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Praise for 52 Ways to Walk

‘[Annabel Streets is] the Queen of walking’ Robert Elms, BBC Radio London

‘A delightful balance of ideas, inspiration and science. The short punchy chapters fit well between walks and make them even more enjoyable’ Tristan Gooley, author of The Walker's Guide to Outdoor Clues & Signs

‘Urges readers to put on walking shoes, offering a weekly, new perspective on walking, no matter where you live’ Irish Independent

‘We might think we know everything we need to about walking but there is always more to discover. This book is about how walking is connected both to old wisdom and new scientific frontiers of discovery … If you’re not a habitual walker this book will give you good reasons why you should get started and, if you are experienced, ways to keep it fresh … Fascinating’ Lauren Laverne

‘We can all learn something from 52 Ways to Walk. I know I can’ Michael Ball, Radio 2

‘[52 Ways to Walk is] the most amazing book’ Penny Smith, Scala Radio

‘Walking adds greatly to our lives, and this insightful and wise book adds greatly to our walking. Page after page, it's a pleasure to follow in the author's footsteps’ Duncan Minshull, editor of Sauntering and Where My Feet Fall

‘Streets carefully breaks down the psychological and physical benefits of [walking], and makes a solid case that getting some movement in outside can help one “appreciate the exquisitely complicated and beautiful world we inhabit.” Readers ready to hit the pavement will find plenty of inspiration and information here’ Publishers Weekly

‘Spiritual, educational, and informative’ Booklist

‘Annabel Streets delves into the science and romanticism of walking and explores the good things that can happen with this one small act’ Reader’s Digest

‘Excellent … This book should be compulsory reading for every car driver; do yourself a favour and buy it’ Bristol Post


For Hugo


ANNABEL STREETS is an award-winning writer of highly researched fiction and non-fiction. As Annabel Abbs, she is the author of Windswept: Why Women Walk, voted a top ten 2021 travel book. As Annabel Streets she co-authored The Age-Well Project: Easy Ways to a Longer, Healthier, Happier Life. She has written for a wide range of titles, including the Guardian, Daily Mail, Telegraph, Tatler and Paris Review, and is a Fellow of the Brown Foundation. She lives in London and Sussex where she is frequently on foot.
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Introduction

When I was twenty-three and had a little money in my pocket, I learned to drive and bought a small, rattling car. I loved my car, often driving round town for the sheer thrill of it. You see, I grew up carless. My father never owned a car; he never even learned to drive. My mother finally took lessons in her forties, proudly failing her driving test seven times. We lived in obscure, remote places where public transport was at best unpredictable, and at worst non-existent. If we needed anything, we walked, often for miles and miles. Perhaps this explains why my little Fiat brought me such pleasure.

My driving life coincided with a desk job. Both eventually coincided with curious changes to my body (rounder, softer, achier, stiffer, stooped) and to my mind (anxious, unsettled, discontented). Around the same time, I came across a fact that flabbergasted me. I read – in Bill Bryson’s A Walk in the Woods – that the average American walked 1.4 miles a week.

In that instant I saw how dramatically my life had changed. Because I was no better – hopping into my car at every opportunity, slouched over a desk all day, slumped on the sofa all evening. Suddenly I had a deep yearning for the life I’d lost, with its simple walking joys, its endless adventures on foot, its wild blustering air. I decided to ‘upmove’ my life, to re-oxygenate it.

I made a rule for myself: not to use my car unless it was absolutely necessary. Instead, I would walk. During the months that followed, I noticed that many of the journeys I’d taken by car were ridiculously close to home. Why had I driven to a supermarket that was only a twenty-minute walk? To a dentist that was a mere fifteen-minute saunter? More ludicrous still, why on earth had I driven to a gym so that I could walk on a treadmill or sit on an exercise bike?

I noticed something else too: at the first sign of rain, wind, darkness, heat, hunger, boredom, lack of a companion – to name a paltry few of my many excuses – my little car became irresistibly alluring. And so I bought a dog and proper wet-weather clothing – no longer would the cold, wet or dark excuse me from walking. I grew to love my night walks, my rain-sodden strolls and mud-bound marches, my after-dinner ambles, my windy weekend hill hikes, and my ley-line saunters. Walking had never seemed more beguiling or more thrilling.

Later – and suffering from debilitating, desk-induced back pain – I made a second rule-for-self: to convert as many of my sedentary activities as possible into walking activities. Work would be walked, holidays would be on foot, the weekly shop would be militarily tabbed, coffee with a friend would become a strolling coffee… Only to hear the same excuses I’d once given myself. Colleagues turned down my invitations to bipedal meetings: too windy/hot/cold/early/late. Friends (some) and family (especially) were no different: too far/steep/muddy/heavy/boring… especially boring.

A question began gnawing at me: what if all these excuses were, paradoxically, good reasons to walk? By this point, I was regularly researching, and writing about, the subjects of walking and health. Studies on the astonishing power of movement and nature – sunlight, soil, snow, silence, scent – were tumbling into my inbox, confirming some of my recent suspicions. I began my own series of walking experiments: hiking at altitude, in forests, barefoot and backwards; walking by moonlight; following rivers, pilgrim routes, fractals, or my own nose; dancing and singing as I strode; litter picking, forage walking, mindful walking, power walking, silent walking… Walking had become, once again, the great adventure of my life. But this time science could explain how and why.

Meanwhile, reports of its impact on health seemed incontrovertible: regular walking was helping millions of people to reverse diabetes, fend off heart disease, hold back cancer, lower blood pressure, reduce weight, counter depression and anxiety – and so much more. Indeed, one study concluded that exercise was preventing almost 4 million premature deaths every year, a figure deemed conservative by some epidemiologists, who believe walking could avoid up to 8 million deaths a year. Another study calculated that thirty-five chronic diseases could be prevented by exercise.

Because here’s the thing: when we move, hundreds of intricate changes take place inside our bodies. A twelve-minute walk alters 522 metabolites in our blood – molecules that affect the beating of our heart, the breath in our lungs, the neurons in our brain. When we walk, oxygen rushes through us, affecting our vital organs, our memory, creativity, mood, our capacity to think. Walking causes hundreds of muscles, joints, bones and tendons to move in an elaborate, effortless sequence, propelling us forward but also triggering a multitude of molecular pathways, expanding our heart, strengthening our muscles, smoothing the lining of our arteries, shunting sugar from our blood, and switching our genes on and off in a miraculous process known as epigenetic modification. Walking does more than enrich our own health. It also enriches the health of future generations. We know that exercising in our reproductive years produces children who are more resistant to disease; we know that active pregnant women produce a compound in their breast milk that reduces their babies’ lifelong risk of diabetes, heart disease and obesity.

Moreover, every time we choose to walk, we reduce the burden of air pollution and noise pollution. We prevent yet more land being turned over to concrete car parks and out-of-town shopping centres. Every time we petition our governments and city councils to create walkable routes and parks, to protect woodlands and wetlands, we help build a better world for everyone, now and into the future. Walking in nature brings us closer to the land, making us care more about it – from its tiny insects and lichens to the grandeur of its mountains and trees. And when we care about something we want to conserve it. Right now, our spectacular world needs conserving.

And what of our towns and cities? They too deserve to be walked. They too are enriched when we stride them rather than drive them – cleaner, more convivial, quieter, safer.

We have driven (literally) walking out of our lives. And yet we were born to walk. Not only for a few minutes on pleasantly sunny days in cushioned trainers following a Google dot, but in drenching rain and squalls of wind, uphill and downhill, in winter and at night, alone and in crowds, in forests and beside rivers, in search of food and in pursuit of smell, even backwards and barefoot.

It’s time to rethink walking, to reclaim it from our molecular memories. Walking is not – and has never been – boring. We might be stuck in a walking rut: same route, same time of day, same companion. But there are hundreds of ways to walk, and hundreds of reasons for doing so. And many routes can be taken directly from our front door, wherever we live or work, immersing us instantly in a magical tangle of wildlife, geography, geology, astronomy, history, culture and architecture.

Nor is walking merely step-counting or ‘exercise’. Yes, good physical and mental health are happy by-products. But the joys of walking are infinitely greater than clocking up steps. Think of it as a means of unravelling towns and cities, of connecting with nature, of bonding with our dogs, of fostering friendships, of finding faith and freedom, of giving two fingers to air-polluting traffic, of nurturing our sense of smell, of satisfying our cravings for starlight and darkness, of helping us appreciate the exquisitely complicated and beautiful world we inhabit.

I hope this book spurs you to rediscover the delight, mystery, wonder and exhilaration of walking. I hope that – through its fifty-two ways to walk – you too will find bipedalism endlessly interesting, perpetually rewarding. Lastly, I very much hope you enjoy the bounteous happiness and health that always, always, accompany a lifetime of walking.


How to Use This Book

Each chapter in this book is an opportunity to try a new mode of walking, and for this reason I’ve arranged it over a calendar year, week by week. I’ve attempted to match chapters with weather conditions, or – on occasion – with universally recognised ‘events’. More importantly, I’ve arranged it to be dipped into, according to your circumstances and desires, much like a buffet breakfast bar. It’s my fervent hope that, by experimenting with different walking styles, timings, weather conditions, routes and locations, you’ll keep discovering something novel, unexpected, revelatory even.

We think of walking as being splendidly spontaneous – something we can do as and when we want without any planning or forethought. This is, of course, one of the great joys of walking. We can step out of our house – and just go.

But the unexpected and the revelatory are, paradoxically, more likely to occur if we start with a little preparation. Racing out to enjoy a wet wintry walk is infinitely easier if we have the right kit – and know where to find it. A moonlit amble is more enjoyable if we have a route, a full moon, a friend and the right footwear. Going out to sketch is well-nigh impossible if we have neither sketchpad nor pencil. Besides, research shows that the most consistent walkers are more likely to have a walking schedule than those who simply nip out for a stroll. So before you dip in and
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