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For Mum and Dad,
who gave me the courage to roam freely and walk my own path.

And for Ian Craddock,
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Foreword

There are still places in this world where the map grows vague. Places where nature breathes in its fullest form. Places that are untamed, unpredictable and – perhaps most remarkably, as a result of us discovering more and more – still unknown. Still wild.

This is a story from one of those places.

In the heart of South America lies a stretch of wilderness that few have entered.

It is a land where jaguars roam unseen and ancient mountains rise from rainforest. It’s a place where every step forward is a step into mystery. It’s here, in the Kanuku Mountains of Guyana, that I led a small team on a journey deep into the unknown.

Exploration, contrary to what some might think, is not dead. In fact, it’s very much alive and it’s more exciting than ever. The more we discover, the more we realize just how much we don’t know. Exploration is part of what makes us human. Without it we stagnate.

This realization drives me. Adventure is often overlooked as being indulgent, a personal thrill, but it’s a catalyst for so much. It reminds me how vital it is to protect these last wild spaces, not just with laws and boundaries, but by rekindling a feeling we’ve perhaps lost along the way: awe for this planet.

That’s what nature gives me: awe, perspective. A sense of being small in the best possible way yet part of something so much bigger too. I believe we all need a bit more of that. I believe it can change how we treat the world and, more important than ever right now, treat each other.

And so this isn’t just an expedition log. As much as it’s a story about a remarkable wilderness, this is a story of shared humanity, a story of connection, friendship and people – their limits, resilience and humour. It’s about the sting of sweat in your eyes, the stillness of just ‘being’, the battered feet and the unspoken bonds that form when you’re weeks from help, surrounded by life that doesn’t care whether you make it out or not.

This is also a story about the jungle. Not as a hostile force to conquer, but as a teacher. To re-learn what we’ve lost. And, perhaps more than anything, it’s a call to remember what’s at stake – Because these last wild places are vanishing. Fast. Stories are powerful, they can remind us to care. And if we don’t keep telling these stories, we may lose them before we’ve even truly heard them.

So this is mine. A record of this journey. The story so far … into the wild.




Prologue

Our boat slices through the calm and silent waters of the Essequibo River, but I can see that things are about to change. The crashing white rapids are ahead of us.

Anders looks at the camera and with a half-grin he says, ‘Don’t try this at home.’ I sense some nerves in his voice but at least the rapids mean that we are nearing our drop-off location, where we can finally begin the expedition on foot.

We slow down as our boat captain, Neville, calls the bow boy back to the engine to take control. Jenson, who is in front of me, follows the order and moves past me to the back of the boat. I don’t know if I like the idea of the younger and less-experienced man taking charge, but I guess that means these rapids can’t be that bad, and maybe Neville sees it as a training opportunity.

We slow down as the engine changes hands. I have one hand tightly gripped to the boat and the other is on my phone, filming. I’m smiling, getting myself ready for an adrenaline rush.

We’re about thirty metres away, but the engine slows down and suddenly it cuts out. I’m not sure if that was Jenson’s fault or not but, surely, we should be taking this on just as aggressively as the rapids itself. The engine crackles on again but the noise is overcome by the pummelling white water.

As we get closer it’s revealed that the rapids are bigger than they seemed. There’s a large rock on the left that was at first hidden. The water pounds it and there’s a threatening whirlpool that swirls around next to the rock. There’s also a sudden drop. The water crashes down into the rock, becomes a whirlpool that then spits out the water on the other side of the rapids.

This doesn’t look right. Would Neville have handed the reins to Jenson, had he seen what was in store for us?

Either way, we’re committed now, and we’ve just got to go for it.

We go straight; I hope to God that Jenson has spotted the whirlpool. We take it on and the long, dented aluminium boat flies up into the air. It happens in slow motion. We slam down on the other side, but we haven’t passed it. We’ve got just the bow through the rapid and the rest of the boat is stuck.

‘Come on!’ I yell.

I look around: we are genuinely stuck. The engine can hardly be heard as the water hammers the boat. We’re not moving at all.

The water is rushing fast past us. I look to see the whirlpool and menacing rapids are just behind. If we don’t free ourselves quickly, the boat is going to head straight for them.

I’m not smiling any more. Anders looks terrified and Neville is scanning all around to see what he can do. My team mate Mikey moves to the front of the boat with Jenson as Neville takes back control of the engine.

Mikey and Jenson push and pull the front of the boat. They’re trying to get more weight at the front to free the back. Maybe this is a trick that they always use to free the boat? I think. Or maybe this is just a last port of call.

Mikey and Jenson continue rocking the boat side to side. It’s not working. We can’t manoeuvre it forward. Instead, we are slowly edging backwards towards the deadly vortex. I’ve been filming this whole time but something in my gut tells me to stop now. I quickly put the phone into my zipped trouser pocket.

I can tell what’s about to happen.

The water thrashes the boat – we are becoming free, but in the wrong direction. Backwards. The engine is simply not powerful enough to deal with the current and this pressure of water. We suddenly lose our alignment and, as soon as we aren’t parallel to the current, the boat is caught and flips to the right. Without notice, the boat catapults us out as it upturns. We all go under.




The Making of an Explorer
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1. My Roots

I WAS BORN WITH A FERAL STREAK. Growing up as an only child in coastal Suffolk, I had vast fields, as far as my legs could run, a gang of animals to talk to and trees that felt more familiar than the kids at school. I loved the feeling of dirt under my nails, calluses on the palms of my hands and the breeze in my hair.

In my younger child years, I suppose you could call me a tomboy. I was just more interested in wild things than dolls or what shoes were cool.

I was lucky to have a vivid imagination. My mum used to praise it, urging me to hold on to that creativity. I really took that advice to heart. I lived in my mind and it became my escapism. My rich imagination was something I cherished and I’d love nothing more than spending hours daydreaming, coming up with all sorts of magical things in my head. I’d dream up everything from what it would be like to live with wild animals to going on adventures through mountains and jungles.

My childhood, it seems idyllic: the sprawling countryside, frequent tree-climbing adventures, and even an oak tree that later became home to my very first (and only) treehouse.

It wasn’t always like that, however. Until I was eight, I lived in a house in Reydon, a small village a mile from the sea and next to what is now the picturesque town of Southwold. Back then, Southwold wasn’t quite the same gentrified Londoner retreat that it is now. The population demographic then leaned more on the older side, and the high street and shops were traditional and needed some sprucing up. During those early years, it was only Mum with a job, as a doctor for the local surgery.

Mum and Dad had met in Turkey. They were sailing on separate flotillas, both on separate solo holidays, but thankfully, their paths crossed. They spent two weeks together, connecting each evening in various ports, and quickly fell in love.

Mum was born in Aden, Yemen, one of five (seven if you include her half-siblings), and when she was just three the family lived in Ibadan, Nigeria. She spent a number of years in Nigeria before moving to Edinburgh when she was ten. Her dad, Peter Cockshott, was a Professor of Radiology at the medical school; Una, her mother, also a doctor, spent her time investigating magical medicine, analysing the work of the witch doctors.

My explorer gene probably originates from my grandmother. Una is a bit of a legend in our family. Her roots run deep in the wilds of Scotland: born in Applecross on the remote west coast, her family came from the tiny island of Scarp (now uninhabited) in the Outer Hebrides, and she was raised in the Black Isle. She grew up in a strict religious household, daughter of the manse, which – perhaps unsurprisingly – steered her firmly towards atheism later in life. Unlike me, Una was incredibly academic. She left remote Scotland to study medicine in Edinburgh, was top of her year and earned several PhDs. After meeting Peter, my grandfather, who sadly died before I got to know him, she moved to Africa. It was there that the party life stepped up a notch. She led a vibrant life filled with lavish parties, diverse companions, and daring adventures. It was during her time in Nigeria that she met her second husband, the late John Mackintosh, the Labour MP for Berwick and East Lothian.

When I hear stories of Una’s antics, all I can think is that they deserve to be made into a film. She was one of a kind and ahead of her time in a lot of ways, although perhaps she stepped over the line with her rebellion on occasions. She wasn’t afraid to do things her way and that’s something I try to do myself.

Dad grew up in less exotic surroundings. He was one of three boys, growing up in a working-class area in Harlow New Town, with a father who we later discovered was far more coercive and abusive – both emotionally and physically – to his children and to my grandmother, Sybil, than we’d ever realised. I get the impression that Dad has always had a get-up-and-go attitude. I massively respect him for that. He keeps himself busy, is a problem solver and more sensitive than he often lets on.

When Mum and Dad met, Dad lived in Suffolk. Returning to their homes after their Mediterranean meeting, Dad made the journey to Edinburgh to visit Mum and just three weeks after their initial meeting, he proposed. Sounds romantic, right? Well, I guess it is, but not so much when I tell you where he proposed … in a busy pub, while they were half standing and without a ring. I think they were eager to get a move on as they were in their late thirties.

Mum made the move to Suffolk because Dad was involved with a small wholesale fish business – but not long after she’d left vibrant Edinburgh for sleepy Lowestoft, the job vanished. Whoops. Just like that. The local depot shut down due to a drop in fish landings. Technically, Dad could’ve gone back to the main depot in Hertfordshire, but they’d just relocated and got married. With Mum settling into her new job as a GP, he decided it was best to stay put in Suffolk.

Dad was without any qualifications, so it was up to Mum to hold the fort and she worked tirelessly for many years. Dad was, for that period, effectively a house husband. Mum encouraged him to do an access course at the local college, which led to him going on to university and subsequently becoming a teacher. Maybe that’s where I get my independence from. Although not outdoorsy or world-changing, Mum has always been a leader in her own life, fiercely taking control when needed. And Dad, he’s always been project-driven, eager to complete things and move on to the next, and has an admirable open mind. I see that in myself, too.

Very soon after my parents’ marriage, Mum fell pregnant with twin boys but, sadly, they were born premature and died within a few minutes. Mum very quickly fell pregnant again, this time with triplets. However, I would be the only one to survive. Born via Caesarean four weeks early and weighing just four pounds, my birth was nearly fatal for both me and my mum. Even in those critical days, she was pragmatic, instructing my dad on how to change nappies and how exactly to care for me should the worst happen. Although she has never shown any interest in doing any risk-taking expeditions herself, I think her natural no-flapping, logical attitude would be ideal in those intense situations. Thankfully, Mum made a full recovery. It’s surprising to a lot of people when they find out that I am an only child through those circumstances, yet still my parents never bubble-wrapped me, and have always supported my somewhat risky endeavours and career choice.

Over the years, we had a steady rotation of Labradors and German Shepherds, always at least one of each. I felt a profound connection with the German Shepherds in particular; their loyalty was unmatched. We had Pippa, Lucky, and, towards the end of my childhood, Cleo … and now Sheps.

Then there were the cats. Embarrassingly we went through a lot of cats – too many, really. Some went rogue, a few had genetic problems and more than one got flattened on the country lanes, despite the nearest road being some distance away. We weren’t bad pet owners but we seemed to be cursed when it came to cats.

When Dad took up smallholding, on the side of his teaching job, things got even more chaotic. We had pigs, chickens, ducks, bees and then sheep. Lots of sheep. Bottle-feeding lambs became the norm because the young, dopey mothers constantly rejected them. They’d come inside the house, we’d curl them up in towels by the log burner and feed them milk. They would wag their little stringy tails like happy puppies.

Henry was my favourite lamb, even though you’re not supposed to have favourites. He’d follow me around the garden, skipping after me like a needy sidekick. It’s hard not to romanticize those memories of walking down the lane with Henry the lamb, Fidget the cat, Sidney the Labrador, Lucky the German Shepherd – oh, and there was even Jemima the duck. It must have been a ridiculous sight!

But lambs grow up, and when Henry got bigger, he changed. The testosterone kicked in and suddenly he was charging and becoming a bit of a bully to anyone who came near him. He’d charge at me and harass his twin brother, whom I had ingeniously named ‘Sad Face’ for obvious reasons – he had a sad face. Despite not raising him indoors like Henry, I grew quite fond of Sad Face. Unlike his aggressive twin, Sad Face was the black sheep – literally and figuratively – and his demeanour was as different as his colour. He would quietly approach me for attention and cuddles, perhaps jealous of the affection we had lavished upon Henry as a young lamb.

This charming story becomes a little less lovely and takes a bittersweet turn when, after my dad endured one too many of Henry’s aggressive rams, he made the decision that it was time for Henry to do what he was born to do: become dinner.

One day, I came home and found Dad in the kitchen.

‘He’s too much, Lucy,’ he said. ‘I can’t have him knocking me or you over. It’s time.’

My stomach sank.

‘You don’t mean Henry?’ I asked, though I knew exactly what he meant.

‘And Sad Face too,’ he added, almost under his breath.

‘What? No! Why Sad Face?’

Dad didn’t have a good answer. I now think it was just practicality. I protested … I properly protested, but it didn’t make a difference and the next day Henry and Sad Face’s fate was met and they became lamb chops.

I didn’t eat lamb for a year after that. Not because I suddenly went vegetarian, but because I was terrified I might end up eating a bit of Henry or Sad Face.
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2. The Pit

OUTDOORS, I WAS OUTGOING AND COMFORTABLE. But at school, it was a different story. For most of my years at all those different schools, I was the quiet one, often labelled shy – a label I despised. I didn’t see myself as shy. I simply had nothing to say in the uninspiring confines of a classroom where daydreaming was punished. No thank you. I much preferred being outside, living out the adventures I’d conjured up in my mind.

I’m told that I was bullied at middle school, but honestly, those memories are foggy. I think I blocked it out as a form of self-protection. I was never traditionally what you’d call ‘cool’ and would find it hard to slot into the different ‘gangs’, whatever age. However, I did find it easy and far more rewarding to build friendships one to one, and found I was able to get on with pretty much anyone in that way.

Secondary school is where I hold the most memories, a state school in Framlingham called Thomas Mills High School. I tend to bump into a few of my peers from there even now, and so many of them went on to lead really interesting lives. During my time there I hovered around the average mark, but outside of school my life felt more unique. It was me, my parents and our menagerie of pets; it sometimes felt like half of Noah’s Ark.

I always had an adventurous spark, though that’s hardly unique among children. There’s a bit of an explorer in every kid. I relished the freedom of the outdoors, from hiding in ditches to scaling the tallest trees and ropes. My hands were permanently callused, my knees and elbows always scraped. Climbing so high that I could hear the anxious voices of adults below was thrilling. ‘Oh, Lucy!’ a friend’s mum would say, covering her eyes. ‘I can’t watch!’ It was then that I knew: I’d found my ‘thing’.

Whenever I got new gear, like a waterproof jacket or trainers, the first thing I’d do was go to the woods with my best friend, Harry, and make sure they looked well-used. I couldn’t bear the idea of brand-new clothes. I’d drag them through mud or slide down the muddiest hill I could find, much to my mum’s dismay!

I’d climb trees to sit at the top and imagine I was in the Amazon, but my adventurous spirit often led to accidents and mishaps. Besides being known as shy, I was also considered accident-prone. Whether it was burns from campfires or broken bones, I seemed to collect injuries. Aged eight, I broke both my arms trying to mimic the cool boy at school who had managed to stand on top of the monkey bars. I followed him, with a strange sense of quiet confidence that I still remember to this day. I stood up proudly … and lasted about half a second before crashing down to the ground, both arms broken in several places, twisted into ‘S’ shapes.

But these incidents never deterred me. On the contrary. They fuelled my determination to find local adventures. It wasn’t long before I discovered bivouac sacks; a type of waterproof cover that fits over a sleeping bag, which means you can go without a tent or tarpaulin and enjoy the fresh outside air.

I spent my weekends with Harry, so naturally he was the first person I shared a bivvy adventure with. Our parents were the best of friends – the Shepherds and the Jellicoes, known affectionately as ‘Sheps and Jellies’ – so we spent a lot of time together. Harry and I would constantly be playing make-believe games, constructing dens or making movies – which started at aged ten with my dad’s camcorder.

When we were growing up, I remember feeling this subtle, unspoken envy. Not of Harry, but of what the world seemed to promise him. We were partners-in-crime, climbing trees, getting muddy, making dens and grand plans, but deep down I sensed that his adventures didn’t have an expiry date. He was a boy; it felt like he could carry that wildness straight into adulthood without anyone questioning it. For me, it felt more complicated. There was this quiet fear that growing up would mean growing out of the things that made me feel most alive – as if adventure was something boys naturally continued, while girls were expected to smooth out their rough edges and settle down. I didn’t have the language for it back then, but I know now that part of me was already fighting for the right to keep my wildness. And thank God I did.

I don’t know where I first heard about the bivvy, maybe a book or something on telly, but the idea of sleeping outside (properly outside) without a tent felt so exciting, and so wild and freeing. I was probably about twelve or thirteen. I remember showing Harry this bit of basic kit, just an orange waterproof sack, and his face was confused. ‘So … we sleep in that?’ he asked. Clearly he was sceptical, but up for the adventure.

The first night we tried it we chose the field behind my house. Mum wasn’t too sure, but she’d learned by then not to question my weird adventure ideas too much. We wandered off into the field and took sleeping bags, head torches and even dragged the dogs along too, although they didn’t end up staying all night (clever dogs) and bounded over to greet us in the early hours of the morning when they were let out by my dad, bewildered as to why we’d chosen to spend the night away from comfort. I loved sleeping outside, come rain or shine – it felt like we were getting away with something, that we’d found a secret adventure on quite literally our doorstep.

We did that over and over again in other fields, random ditches and ‘The Pit’, which was basically a big dip of land near some woods that filled with water in winter and dried out in summer. The Pit was my little wild overgrown world. It felt hidden and remote. Harry and I would lie there in our bivvy bags, and even if it didn’t rain, we’d still be soaked by the morning as they were not breathable at all.

We’d guess what animals we could hear. Most of the time it was probably just a vole or a mouse rustling through the grass, but sometimes it was more exciting, like the heavy thud of a deer’s hooves or the eerie bark of a fox in the distance. Occasionally, an owl would screech overhead, making us grip our sleeping bags tighter. We’d freeze and whisper, ‘Did you hear that?’ Even just the question would freak us out, as of course we’d be absolutely certain it was something enormous and deadly.

I convinced more and more friends to join me for overnight stays outdoors in The Pit, no matter the weather. I think it was then that I started to get a reputation for taking adventure that bit further.

These experiences made me feel alive; there was a thrill in enduring the night. I seemed to love doing something a bit different, thriving by being a little cold and wet, and even thriving on being a bit scared … only to wake up to the light coming through the trees and the sound of the English countryside birds cheeping. It gave me a taste of what real adventure could feel like and I guess it also proved that we didn’t have to go far to find it. All I had to do was venture off the beaten path.

Despite my growing passion for the wild, I never imagined I could turn it into a career. Even now, when people ask what I do and I respond with ‘explorer’, I get it – it sounds somewhat pretentious. I would be lying if I said I haven’t squirmed when saying it before. For the first ten years of doing expeditions, I called myself an ‘adventurer’ but felt it didn’t quite do some of expeditions I’d been on justice – so a few years ago, I decided it was time to claim the title for myself.

It seems a shame to consign such a vibrant term to history, reserved only for legendary figures like Percy Fawcett or Shackleton. I’m not claiming to be in their league, in fact the opposite. They are the giants of adventure. But exploration is very much alive and isn’t there magic in that? If I had known that modern explorers still existed when I was younger, it might have given me a bit more peace of mind, knowing such a path was possible.

Around the age of fourteen, I briefly toyed with the idea of joining the forces. I devoured all the BBC ‘on the frontline’ documentaries I could find, enamoured with the rigorous training, discipline, camaraderie and travel. The only bit I wasn’t sold on was the reason you’re doing all of those things … the fighting.

At about the same age, inspired by TV shows fronted by the likes of Bruce Parry, Ben Fogle, Steve Backshall and of course Bear Grylls, I began to think and dream bigger. I was realizing just how vast, rich and layered the world was. It went beyond me simply observing and enjoying the visuals; it was more that watching those shows actually made my heart ache. There was something truly physical about the feeling it stirred up in me. Envy … well maybe, but not in a bitter way. I simply wanted to be them. I could see myself doing what they did, be where they were. Even when Ben Fogle was shivering in sub-zero temperatures in the South Pole or Bear Grylls was covered in mud, eating whatever he could find, I didn’t pity them … I envied them. I just thought, what a lucky guy. He was doing it. Then there was Bruce Parry, with his access to people and places all over the world – what a fantastic job! It gave me this overwhelming urge: I have to do that. Not just for the adventure, but for the connection, and so I suddenly felt the shortness of life, and wanted to get out there and experience the things that can’t be replicated in books or classrooms.

These shows also made me realize that exploration wasn’t confined to history. It’s something I still find myself having to prove: that there’s exploration to be done now, in modern times. Back then, I never stopped to ask why it was always men on screen – maybe because my imagination was strong enough to put myself there anyway. Fortunately, I grew up never being told that I couldn’t do something because I was a girl. What I did notice was the way adults around me couldn’t quite picture me doing it when I was older though; they likely thought I’d grow out of it. I definitely didn’t look like the people on TV, but maybe, in some quiet way, that made me want it even more.
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3. The Start of a Lifetime

MY FIRST EVER EXPEDITION was to the Arctic of Svalbard when I was the young age of eighteen. It was one of those things where the stars really did align.

Spurred on by the adventure shows, upon leaving school I was eager to take a year out. I couldn’t wait to leave Suffolk. Don’t get me wrong, Suffolk is a beautiful part of the world, but I was itching to see more. I’d been led to believe that this was the one time in our lives where we got to be truly free and could work abroad. I waitressed, then did ski instructing in New Zealand, backpacked there afterwards, followed by travels through Australia and Asia – and then the one adventure that I had been eagerly awaiting and fundraising for during the whole of my final year at school.

A few years before, at fifteen years old, I had felt that my usual adventurous self, or identity if you want to call it that, was beginning to fade. I was trying hard to fit in with the crowd, caring what others thought and straying away from what was viewed as normal was terrifying – or was something I’d do in secret, like my movie-making. But then, I suddenly felt the need to reconnect with the outdoors and risk-taking version of myself. I couldn’t pretend to show the same enthusiasm for a new music video or the latest trend in clothes. I craved freedom and adventure, and could feel there was more out there than simply hanging out in fields drinking blue WKD.

That’s when I discovered the Ridgway Adventure school in the remote Scottish Highlands, an establishment born from the legacy of John Ridgway, a paratrooper turned Atlantic rower. His daughter, Rebecca, now runs the school and maintains its rigorous, almost military-like discipline, known as the toughest of its kind. I headed there for two weeks in the summer of my sixteenth birthday and it was a transformational experience. Sure, I’d done Duke of Edinburgh and enjoyed it, but this was a whole other level. Expectations of us were high. We’d be exercising before breakfast, cleaning up, and were taught climbing, kayaking and survival skills. It was where I was introduced to the term ‘expedition’ as we went on a number of mini expeditions over the course of the two weeks. We were completely self-sufficient as we went on a three-day kayaking journey and multi-day mountain hikes. The feeling of climbing these dramatic, severe-looking mountains and going days without seeing anyone but our group of people was bliss. I thrived in that environment and lapped up every second of it.

I learned that I loved having a purpose and enjoyed being in physically demanding situations with good people around me. I found my confidence again and realized that to really be happy, I needed to surround myself with similar driven-minded people in nature and with goals. I came away from there eager to do more expeditions and not long after, my mum found an advert in the paper.

It read: British Schools Exploring Society (BSES) – 10-Week Arctic Expedition – 18–25 year olds wanted for 2011. The words jumped out at me. I would be eighteen in 2011: this advert was for me.

It was like a lightning bolt hit me the moment I read it. I applied, had interviews to see if I was suitable, went to weekend training camps, learned how to fundraise for the charity, and before I knew it, it was April 2011 and it was time to embark.

Svalbard is a Norwegian-owned archipelago located in between Norway and the North Pole. In fact, it’s only a few hundred miles from the North Pole, making it home for a large number of polar bears. In the months I was there, April through to June, we had twenty-four-hour sunlight and were present for the winter to spring period. Temperatures started below minus twenty but we were witness to the ‘slush flow’, which is when the ice melts and large amounts of water rush through the land. We camped out for the entire time, moving through the terrain with skis, pulling pulks (sleds) containing all of our belongings. We climbed mountains, conducted science projects related to climate change and biodiversity changes, and mapped out ice caves. The expedition had real jeopardy and lessons, and I found such a great connection and friendship with my fellow team mates.

We were trained by former military dudes, and that same discipline I’d learned at the adventure school in Ardmore came into play in Svalbard. However, it all came crashing down when I returned to what was considered ‘normal life’ and I struggled. I’m not saying I was like a soldier coming back from war or anything, I was simply a young person struggling to find my place in life and felt more familiarity being in the wilderness. One day I was skiing through a whiteout pulling a pulk in –20°, feeling more myself than I ever had, and the next, I was standing in a supermarket aisle, paralyzed by choice. The fluorescent lights. The bland conversations. I remember staring at twenty types of peanut butter and just … freezing.

I was lost when I came back. No one told me how weird it would feel to come home. Everyone was saying, ‘What a once-in-a-lifetime experience!’ To me, that felt like a punch in the stomach. Why should it only be once? Why should the best, most alive version of myself be a fluke?

At first, I tried to fit back in. I smiled when people asked about the adventure, nodded politely when they called it ‘amazing’. But inside, I felt completely disconnected and knew they couldn’t possibly know how much this experience had affected me. I wasn’t built for this version of life: one without real adventure, without meaningful relationships and living alongside the wild world. I wanted more, but I didn’t know how to get it.

To combat these feelings, I turned to something a lot of teenage girls and young adults turn to: I controlled my eating and my exercising. As soon as I was back from the Arctic, I discovered this newfound fitness that I’d never had before: 54 kg of pure, lean muscle. I took up running and those runs got longer and longer and longer. I counted my calories, feeling like I didn’t need as much because I ‘wasn’t on expedition’. All of this, of course, led to me becoming dangerously underweight. This lasted a couple of years – controlling the one thing I could: my body. That control spiralled into disordered eating, a distraction from how lost I felt. I was visibly shrinking, in more ways than one. It wasn’t until later that I realized if I wanted to live the life I dreamed of, the one that would allow me to go to wild places with a clear mission and purpose, I had to fight for it. No one was going to hand it to me and I couldn’t starve my way into strength.

Following Svalbard, I went to study film and television production at the University of York. After all, filmmaking was my other love. I’d always struggled to communicate what I was thinking – maybe that stems from being an only child – but with film I found a way to articulate what was in my imagination. I was able to visually convey my ideas and would get such a thrill from seeing people watch the films that I had made from nothing. I realized that I could evoke emotions with my storytelling, and recognized that there was great power in it. I was good at it too.

I won dozens of awards by simply finding a loophole. I’d realized that there were small young-filmmakers competitions, all around the country, but no one was entering them. Often they’d have prize money attached and I’d regularly win £250, £500 – once I even won £2,000. This all went into a pot, which would later go towards my early expeditions.

But I felt different at university. The expedition had opened a door to a world I didn’t know existed – now I couldn’t close it, and no way did I want to either!

I needed to find a way to spend more time doing these high-impact expeditions. The only thing was, I still had no interest in joining the military, nor did I want to become an outdoor guide. I didn’t even fancy myself as a camera person producing nature documentaries; I loved all that but it was not quite what was in my head. These were the paths that I could see to that life but I wanted to forge my own, and early on I had a vision of what that looked like, the vision of what I am doing now, and no one was quite doing it the way I had in mind … which made it even more attractive.

I learned about the Royal Geographical Society (RGS) as a result of the expedition to Svalbard, because the BSES was based in the same building and had ties to it. I was captivated by the RGS. Founded in 1830, it started as a sort of dining club for gentlemen explorers planning routes into the unknown. Over the decades it became the beating heart of British exploration, backing journeys from Shackleton’s Antarctic expeditions to Livingstone’s African travels.

I realized pretty quickly that this was the place to be and learn how to do exploration full time. The grand, historic building is in South Kensington, close to the Natural History Museum and Royal Albert Hall. It has an impressive amphitheatre, which I’d later spend many evenings at, both listening in awe to other explorers sharing their tales of adventure and having the privilege of sharing my own. If you look above the amphitheatre, there are names of historical explorers printed on the wood panels and photographs dating back to Shackleton’s time.

Aged nineteen, I’d catch the train from York to London just to be near it: the Royal Geographical Society. I’d walk through the doors like I belonged, but inside, I felt like a total fraud, trying my best to not look like a kid in a candy store. Everyone there looked like they had many prestigious expeditions under their belt, or at the very least a PhD and an expensive watch that they’d been given by the watch company itself. I had neither.

I continued to hover in the corridors, trying not to look out of place while secretly hoping someone might notice me, but also terrified they actually would. What would I say? I’d be ready to introduce myself and then get cold feet. I knew that I needed the courage to begin conversations.

Once, I was lingering in the corridor when the ‘world’s greatest living explorer’ walked right past me, briefcase in hand. I froze, just watching as he sat down at a desk nearby, calmly opened his case and pulled out papers, probably working on his next bestseller. I remember standing there, clutching my notebook, half wanting to go over and speak to him, half terrified he’d wonder what on earth this kid was doing loitering in the halls of the RGS.

I am of course talking about Sir Ranulph Fiennes. Being in his company should’ve inspired me, but back then, mostly it made me feel small. What the hell was I doing here? I hadn’t summited Everest or sailed around the world. I’d just come back from the Arctic with big dreams, a dodgy tan line and no idea what I was doing next.

But even with that bubbling ‘imposter syndrome’, something kept pulling me back. Although I didn’t fit in yet, I felt that this was a place that one day I would fit in; these could become my walls too. I didn’t feel ready, but I wanted to be. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I knew I had to try.

It wasn’t until I met Neil Laughton at the RGS that I began to figure out how. I was told that Neil was an adventurer, a former Marine and SAS man and had a number of expeditions under his belt. He’d completed the Explorer’s Grand Slam (climbed the seven summits, skied to the North and South Pole), flown a car from London to Timbuktu, led the first para-jet expedition over Everest – the mad list goes on. I was also told that he was very good friends with a figure I’d grown up watching: Bear Grylls. I approached Neil with the help of a friend, Ed, one of my team mates from Svalbard. Ed nudged me forward. ‘Neil, this is Lucy.’

Neil turned to me with a curious nod. ‘Ah, you’re just back from Svalbard, right?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, feeling a bit awkward under his gaze. ‘I hear you do expeditions too.’

He gave a small laugh. ‘Yeah, a fair few over my years.’

I smiled. ‘I’d love to do more myself … properly, I mean.’

He reached into his pocket and handed me his card. ‘Drop me an email. Let’s have a chat.’

‘Thank you,’ I said, taking it, trying not to look too eager.

‘Good to meet you, Lucy,’ he said with a nod, before turning back to his conversation.

I sent the email and before I knew it, we met at the esteemed tea room of the RGS. A place where many expeditions have been conjured up. I can’t remember the exact conversation but I remember asking a lot of questions. I must have made some sort of impression on him though, because a few months later, I received an email from him inviting me on his next expedition.


Hi Lucy,

Rough plan of action: My next expedition is reenacting the Heroes of Telemark across their exact route on the Hardangervidda.

How’s your telemark cross-country skiing?

Neil



An expedition across the Hardangervidda Plateau, in Norway, re-enacting the Heroes of Telemark story – an arduous winter journey in 1943 made by a group of saboteurs to blow up a Nazi-controlled heavy water plant. This was, basically, a factory that was making heavy water, which is a special type of water used to help produce nuclear weapons. The Nazis were trying to build an atomic bomb and the saboteurs’ mission was to stop that happening.

The other team members were also ex-Special Forces. I’d be the youngest by a long way and the only female, but I didn’t give it a second thought – I jumped at the chance.

It was during our training week in Scotland that I met the rest of the team. It was early January and snow was on the ground, but that didn’t hold us back from swimming in the lochs, running up mountains and yomping (the Royal Marine word for hiking with weight on the back) for miles on end. It was day one when we were going through safety drills that I overheard some of the team taking Neil aside to talk about me. I could hear them whispering just out of earshot, but their words carried in the cold air.

‘Why’s she here anyway?’ one of them muttered. ‘She’ll just slow us down.’

Another snorted softly. ‘Look at her, she’s tiny. She’ll get cold before we’ve even got our skis on …’

Clearly they were going off appearances alone. I was a nineteen-year-old blonde girl who was very thin and deemed ‘fragile’. I remember feeling pretty hurt that they were pushing back on Neil’s decision, but then I heard Neil’s reply: ‘Just trust me. She’s got what it takes.’ That was all I needed to hear. Someone believed in me. Not just anyone: ex-SAS, seven-summiteer, high-flying entrepreneur and explorer, and Bear’s good friend, Neil Laughton. It didn’t matter what anyone else thought; Neil had faith in me.

The expedition went better than I had ever imagined. I kept up with them every step of the way, sometimes even overtaking as we skied across the plateau for hours with a pulk dragging behind us. I set up camp in –20°C without complaint, melted snow for water before dawn while they were still getting out of their sleeping bags. I didn’t try to be tougher than them; I just quietly got on with it. When they pushed the pace uphill, I pushed past them. I excelled and held my own and earned the respect of these men.

Now, we were flying home. We all bundled into a flight back to London, gear stowed below, cheeks still wind-burned from the icy plateau.

I was sat next to Neil, I remember that clearly. The others were scattered throughout the plane, already nodding off, enjoying the flight food or flicking through magazines. The hum of the engines filled the silence, which was fine. I was just sat there, quietly smiling inside with that post-expedition high, which is a combination of exhaustion, pride and excitement to get home. Neil turned to me mid-flight, calm as ever, and declared: ‘You could be the female Bear Grylls.’

I blinked at him. I wasn’t expecting that and he’d said it like it was nothing.

He looked ahead again, as if he hadn’t just dropped a bombshell into my brain. I needed to let it sink in. This wasn’t someone who threw compliments around lightly. Neil knew Bear personally, had been on expeditions with the man himself. He’d done more expeditions than I could count, led teams, flown cars, done all the mad things you only ever see on documentaries. And here he was, saying that I could be the female Bear Grylls?

It felt … mighty, that’s the only word for it. Like he’d just opened a door I was too shy to approach.

That line stuck. Not because I had any intention of becoming famous by hanging off helicopters – but because of who it came from. And because it told me that he really saw something in me. Not just potential, but proof.

At least all the proof I needed. Others would later say the same thing. It was maybe an easy way to try to summarize what I did, but it was different coming from Neil.

Sometimes all it takes is one sentence from someone you respect to tip the scales. One sentence that hits right when you need it and steers the direction of your life.

On the Hardangervidda, I proved that I was competent and my experience in Svalbard put me in a great position to operate alongside military-type guys.

Later on, other expeditions would also end up involving team mates with some sort of military background too. I felt comfortable teaming up with them, loved their ethos and I know it was reciprocated. One in particular would have a tremendous impact on what came next.




[image: ]
4. Ian Craddock

I FIRST CAME ACROSS IAN CRADDOCK’S Jungle Bushmaster courses online. Ian’s website was no-nonsense. Just the name alone, Bushmasters, was enough to stop me scrolling. Named after the largest venomous snake in the Americas, of course it was. Ian’s company takes novices, as well as military and film and TV crews, out into the jungle, and teaches them how to survive.

The tone of the website was exactly what I’d been looking for. It was unapologetically simple and tough, intimidating even. I researched some more into Ian, in that way you do, and I clocked a link: Ian knew Neil Laughton. Both of them were in the Special Forces … That was enough for me.

I’d been doing expeditions for three years by this point. I’d been working as a waitress to save up and had been a few more times on expedition above the Arctic Circle and begun mountaineering, but had never tackled a jungle adventure, nor planned one that sounded suitable – where skills were taught but then put to the test. Getting to the jungle for real expeditions and learning when you’re not in the military is not straightforward.

Ian and I exchanged a few emails. His were short and blunt, but not at all unkind. Just straightforward. He suggested that if I really wanted to master new jungle skills, then after the survival course, he could set me up with some local indigenous Amerindian guys who were heading out on a
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