a pest by most. The desert is full of them. It was also in one of the indigenous communities that I adopted my dog, Foxy, a dingo cross (a cross with the Australian wild dog), my most precious friend.


  Shortly after I decided to trek the National Trail solo with three brumbies, Cooper, River and Roxanne, a journey of 5,330 kilometres across this raw continent from south to north, I stumbled by coincidence on the story of a woman, Robyn Davidson. She had walked across Australia from east to west with camels. If she could survive the trek across the deserts, I thought I should be able to manage my expedition along the spine of the east coast of Australia. 


  After a year and a half of preparation, training wild horses, researching the trail, acquiring the right equipment and organizing the logistics, I set off. I spent 13 months trekking in all conditions imaginable – rough terrain, diverse weather and countless obstacles. One packhorse for all my camping and horse equipment and food rations, one riding horse and a horse at rest, rotating them every day. We became a family, my horses, my dog, Fox, and I. We created an intimate bond, travelling and living together. We shared camp life; they never trampled on anything. I came to know all of their intricate and different characters. At first it was very hard to find our pace, three horses travelling in harmony led by me, but after a few months and as the terrain eased we got better. 


  I had to take a break to bypass a cyclone, endured a trip to a hospital in Townsville, experienced hunger from rationing supplies and the exhaustion and pain from the tropical fever which had started attacking my joints – I was diagnosed with Ross River fever but disregarded the doctor's advice to quit for a while. Just a week from finishing, my next challenge began: a throbbing, lightning-sharp pain in my heel, which instilled in me the fear of not being able to carry on. 


  Cat, my amazing photographer friend, had joined me on foot for the last few weeks. I actually knew her for 5 minutes when I met her in London over a year ago through a common acquaintance. I  had told her about my project and she volunteered to join me to document some of my expedition. It was a life gift to have met her and she followed through and came. She is the most resilient woman I know and a very talented photographer. Passionate about nomadic culture, she has had the experience of living with some of the last migratory tribes of the world. Her extraordinary ability to blend into people's lives and document their habits and culture is truly inspiring. During our time together on the trail, I walked on foot about a third of the day, but she walked all day every day with a backpack, enduring the heat, steep terrain and thick vegetation. We formed a really special friendship. She couldn't have arrived at a better time. 










The fever makes me lethargic and weak but also gives me the most excruciating pain in my joints. In order just to function I take ridiculous amounts of painkillers and anti-inflammatory medication. I can hardly move my fingers, wrists and ankles. I resort to riding all day and falling off my horse in the late afternoon, screaming in pain as I try to stand with the immense pressure on my ankles. Cat's enthusiasm, help and easy-going attitude are a godsend. It's 15 June and I think, but with no certitude, that today marks the day we clock over 5,000 kilometres. I'm not attached to the number but the destination. Cooktown is my focus: it is the milestone in itself. 

  That night we set up camp by a lake. Under a starry sky, next to the shimmering light of my campfire and with Fox's head on my lap, I anticipate my arrival in Cooktown. What will I do next? Three years of my life are coming to an end. I haven't thought beyond this point and the prospect of having a "normal life" is pretty daunting. In the morning, we are charmed by a beautiful sunrise reflecting in the lake, little clouds like a field of cotton against a soft light blue. Fifteen days from arriving in the town that has achieved mythical status in my imagination, I pull out my last guidebook of the National Trail. I am doing the trail backward, so I'm nearly at the start. After the ritual of 2 hours to pack down camp and get the horses ready, Cat and I are on the move again. The landscape is magic as we move along a ridge overlooking other mountains. This early in the morning the light is piercing through fog and shining on the bright, huge, white eucalyptus trunks and their umbrella of blue-green leaves. Scattered around like the indigenous elders of this country are a few "blackboys", or grass trees, which have this fascinating silhouette of a lean, black, charcoal-like trunk with a big, green, Afro-style hairdo. This native plant can grow to be hundreds of years old and, in some cases, up to 600 years old. 


  We are coming down a mountain toward civilization, where I've organized a farrier to meet us and attend to my horses' feet. After 3,000 kilometres with the horses unshod or wearing "hoof boots" which can break easily, get lost and are extremely hard to put on, I decided to shoe them because they are footsore. If I had begun this journey with my horses shod, I would have had to include special stops for shoeing every six or so weeks. This is very costly and logistically not an easy task when you're in the middle of nowhere most of the time (the first three months were the most remote part of the trail). 


  We negotiate the descent of the Great Dividing Range toward a small country town called Mutchilba, traversing old tobacco, fruit and rice plantations. Throughout the day I manage to forget the pain I am enduring by focusing on our navigation and surroundings. Every now and then I let out an uncontrollable scream of pain when I execute an unsuitable movement.


  Once at Mutchilba we wait for the farrier, grazing the horses on the roadside. After a short while, a Toyota four-wheel drive towing a trailer pulls up beside us. A gigantic long-bearded, red-haired brute with a cap and weird yellow glasses comes out to greet us. He is friendly enough, like most Australians, so all is good. He gets on with his job of caring for my horses' feet as a client of his pulls up to say hi. She seems intrigued by our journey and invites us to camp on her property nearby. The campsite mentioned in the guidebook didn't seem too appealing so we accept the kind offer. 


  Cat jumps in with the farrier, along with our gear, and I take the opportunity to ride my horse bareback for a bit of a change. I am so happy to be able to trot and canter for once, bareback and leading a horse on either side of me. Cooper, River and Roxanne think it's fun too, to be free of the dead weight of the pack saddle that keeps us at a walk on the trail. When we arrive at the property I notice a smirk on Cat's face. She is the smiliest person I know, but this particular smile has a story. I find out later that the farrier's first question when she hopped into the car was: "So yous two are a bunch of carpet munchers?" with his real Queenslander accent. Cat got confused and responded that she had been eating fine on the trail but soon realized what he meant – his insinuation that two women travelling together in the bush had to be gay! I  can't stop laughing. Carpet munchers – what a poet. 


  Three days after leaving Mutchilba we climb the Great Dividing Range again in the most insane zigzags. It's quite common to be heading south at times before heading north again – the most frustrating feeling when you are so close to your goal and have been on the trail for over a year. We are heading toward Mount Molloy, winding through rugged and isolated old mining ranges, up and down a hundred gullies and bushy hills as far as the eye can see. It's becoming harder and harder to find our path as the "track" is increasingly overgrown. At a fork with several faint tracks, I hesitate and take a break to contemplate my navigation. Nothing makes sense. Reading the trail guidebooks backward has proven to be extremely challenging, especially when they read: "head west after the gully heading toward the next ridge, follow the top of the ridge heading north until a bunya pine, then follow the old fence…" but there's no fence any more!


  I waste time trying to make sense of these mud maps, or hand-drawn maps, and notes that are over 30 years old. Time is precious when you have to travel 30–40 kilometres a day at a walk, find water, find your next campsite, take care of your horses and make camp before dark. Frustrated and running out of sunlight, I decide to follow my nose and use my compass to head up a faint track in the direction we are supposed to be going. Cat trusts me so far – we never get lost. 


  After a couple of hours of going up and down steep gullies, Cat and my horses are sweating profusely but don't complain. I can't walk because of the pain but after 3 hours and looking back at Cat's bright red face I get off and insist she takes my place on the horse. We are both as stubborn as each other. Luckily, I'm riding Roxanne today, my rock. I put Cat's backpack on and walk up a ridge, where I hope to see something and make sense of where we are. My nose hasn't been so good in this situation. The track I chose has taken us in the wrong direction for the last hour, but I had hoped it would change to a more favourable course. At the top of the ridge as we catch our breath, I look all around me and see nothing – nothing that looks like the old mining town we want to reach. Eventually I notice a tiny bit of smoke. Miles and miles away. That has to be it. There is no way we will get there in daylight. We need to find water before dark and backtrack tomorrow. I tell Cat we are not lost – we are just off track a little…


  I remember going across a gully a few kilometres back with a couple of puddles of water. Maybe I can find more water. When we arrive, I leave Cat and the horses and start up the rocky gully on foot. The Aborigines taught me that where there are big bulging rocks, there could be water… bingo! A nice waterhole with clear enough water for us and the horses – so lucky. Unfortunately, there is not much grass for the horses, but I fed them well at Mutchilba; they will cope. I am so relieved. We build camp in a hurry as the sun disappears behind the ranges. Tomorrow we will leave extra early and backtrack with the hope of finding our way to Kingsborough, a lost gold mine which counts one habitant, a gold prospector who arrived 30 years ago and remains part of the ruins. 


  A couple of days on, we are still on our way to Mount Molloy, a historic mining site whose population has declined to 273 inhabitants. Mines are running out; young people are going to the cities. Mount Molloy has one main street, a few houses on either side and electric poles. In the past, a strong Chinese community cultivated vegetable gardens to feed miners. 


  An update indicates that the trail to get to Mount Molloy is closed for the next three days. The trail is a living route and access changes according to the weather conditions and the owners of the large ranches. The route covered by maps nine to twelve in the guide is closed because of the lack of water and access to the route. More bushwhacking it is. As nerve-racking as it can be, it is also the most exhilarating and rewarding way to travel. When I find my way through the bush reading mud maps and relating them to the country it is very satisfying. East is our destination, across the divide again, toward the ocean. It's been long awaited! I've been longing to camp with my crew on the beach and this section of the trail is the only one close enough to the coast to allow it. 


  Following a mostly dry riverbed, the area covered by map nine turns out to be OK in regard to navigation, but the only water available is less than appealing. A stagnant puddle of water and no grass is the only option for my companions. It's been a few days of very dry country and very little pasture for my dear friends. Rid of their loads, cleaned of their sweat, caressed and thanked, my steeds park themselves in front of us to beg as we have our little snack of sardines and biscuits. I explain to them that we've run out of treats and that I'll make it up to them in Mount Molloy. I am ashamed as I eat in front of them – it breaks my heart when I can't provide for them. 


  The next morning, it's foggy, wet and hard to see the landscape around us. When bushwhacking I often follow cattle or wild-horse pads. ("Pads" is an Australian term for the tracks animals make through the bush to get from their grazing place to water or other grazing spots.) That way, if the terrain is challenging, like going through gullies or rivers, you know other animals have made it through. It's tough going in wet, thick, scrubby country and Cat, who's not very tall, loses our track from time to time and calls out to locate us. I stop regularly to study the landscape and choose our way, navigating through the bush. My horses travel in single file. We are all soaked. The gear gets heavier when it's wet, and my Driza-Bone feels like it weighs a tonne. 


  After 6 hours of walking uninterrupted, I land exactly where I'd hoped! Back on an old stone path built long ago by pioneers. I can just see the remains of the path through the overgrown vegetation. We have been following this old route for a while when my horses come to a standstill with their ears pricked up in alert. Galloping out of the bushes ahead of us comes a mob of bay wild horses. Cat just misses them – she is too far back. It is such a beautiful experience to witness these animals in their environment, and I feel so grateful.


  We are almost out of the Hann Tableland National Park and this difficult section. What an epic few days. We've managed to get through despite the giant spear grass and the fact that this section of the trail is so isolated from mankind that nature has claimed it back. After a little break in Mount Molloy to fill my companions' bellies and pick up our food rations, we are a day away from the coast. The landscape has changed radically, from dry, hard and rocky into luxuriant tropical forests. We descend to the coast using an old coach road called the Bump Track. In the early days of colonization, it was a vital link for miners and settlers between Port Douglas and the hinterland after the discovery of gold in the area in 1877. All the artillery and explosives needed for the tin, copper and gold mines were transported by wagons pulled by horses and bullocks. A fourtonne wagon would have required 36 horses to pull it. Many of the livestock perished on this trek. 


  The path sinks into a dense tropical jungle made up of gigantic trees. I feel miniature in this thick forest dotted with rays of light. Eventually a clearing through the trees offers a magnificent view of the ocean in the distance. This vision is overwhelmingly gratifying; up until this point the trail has sat 50–100 kilometres from the coast, so it's the first time I have seen the ocean since I left 13 months ago. Once we make it down the range, sugar cane, palm trees and civilization replace the bush. 


  We are in a small town called Mossman, a week from Cooktown. After being stranded for four days under buckets of rain and camping in the stables of a rodeo ground, Cat helps me find a camping spot on the beach. Although locals have warned us about a 6-metre saltwater crocodile, I am determined to stay.


  Sadly, the next day Cat leaves us as she has other commitments and a plane to catch. We have trekked hard for six weeks with very little rest with the aim to reach the end together and the fever has really broken me. I need to recharge my batteries and there's nothing like the ocean for that. The scenery is magical and I jump on Cooper bareback for a gallop on the beach. 


  Although the location is a fairy tale, I have pushed too far and my immune system is letting me down. I have this pain in my heel that hasn't gone away for a few days and is now throbbing terribly. The heat, redness and the abscess swelling suggest to me that it could be a staph infection. I know what it is because I have had it before, when living in remote Aboriginal communities, and they don't just go away. I have been ignoring it and it has got to the point where the throbbing pain keeps me up all night screaming. So close and yet still not there – I can't believe it. By the time I manage to get my horses to safety and seek help to get to hospital, the doctors tell me the infection is almost in the bone and could have been fatal.


  After a heavy dose of intravenous antibiotics, getting cut open and being forced to rest for four days, I disregard the doctors' advice of bed rest and leave to get back on my horses. My foot is strapped in a plastic bag and I'm unable to walk without a lot of pain, but I push on, trusting my horses through another tough section of the trail. The CREB Track, renowned for being a very challenging four-wheel-drive track, is closed due to rain. Being clay and extremely steep, the conditions are too dangerous for vehicles, but I have managed to get permission from the council to pass through on horseback. At my absolute wits' end, with two open wounds (on my heel and on my leg) in wet weather, I forge ahead. I have to cross a deep and wide river infested with crocodiles with my foot in a plastic bag and navigate the CREB Track in slippery conditions. I am joined by a film crew who want to capture the end of my odyssey. I hate them being there and it really slows me down. I am so determined to finish. So close. I am in a world of pain and I know ignoring the doctors' advice was not the safe option, but I have the end in sight. 


  On 20 July I arrive in Cooktown. I get off my horse struggling to hold back a couple of tears, limping and staggering with my foot still in a plastic bag. I thank my horses, the heroes in this story who have carried me all this way. It is so surreal I don't know what words could best describe my emotions. A combination of happy, sad, utterly exhausted, lost, confused, proud and so relieved it is over. Three years of my life have come to an end.










It's only now, with some perspective, that I  truly see and appreciate the growth, the experiences and the challenges the National Trail gave me. I used to say anyone could do this with the right preparation and yes, it was key for me to complete the entire trail with horses in such good condition, but it's a lot more than that. Anyone can prepare, but not everyone will actually go and finish a 13-month trek with all of the trials and tribulations that it presents. It took sheer determination and commitment. I fantasized that I had it before I left and, on reflection, I now know that I've honed it to a level I could never have expected. 


  This wonderful experience cultivated within me an even deeper respect and connection with nature, animals and the planet we live on. The desire to thrive and nurture that in my everyday life has become paramount. The experience was enriching and fulfilling, providing countless challenges that have strengthened my character and emphasized my ability to push the boundaries. Some days I wanted to curl up under a tree and wait for someone to come and get me, but each and every time I restored my body just enough to keep going. Our comfort zone is all in the mind. Our bodies have the ability to excel way beyond the limits we initially set for ourselves.
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