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PRAISE FOR LOST IN THE LAKES




"Tom Chesshyre sets off to make a meandering circle of the Lake District on foot with one aim in mind: ‘to let happenchance lead the way’. In his amiable and relaxed company we climb the fells and skirt the lakes; just as engagingly, we meet a carnival of characters whose personalities and opinions are the real focus of Chesshyre’s tale. Together they sum up a region whose problems are many, but whose enchantments are still unmatched for walkers in these islands."


Christopher Somerville, The Times




"A cheery account of travel writer Tom Chesshyre’s month-long 379-mile hike around the Lake District… He has a journalist’s ability to intersperse descriptions of dazzling scenery with brisk historical facts… this book makes you yearn to go there."


Kate Green, Country Life




"A new vision of the Lakes as a capsule history of the kingdom as a whole, with its ambivalent approach to ‘nature’ (worshipful but predatory), its rapacious extraction of resources, its many migrations and, inevitably, class… It is the human encounters – fellow hikers friendly and not-so, get-off-my-land types and we-have-to-make-our-own-entertainment-here stoics, economic migrants, a bibulous local mayor – that make this book sing… Chesshyre [has] an eye for the lives of ordinary folk, the sweat and smoke behind the idyll."


Brian Morton, Times Literary Supplement




"Uplifting at every turn."


Rebecca Lowe, author of The Slow Road to Tehran




"Lyrical, witty and full of cheer… part travelogue, part social commentary, this gem of a book succeeds in being both politically engaged and uproariously entertaining – a rare feat in travel writing and a welcome new direction for the genre."


Oliver Balch, author of Under the Tump: Sketches of Real Life on the Welsh Borders




"An unorthodox tour of the Lake District… not for him the chocolate box guide, but a grittier account of his travails, and his travels, on a journey of self-discovery."


Lakeland Walker




"An entertaining ramble."


Wanderlust




"Hopefully you will also be entertained. I know I was."


Paul Oldham, WalkLakes




PRAISE FOR FROM SOURCE TO SEA




"An enjoyable refuge from everyday life."


Clive Aslet, The Times





"Chesshyre cuts an engaging figure… He has a true journalist's instinct for conversational encounters – Kurdistani picnickers in the river meadows upstream of London, pub thugs in the badlands of the lower Thames, other Thames Path pilgrims he rubs up against along the way… rich in history and thick with characters, fables and happenstance – a highly readable and entertaining saunter along England's iconic river."

Christopher Somerville, author of Britain's Best Walks





"I found myself quickly falling into step beside Tom Chesshyre, charmed by his amiable meanderings, pointed observations and meetings with strangers along the way… but most of all Chesshyre champions the joys of a good walk through fascinating surroundings – with beer and blisters at the end of the day."


Fergus Collins, BBC Countryfile Magazine




"Readers should perhaps prepare themselves for a whole new wave of Whither England? type books in the months and years ahead, and Chesshyre's is a not unwelcome early attempt to answer that seemingly urgent question."


Ian Sansom, The Times Literary Supplement





PRAISE FOR PARK LIFE




"Recurring lockdowns have reminded us all of the importance of parks in our lives – as places of refuge, respite, relaxation and reconnection. In Park Life, Tom Chesshyre guides his readers around the world in 50 parks, opening up all sorts of intriguing historical, cultural and environmental vistas along the way."


Jonathon Porritt, Forum for the Future




"Chesshyre's inspired selection from around the world amplifies how parks are so much more than green spaces."


Richard Hammond, author of The Green Traveller








PRAISE FOR SLOW TRAINS AROUND SPAIN




"A lovely book."


Michael Portillo




"A highly relaxing and subtly addictive read."


Glen Mutel, National Geographic Traveller




"If you ever need convincing that it's better to take the train than to fly, this is the book that makes a persuasive case… a fine read."


Nicky Gardner, hidden europe




"Always curious, witty and intelligent, his writing style and subject matter are deeply rewarding."


Francisca Kellett




PRAISE FOR SLOW TRAINS TO VENICE




"He casually, and beautifully, bats away the earnestness of travel literature."


Caroline Eden, The Times Literary Supplement




"There is something nostalgic about the clatter of wheels and sleeper trains… by the end, the reader will struggle to resist the urge to follow his lead."


The Economist




"A work of brilliant geekery."


National Geographic




"We love reading about train travel… Pick up Slow Trains to Venice by Tom Chesshyre."


Sunday Times Travel Magazine





PRAISE FOR TICKET TO RIDE




"Trains, dry wit, evocative descriptions, fascinating people and more trains – what's not to like?"


Christian Wolmar, author of Blood, Iron & Gold: How the Railways Transformed the World




"This is an engaging, enjoyable and warm-hearted book that will appeal as much to general readers as to lovers of trains."


Simon Bradley, author of The Railways: Nation, Network and People





"Funny and illuminating from Crewe to Korea, Ticket to Ride is a hugely entertaining account of the author's travels on the rails the world over – chance encounters fly like sparks."


Sara Wheeler, author of The Magnetic North
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"Compulsory reading."


Mark Smith, The Man in Seat 61
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Andrew Marr




"Splendid 21st-century railway adventure. At last this IS the age of train."


Simon Calder, The Independent





PRAISE FOR TO HULL AND BACK




"Tom Chesshyre celebrates the UK… discovering pleasure in the unregarded wonders of the 'unfashionable underbelly' of Britain. The moral, of course, is that heaven is where you find it."


Frank Barrett, The Mail on Sunday




"You warm to Chesshyre, whose cultural references intelligently inform his postcards from locations less travelled."


Iain Finlayson, The Times
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PRAISE FOR A TOURIST IN THE ARAB SPRING




"A charming travel companion, entertaining and engaging."
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The fleeting hour of life of those who love the hills is quickly spent, but the hills are eternal.
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PREFACE





Falling in love with the Lakes can happen in a flash – and most Lakeland lovers remember that eureka moment.

  For me it happened in my late teens when visiting a friend in the village of Threlkeld beneath the jagged ridge of Blencathra. With little idea how to reach the summit other than proceeding vaguely in its direction, my friend being no mountaineer, we had plodded across the scree. Up, up, up we went into a misty Cumbrian mid-afternoon, pausing to puff on Benson & Hedges cigarettes or glug Paddy Irish Whiskey from a hip flask. Shocking now, looking back: 1) How unprepared we were (no compass, no map), 2) Quite how established in bad ways we had become at an early age (no thoughts of water or snacks).

  Slowly, we stumbled along rocky paths, puffing and occasionally slugging. Not exactly lost, but winging it, for sure. Then the breakthrough came. The skies cleared, as they can so suddenly in the Lakes, and the sun blazed down in dazzling, heavenly shafts. Great sweeps of fells emerged all around in delicious shades of emerald and mauve marked with splashes of copper and mustard and streaks of silver-grey.


  It was simply magnificent. There amid the dreamy patchwork was the sliver of Derwentwater beside the market town of Keswick (home to a famous pencil museum we never visited). There, we imagined, was the ghostly outline of Scafell Pike, England's highest mountain, at 978 metres. Mysterious smaller waters – tarns – glittered near peaks. Serpentine valleys slid between soaring slopes. Somewhere beyond the undulating horizon lay the Irish Sea.


  It was not just the setting that tugged at the heart strings, though. It was the way of life, too. The camaraderie over pints and darts by the fireside at The Sally (or Salutation Inn) in the village. Nights out "on the town" in Keswick in the company of new pals, ending up almost inevitably at Starlights, a nightclub playfully and perhaps not so subtly nicknamed "Starshites" (but much-loved, nevertheless).


  You could, if you were sociable, get to know all sorts in a few days. Threlkeld's population was, and is, little more than 400, while Keswick's is around 5,200 – the Lake District's second largest town after the "metropolis" of Windermere/Bowness (8,359 inhabitants). Take away all the tourists with their windbreakers and laminated maps and the Lakes is a small world. The entire population? A mere 41,600.


  Night skies were haunting; so dark it seemed the universe might engulf us. Constellations glittered above eerie silent slopes. This was a long way from the North and South Circulars, Piccadilly Circus and journeys on the Tube back home. The Lake District had "caught" me hook, line and sinker. I had fallen for the fells.





* * *





Much has been written about the Lakes – more than 50,000 books by the estimation of Hunter Davies, not only the Beatles' official biographer but also author of a series of his very own insightful tomes about the region. Staggering when you think about the sheer volume, and an awful lot to read. Yet it begs a question: why are so many people so fascinated by this watery corner of north-west England?


  This is a matter with which many have grappled over the years, one of the most famous being William Wordsworth (1770–1850), the unofficial Lakeland Bard. For as well as being a groundbreaking poet, Wordsworth is perhaps less known for having penned an illuminating book entitled Guide to the Lakes in 1810, although the story goes that, back in his day, a parson once congratulated Wordsworth on his Guide and asked him if he had written anything else (a bit cheeky, if actually true).


  This Guide was hugely influential. Wordsworth had been born in Cockermouth in the north-west of the Lake District and was, in his twenties, the leader of the pack of Lake Poets, who formed in the late eighteenth century and were known for their romantic streak of appreciation for nature at a time when industrialization was beginning to boom. This sea change to the British economy (and the world's) introduced a new threat to England's lovely Lakeland region: many a wealthy Lancastrian factory owner had taken to building big "statement" houses on the shores of Wordsworth's beloved lakes.


  These were opulent, ostentatious retreats for the bigwigs who were as pleased as punch to have posh new pads away from the grind and grime of the hard streets of Manchester and Liverpool, where their fortunes were being made. Wordsworth, who like so many others adored the local scenery, looked on in horror.


  "I do not know any tract of country in which, in so narrow a compass, may be found an equal variety in the influences of light and shadow upon the sublime and beautiful features of the landscape", he gushed in his Guide, before attacking all the gaudy country homes, "gross transgressions", popping up on the profits of mills. Humankind was encroaching on nature and doing no good, a theme not lost on modern readers of his Guide considering what humankind is up to in the twenty-first century. One section in his book is entitled simply Changes, and Rules of Taste for Preventing their Bad Effects. In other words: stay away you vulgarians! Leave us alone!


  So intent was Wordsworth to block the invasion of the countryside by city folk of all ilk – wealthy factory owners with their fancy architects as well as mass crowds of ordinary people working in factories who might feel like a change of scene during their time off – he campaigned in his later years to prevent railways encroaching into his beloved Lakeland. And he succeeded. Were it not for his sermonizing on the subject, trains would undoubtedly have rolled on further than the eastern edge of Windermere, where tracks terminate to this day.


  Yet the effect of Wordsworth's guidebook, in which he (rather high-handedly perhaps) hoped to educate the unenlightened on how to understand and enjoy the landscape of the Lakes, was, ironically, to begin the type of mass influx he had hoped to discourage, unsettling the peace of villages that had previously seen few holidaymakers. "Tourism" had begun, many of the first arrivals clutching Wordsworth's Guide or other similar publications that were soon on the market.


  This was a time when Napoleon's nefarious affairs on the Continent meant that holidays abroad, the almost exclusive preserve of the grand-touring well-to-do back then, were tricky; the first vogue for "staycations" had nothing to do with pandemics or watching pennies during cost-of-living crises. And Wordsworth, who was in later years almost besieged by curious travellers hoping to catch a glimpse of the, by then, Poet Laureate at his house, Rydal Mount, was to make a tidy profit from the book. It proved to be a stroke of luck: more lucrative than much of his "higher" poetry (as his sister, Dorothy, had cannily predicted).


  All of this was quite a turnaround. Just 50 years before Wordsworth's birth, the novelist Daniel Defoe had reached the Lake District in the 1720s, during a journey for his entertaining travel book A Tour Thro' the Whole Island of Great Britain, and had found the way blocked by what he regarded as "unpassable hills". It was all too much, even for the man who had dreamed up Robinson Crusoe. Defoe decided there and then that "all the pleasant part of England was at an end", the mountains were "horrid" and he would have nothing to do with them. This, at the time, was the conventional wisdom; the region was deemed rough and, frankly, dangerous. That it was sparsely populated was quite understandable: who on earth would want to live there?


  Fast-forward to now, however, and things are slightly different. As many as 20 million visitors annually are attracted to the Lakes, as of 2017 a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and thousands swarm to see Wordsworth's childhood home in Cockermouth as well as his later dwellings in Grasmere and Rydal. Horrifying, you might think. Impossibly overrun. Wordsworth must be spinning in his grave – et cetera. On the other hand, this continuing massive influx just goes to show that the poet's concerns about outsiders destroying the beauty of the Lakes have yet to come to pass. Sure, the extraordinary tourist figures might make us think otherwise, but it seems Wordsworth's "sublime" landscape somehow must have retained its glorious sublimity: why else would so many people still want to come?


  This said, for me, there has always been a quandary about visiting the Lakes. Yes, there may have been many, many guides explaining where to go and what to see, dating back many years. So many, as Hunter Davies pointed out, it is almost overwhelming. And sure, they are all usually extremely helpful, even those penned before Wordsworth's try.


  The first proper book – after a short journal by another Poet Laureate, Thomas Gray, in 1769 in which he falls for the "peace, rusticity and happy poverty" of Grasmere – dates from as early as 1778 and is written by Thomas West: A Guide to the Lakes: Dedicated to the Lovers of Landscape Studies and to All Who Have Visited, or Intend to Visit the Lakes in Cumberland, Westmorland and Lancashire. A "clickbait" title well ahead of its time, with a rousing opening passage encouraging readers to visit the region's:





Alpine finery, finished in nature's highest tints… the pastoral and rural landscape, varied in all the stiles: the soft, the rude [as in rough and craggy], the romantic, the sublime. [That word cropping up again.] Such as spend their lives in cities, and their time in crowds, will here meet with contrasts that enlarge the mind by contemplation… whoever takes a walk into these scenes, will return penetrated with a sense of the creator's power and unlearnable wisdom in heaping mountains upon mountains, and enthroning rocks upon rocks… [bringing] at once rapture and reverence.





Enticing stuff. Yet the Lakes, despite so much helpful literature of this sort going back so far, from the days of quills and inkpots to the slick and informative Rough Guides and Lonely Planets of today, have always seemed such a tricky place to visit and see in one go.


  Looking at a map of the Lake District National Park with its fells (mountains) and peaks, dales (valleys) and forests, screes and passes – ancient glacial ribbon lakes twisting every which way – a question had long lodged in my mind: so where exactly do you start? Unlike with a river, the rambler has neither a "source" nor banks to follow. Unlike with a coastline, there is no obvious way. Unlike with Hadrian's Wall, not so far away to the north, you have no marked beginning or end on one official "trail".





* * *




Since around the mid-twentieth century, the approach to the Lakes common among walkers has been to bite off one section of the wild terrain at a time, normally covering an ascent, often in a loop beginning and ending in the same place. This way of "conquering" the landscape was famously advocated by Alfred Wainwright (1907–1991), the Lakeland rambling guru who described the routes to no fewer than 214 summits in his fabulously precise and elaborately named A Pictoria Guide to the Lakeland Fells: Being an Illustrated Account of a Study and Exploration of the Mountains in the English Lake District, published in seven smart volumes between 1955 and 1966.


  This first-rate series of guides was to take on almost legendary status, the 214 ascents quickly becoming known in mountain-climbing circles as "the Wainwrights". Soon, many folk set off to Britain's Lakeland, intent on ticking off – or "bagging" – as many summits as possible. Nothing wrong with that.


  Alternatively, requiring less strain on the knees and fewer worries about weather in the mountains, the casual rambler could simply take a leisurely circuit of one or more of the lakes. With well-signed lakeside tracks and little chance of getting lost, these walks make perfect day trips: the pleasant 10 miles round Derwentwater, perhaps, or a joyful stroll by the shores of beautiful Buttermere (4½ miles) or beside lovely little Grasmere (3 miles). Nothing wrong with that approach, either. Highly recommend it.


  But how about a long cross-country walk around the whole of the Lakes, exploring hidden corners while covering the main sights, getting a real feel for the region, scampering up the odd peak yet not feeling any pressure to bag the mountaintops?


  Having visited many times as a reporter, it has been my great fortune to dip into the Lakes over the years for work, ever since that first memorable trip to Threlkeld. Each time, whether exploring the fells in Langdale Valley for a day, investigating a tarn above Grasmere or visiting waterfalls in the foothills of Helvellyn (writing stories for newspaper columns with names like The Great British Weekend or Britain at its Best), hiking and the Lakes have always seemed to go hand in hand. Notebook, pen and guidebook are, of course, always packed – and walking boots, too.


  On each visit, my curiosity about this hallowed landscape so eulogized by the poets – "the loveliest spot that man hath ever found", said Wordsworth – has been piqued. How, though, to see it all, not as a serious climber, but as an "average Joe" walker interested in Wordsworth's "sublime" scenery, the villages and towns, as well as the people, along the way?


  I consulted a series of Ordnance Survey maps. There were 1,342 miles of public footpaths and 544 miles of bridleways to explore across 912 square miles of land (the national park is 32 miles across and 40 miles from north to south). I read a large number of books, Wordsworth's included. I plotted a vague route: a big wobbly circle taking in all 16 main lakes, which would form the focus of the hike, and some of the principal mountains. I bought a train ticket to Penrith.


  With a month free, a backpack and a spring in my step, off I went. This is the story of what happened next.
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