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  Introduction


  The seeds may be small, but if they’re planted in just the right spot and given just the right conditions, then it's quite possible that a mighty tree may grow. Or, to put it in a slightly less prosaic way, everything has to start somewhere.


  And for me, my love of walking, which has seen me walk thousands of miles across the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, was planted, nourished and grew, on the Pennine Way.


  For those that don't know it, the Pennine Way is the grandfather of walking trails in the UK. Its creation was first suggested by journalist and rambler Tom Stephenson in an article for the Daily Herald newspaper, published in 1935. He was inspired by the two thousand mile long Appalachian Trail that was being created in the United States of America at the time. If something like that could be done in the US, why not in Britain?


  It took thirty years for the dream to become reality, but on Saturday, 24 April 1965 the Pennine Way was officially opened for business. Stretching across the Pennine hills, the backbone of the country, the trail set off from Edale in Derbyshire, slowly but surely making its way through the north of England before, close to the end, hopping over the border into Scotland and finishing in the small town of Kirk Yetholm. On its way, it passes through the UK’s first National Park – the Peak District – and makes its way through the Yorkshire Dales and Northumberland National Parks as well. For good measure it visits Hadrian's Wall, and even treats the Cheviot hills as “honorary” Pennines.


  The Pennine Way was the very first National Trail, created by the state, and protected by law. It would be the first of many. The second, the Cleveland Way, followed four years later, and now there are fifteen National Trails in England and Wales, and four official “Long Distance Routes” in Scotland. And that's before we've counted the hundreds of other walking routes – created by all manner of local councils, walking organisations and even individuals – that spread across the country. Walks based on geographical features like rivers and hill ranges, more arbitrary routes around county borders, or trails simply created by someone who wanted to create a bloomin' good walk. But the Pennine Way is the grandfather of them all. The first. The oldest.


  It’s no easy trail either. It’s one of England’s more challenging trails, going over remote moorland, passing through quiet villages, and providing the walker with ever so many chances to put their foot, and perhaps their whole body, into plenty of peat bog.


  Not that I really knew any of this when I first set foot on the trail. Indeed, despite the fact that I grew up less than ten miles away from one section, I knew next to nothing about it. But then, I was never a massively keen walker as a child. My parents would take us off on Sundays for an afternoon wander on the nearby hill which dominated the town we lived in, and would occasionally decide to broaden their walking horizons by heading off around a reservoir or some local moorland. However by my teens, dimly muttering the word “homework” was all that was needed to avoid such trips.


  And so it remained, until a year or so after leaving university. I'd moved to London with my partner Catherine.


  Catherine liked walking. She'd even completed a National Trail – the Pembrokeshire Coast Path – aged nine. And she wasn't going to let living in the largest city in the country prevent her from heading out.


  “Let’s go for a walk!” she’d say, before taking us off to wander down some litter strewn canal towpath in west London, or a muddy park near a golf course. Slowly but surely, the walks got a little more adventurous, heading out for day walks across the south of England.


  And then one day, she came out with it.


  “Let's go away for a weekend. We can go walking!”


  Her plan was simple. We'd catch the train to Yorkshire and walk a bit of the Pennine Way from Gargrave to Horton-in-Ribblesdale. This would take two days, and then we'd spend a third day checking out two of the Dales’s three peaks: Ingleborough and Whernside (the third peak, Pen-y-ghent, forming part of our Pennine Way walk.) Oh, and there’d be country inns with fantastic Yorkshire beer on the bar, she added knowing full well how to hook me in.


  It rained heavily on our first morning and we spent lunch huddling next to a roaring fire in a Malham pub trying to dry out. It may have been the end of March but some fields were still deeply covered in snow. We'd even passed a dead sheep.


  The next day we climbed Pen-y-ghent in the mist, and the day after headed out for our circular walk, up Ingleborough and Whernside in absolutely fantastic weather. It was glorious; beautiful beyond belief.


  The seeds had been sown. The ground was good, and the conditions were just right. I was hooked. The scenery helped, but there was also something about walking from one place to another that just worked for me. Exploring new places, seeing new sights. As we sat in the Crown Inn in Horton-in-Ribblesdale on our final evening, I muttered some immortal words.


  “I think I could do some more of this Pennine Way thing.”


  And that was that. Seven months later we were back in Horton to do another stretch up to Dufton. The next spring we caught the train to Edale so we could do the start of the walk. And so it went on until three years later, we found ourselves at Kirk Yetholm, supping a pint in celebration at the Border Inn having finally completed the whole thing.


  It wasn’t the first walking trail that I completed. That honour went to the South Downs Way. And it certainly wouldn’t be the last. But the Pennine Way was the first I started actually walking. Just as the birth of the Pennine Way spawned a number of new walking trails, so the Pennine Way set me off walking many more trails.
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  Edale to Crowden


  
    The Old Nags Head, Edale. The official start of the Pennine Way. Or “official start of the Pennine Wa” as the sign outside the pub actually said on the day I stood next to it, grinning like a loon for the statutory “I'm setting off for a walk!” photograph.


    And I was setting off for a walk. Although, in some respects I also wasn't. For whilst I may have been in Edale at the very start of the Pennine Way, I had also walked nearly a third of the trail already.


    This was something that the part of me that has a very neat and ordered mind, was struggling with. You start at the beginning, go through the middle and then get to the end. It’s clear, logical and sensible. It's as it should be. If you sat down today with the aim of planning your own walk on the Pennine Way, that's no doubt how you'd tackle it.


    And that is, of course, the problem. In the beginning we'd never intended to walk the whole of the trail. The decision to do so came later. And that meant that our first footsteps on the Pennine Way were roughly a third of the way in. And then when we returned for a second go, we simply continued from where we left off. All of which meant there was a gaping hole to fill. The start. Which was why I was now stood at the start of the Pennine Way a year after I’d first started walking it.


    It was all very confusing. Probably best not to think about it really, and instead contemplate on the fact that the sun was shining; the going looked good. We didn't quite have 268 miles to do, but it was certainly time to get walking.

    


    For a trail that goes over wild moorland, bogs and many hills, and that has a reputation of being a tough beast to tackle, the Pennine Way starts rather sedately. It creeps gently along fields, around the base of a hill, and along a rather wide and easy going path. It's a nice path with some lovely views to admire – the Peak District is a fantastic place, after all – however the finest, looking down the Edale Valley, did require us to stop and turn round in order to enjoy it. Either that or we'd have to walk backwards. And that has it owns risks.


    If you didn't know anything about the Pennine Way, then walking those first couple of miles would very quickly lull you into a false sense of security. Ah this is the life, you'd think to yourself. Nice easy stroll with some lovely views. How relaxing. And then you'd arrive at Jacob's Ladder and realise that, confound it, this was a trail that was going to make you work after all.


    The ladder is not one path but two, and it’s all named after an 18th century farmer called Jacob Marshall, who was the person who built both paths. The two are different lengths. The longer one slowly but surely zig-zags up the hill at a gentler gradient; the kind that would be taken by a pack horse. The shorter of the two is steeper; a path that would allow the person leading the horses to quickly get to the top of the hill, sit down and have a rest whilst his charges slowly meandered up the other path.


    When all is said and done, Jacob's Ladder isn't a massive climb, however it was a sign of things to come. A hint that the Pennine Way isn't a mild wander through pleasant valleys. Sometimes it gets difficult. There are hills to climb you know.


    Naturally we entered into the spirit of the ladder. By taking the longer way up. Well if it's good enough for the horses…

    


    For some reason, the Pennine Way doesn’t pass by Edale Cross. Given it's a local landmark, this seems a rather strange and curious omission. For that reason alone scores of Pennine Way walkers take the short detour to pay homage to this simple stone.


    No one really knows how old the cross is, or exactly why it was put there. It’s believed by some to be medieval, and quite possibly erected as an administrative boundary marker by the Abbots of the Basingwerk Abbey who, despite being based in Wales, owned and managed a vast estate in the Peak District.


    What is known is that over the years, the cross fell down, and spent many years on the ground until 1810 when five local farmers re-erected it. When they did, they left their own mark on it (or vandalised the cross – take your pick) by carving their initials into the stone. We duly paid our respects to whoever had put the cross there in the first place, and then headed to another landmark; one which firmly has a place in walking history. Kinder Scout.


    Kinder is a special enough place as it is. The highest point in the Peak District, with views of Snowdonia on a good day. Its peat groughs, large stones and heather can sometimes make you feel like you're walking in another world. However Kinder's more than just a fantastic piece of landscape; it's part of walking history.


    As with much of the countryside at the time, the hills of the Peak District were firmly off limit to most people; access restricted to the landowners, and enforced by their staff. Those living in the crowded and polluted towns nearby could only look on and stare. Their desire to get out into the clean air and enjoy the countryside was denied.


    Located slap bang between Sheffield and Manchester, it's no real surprise that the Peak District was a prime target for those campaigning to open up access to the countryside and in 1932, Kinder Scout became a focal point of the campaign, as ramblers headed towards it from the nearby village of Hayfield, in order to invade the fell en masse.


    Naturally the attempt to claim Kinder for the people didn't go unchallenged. Gamekeepers, employed by the landowners, tried to restrict access and there were many violent scuffles. Their efforts were in vain. Several hundred walkers from Manchester reached the top of Kinder, where they met up with a party of 30 of Sheffield's residents who had headed up from Jacob's Ladder.


    The story of working people challenging the order of the day naturally attracted press attention and the walkers were joined by a journalist from the Manchester Guardian newspaper. The resulting newspaper report helped raise awareness of the campaign, and helped bolster the cause even further. In the aftermath of the trespass five ramblers were arrested, and some were given jail sentences for their part in the scuffles. It was a decision that fuelled the campaign even further, and turned the tide in favour of reform, to the disgust of many of the landowners.


    It wasn't an overnight victory. Indeed, it took nearly twenty years in the end – a certain World War II helping to stall things – but in 1949 the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act was passed, which laid the foundation for creating National Parks, and access to open land. Two years later, the Peak District National Park formally opened for business. Other national parks followed, and then, of course, in 1965 came the Pennine Way. Although it was as recently as 2000 that the Countryside and Rights of Way Act finally opened up swathes of “access land” in England and Wales where the public could roam anywhere, freely.


    With so much time passed by, it's easy to take it all for granted. But only a couple of generations earlier, we wouldn't have been able to do what we were doing right now. There are some who believe that the Kinder Trespass set back the whole right to roam campaign; that it invoked a fight back from the landowners and, therefore, delayed the inevitable. We'll never know for sure. But standing on Kinder Scout, looking down on the towns and villages nearby, many a quiet thanks has been given to all those who kept up the fight for so long.

    


    Stone slabs lead their way over Mill Hill, over Featherbed Moss and onto Bleaklow. The slabs are a familiar sight for anyone walking the Pennine Way; introduced by the authorities to solve the problems of erosion caused by decades of walkers traversing the soft, peaty land. Several times the flagged path had taken a slightly different course to the original route, but here and there the flags had been laid on the original path, which would give an inclination why the authorities had taken the action they did. On a couple of such sections, the walls of peat on either side of the path were almost as tall as I was; the peat having eroded so much under thousands of pairs of walking boots.


    It was a sign of how much the land had changed since walkers had arrived on the hills, and a clear demonstration of the conflicting demands of access to the countryside, and the need to conserve it for the future.


    The path crossed the A57 road, linking Manchester with Sheffield, and which – funnily enough – passes right through the town I grew up in. After that, it heads onto Bleaklow, which didn't seem especially bleak on this sunny day, and at a height of 633m above sea level, nor was it particularly low. Bleaklow famously contains the wreckage of an old US Air Force bomber that crashed on the hillside in 1948, killing all 13 crew members on board. The remains of the plane can be found on the hillside to this day, and the site is so well known that Pennine Way walkers regularly divert off route to pay their respects.


    Those that know about it anyway. Our guidebook had decided that it wasn't worthy of a mention.


    The guidebook did however deem another famous landmark important enough to mention. Sitting a short way from Bleaklow's summit, the Wain Stones are a pair of weathered stones which, from the right angle, gave the impression of an old man and woman puckering up for a kiss. It's a famous photo opportunity with walkers who strive to get the shot and angle just right. Naturally a few botch it, managing to take the picture from completely the wrong side, or getting the angle slightly wrong. And of course, I was one of those who fitted firmly in the latter category.


    What can I say? This was all new to me and, just like the bomber crash site, I’d never heard of the Wain Stones and didn’t know what was 'wain' about them either. I took the best guess I could, and ended up with a photograph of two rocks sticking together. Would it really have hurt the guide book author to put in a suitably representative snap that novices like me could use as a guideline? I mean, our tome had several pages all about cotton grass and heather. A quick photo of some stones would be easy to fit in, or so you'd think.


    My photographic errors were then followed by a cock-up of epic proportions. The mistake however, wasn't mine. Navigation was firmly the responsibility of Catherine, my accomplice in crime for the entire Pennine Way journey, who had taken charge of the proceedings from day one after confidently declaring she could easily use a map and a compass. As my own skills had been a tad rusty, I'd naturally agreed, thus freeing me of any responsibility for the massive error we were about to make.


    From the Wain Stones, all we needed to do was head north a short way then follow the clear path off to the west. Simple. Instead, we managed to head east, walking in completely the wrong direction and rather precariously down a narrow clough alongside a stream.


    We were half way down to the valley floor when the mistake was finally discovered. Too far along to turn back certainly. It was to be a costly detour; one which would see us four miles away from where we should have been. Which, given we were supposed to be meeting someone there in a car, was a bit of an issue.


    With limited accommodation in Crowden – basically a camp-site and a (now closed) youth hostel – we'd arranged something else. One of the benefits of growing up in the area was that we just happened to have handy and convenient supply of relatives to stay with, based just a few miles down the road. We'd arranged to stay with Catherine's parents who were due to pick us up at the car park at Crowden. We'd called them at home earlier with a rough ETA, but somehow we had to redirect their efforts. Thankfully the invention of the mobile phone had helped us in this respect. But Catherine's parents had not exactly adapted well to the mobile era. Whilst they did have one, they had a habit of leaving it uncharged in their drawer in their dining room at home.


    My feet were aching enough as it was; at sixteen mile long, Edale to Crowden's not a particularly short first day, and the thought of having to do another four and hope that there would still be someone there to meet us, was filling me with dread. But thankfully we were in luck. After half an hour of trying to get a mobile signal, we finally got through. Their phone had made it out with them after all, and fifteen minutes later we were being whisked away by motor vehicle.


    After a day in the quiet hills of the Peaks, we were suddenly being transported to the bright lights of the suburbs of Manchester. A part of it felt so wrong to be leaving the quiet hills for a town with several supermarkets, curry houses and a grand Victorian town hall. On the other hand, we were going somewhere with free food, drink and lodgings. And who really would argue with that?
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  Crowden to Diggle


  
    Put yourself in this scene. In a few months’ time you will be travelling several thousand miles by plane to Nepal. After a couple of days in Kathmandu checking out the local sights, you’ll leave the city to set off on a walk. For several days you'll walk towards Everest Basecamp, staying at little villages every evening. It’ll be a good, well made path, but it will be one which will take you steadily up hill.


    In your planning you note that you need to do some preparation for the trip; get yourself up to the level of fitness that will be demanded for such a trip. You've done a lot of walking over the years and the hills are no stranger to you. But there's one thing you're a little worried about. The plan will see you carrying all your belongings in a rucksack. It's been a while since you've carried such a heavy load on your back. You begin to think that you probably should get some practice in before you go out there.


    Meanwhile, your daughter's been on the phone. She tells you that she'll be walking a section of the Pennine Way this May with her partner. And that gives you an idea. Your daughter always carries her own rucksack with her when she's doing walking trips. So why don't you offer to join them on the second day on the Pennine Way? You could carry their rucksacks for them. It will be good practice.


    And so it was that the next morning we got out of the car at Crowden and set off along the Pennine Way, having been relieved of our rucksacks, which were now being ably carried by our two sherpas, also known as Catherine's parents, Mike and Julie. Their plan was to walk with us for the five or so miles to Black Hill, gaining invaluable insight into carrying several kilograms of weight on their backs. Once they got there they'd return our luggage, bid us farewell and head back to their car, parked up back at Crowden.


    Well, I wasn’t going to argue. I always carry my own stuff when out hiking rather than paying someone to transport it for me. But it's still always nice when you don't have to carry anything at all. Instead of grunting as you struggle to slowly climb that steep hill, you can skip up it in a sprightly fashion. Or, at least, walk a bit faster. And the difference that a pack (or lack of) can make to walking speed was soon revealed by the way we suddenly found ourselves travelling much faster than our luggage.


    The rucksacks weren't entirely to blame. Mike was also weighed down by his substantially sized digital camera. Naturally this was not one of those “point and fire” devices, but one which required copious twiddling knobs and adjusting of focus to get the perfect shot in the way that camera experts do. In the time it took him just to assemble his giant photographic apparatus, focus in on the subject and take a picture, I'd usually be able to whip out my distinctly more compact camera, hit the shutter button, put it away and be half a mile away. Not that it put him off. Mighty rocks, tufts of browning grass, large clumps of heather; all were fair game for Mike’s giant lens. And the Pennine Way offered them in abundance. Attractive streams were a firm favourite for the camera lens, as they crept slowly down the hillside, flowing beautifully through rocks, just as they must have done for centuries. The mighty camera was frequently assembled and disassembled, as shot after shot was taken, and another few metres walked. Watching, I wasn’t quite sure I’d have the patience.


    Still, we made it along, and silently, and without fanfare, we reached the top of Dun Hill where a milestone was waiting for us. Not a physical one, but one none-the-less. For the summit marked a boundary. The point when we’d leave Derbyshire and enter our second county, the county of Yorkshire.

    


    “Black Hill's a morass!” is a common accusation of the place. It does have rather a reputation for wet peat, making going difficult for walkers. Massive pools of peaty water can swallow a boot in seconds, which can be rather off-putting. On the other hand, they can create a dramatic scene for a photograph, so it really does depend on your point of view. Not for nothing do some walkers avoid the whole place, giving it all up as a bad lot.


    These days though, Black Hill's reputation is rather unfair and those dank, dark pools aren't anything to worry about. At least, as long as you stay on the paved paths that criss-cross the hill. Put a foot wrong though and you may never be seen again.


    Looking at those pools of dark water from the safety of a stone paving flag however, does give you an impression of what the Pennine Way must have been before the paving was put in. How people coped with Black Hill before, I didn’t know. I could only imagine what this route must have been like for much of its life. Maybe I would have reached Black Hill’s top, taken one look at it, and headed off to the bright lights of the nearby town of Glossop instead, never to set foot on the Pennine Way again. There are some who cry that the paving slabs have ruined the character of the Pennine Way; that this is what the countryside is really like, and that’s what must be embraced; that the Pennine Way now is little different to an urban street, but if you'd asked most of the people on Black Hill that day whether the flags should be ripped up, I doubt most would have taken you up on it.


    Besides, it's not like the entire hill has been tarmacked over. There are still some side trails which head off in random directions if you wish to dice with danger and peat bog. One of those was about to be followed by Catherine's parents as they headed back to their car. Rucksacks were exchanged; best wishes and hugs given. And then they were off, bouncing over the hillside with just a large camera bag between them.


    And how did it help them on their Nepal trip go, you ask? Did the practice carrying all our luggage help them on their trip? Well, they did walk a day carrying their own stuff. And then they did what most visitors do when walking in Nepal. They employed a local sherpa to carry it all for them. By all accounts, in one deft move, the sherpa had lashed the two rucksacks together with rope, and started carrying them both on his back with relative ease, all whilst walking around the trail in flip flops.

    


    According to popular wisdom, Snoopy's Snack Van on the A635 near Wessenden Head is a purveyor of the largest bacon butties known to man. Whether this is an exaggeration or really is reality, I can’t tell you. I haven't conducted extensive research on the matter. Didn't even try one of Snoopy's apparent finest. We passed by the white van not feeling particularly hungry. And besides, Catherine is vegetarian. But whatever the size of the food served at this slightly innocuous white van in a remote spot, the number of cars parked up in the lay-by next to it suggested Snoopy was doing a roaring trade.


    Snoopy's is just the latest of a long line of purveyors of refreshment on this wild moorland. Up until the 1950s, the role was fulfilled by the Isle of Skye Hotel, although quite how it got that name is another question entirely. The place was hardly close to any Scottish isle after all. However anyone wanting a pint now will be out of luck as the pub's fate was sealed during the planning stages of the nearby Digley reservoir.


    A compulsory purchase order was slapped on the property due to fears of the pub polluting the water that fed into the reservoir. A local battle ensued in an attempt to save it, but it was to no avail and the building was demolished afterwards. Well that’s the story according to most sources. The other one occasionally proffered is that it was demolished after a fire; local fire engines being unable to reach it due to heavy snows having blocked the roads.


    Whichever is accurate, there's now little on the ground to mark the fact that there was a pub there at all; the only reminder being that the section of the A635 continues to be locally known as Isle of Skye Road to this day.


    The Pennine Way doesn't pass the site of all this controversy; Digley reservoir is actually a couple of miles away. However, there's still plenty of water based action for the walker in the area, as the trail goes past Black Moss, Wessenden, Swellands and Redbrook reservoirs; all of which sit on the moorland quietly collecting and storing water for when it's needed.


    With its high rainfall, the Pennine hills naturally caught the eyes of the authorities of the nearby conurbations of Manchester and Sheffield. The various towns and cities needed a source of good, clean water for the ever growing population to drink, as well as supplying factories and businesses. It was for the people of Huddersfield that Digley and Wessenden were built, whilst Swellands and Redbrook found other uses, namely to supply the Huddersfield Narrow Canal.


    The Pennine Way made its way casually along as many of these reservoirs as it could muster, before depositing us quietly on the road at Standedge. The end of our walking day had been reached, and there was just one more task to do; head downhill to our B&B.


    There are two options for accommodation for those arriving at Standedge. Turn right for the Yorkshire village of Marsden, or turn left for Greater Manchester and Diggle. The latter is slightly smaller but also just that bit nearer, which seemed a good enough reason to go with it. Now we just had to walk the mile and a half required to get there. But which route to follow? Take the simple but dull route down the main road, or follow the more sedate stylings of the Oldham Way – a forty mile stroll round the local Metropolitan Borough of Oldham – through fields of mud and sheep.


    Naturally we opted for the option with the least tarmac and soon found ourselves covered in mud and sheep poo, stood in quiet, cosy street wandering around in circles wondering which of the many stone cottages housed the B&B that we'd been told was very easy to spot when you got there. For ten minutes we wandered around the place, getting increasingly more confused and frustrated at our ability to find the place. In the end we had to resort to using the telephone, where it turned out after a chat with a confused landlady, that we were in completely the wrong part of Diggle all along.


    Thankfully, the village pub was far easier to find. Being a Friday night the place was bustling with locals happily chatting as they devoured huge platefuls of food. We joined them, relaxing with a couple of pints and resting our weary feet; those paving slabs being just a bit tough on the feet. Still, if it meant we didn't end up up to our waists in peat bog, that was something I was more than happy to put up with.
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