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INTRODUCTION

Hello fellow Dad. Whether you have one child or eight, whether they are babies or have flown the nest (or maybe you now live in their nest), you are very welcome here.

My name is Mat Riley; I’m a firefighter by day, an artist by night, and a dad to two small kids all the time. Which means that leisure time is, understandably, rather limited! I’ve written this book because when I do actually find some, I really want to use it wisely. I want to be making great memories, I want to see new places, learn new things, be excited, be scared, be surprised and be amazed.

I decided to start hunting down those sorts of activities, and it turns out we live on an island that is bursting at the seams with them! So in this book you’re going to find maps of every county in Scotland and England, and every principal area in Wales. On them I’ve pinpointed nearly 1,000 exciting things to do. Whatever your interests – whether they be cycling or skydiving, trains or cars, history or science, nature or, well, beer – there’s something for everyone, and I know that from a personal perspective, I want to do all of them! Some of these places I’ve been to, the rest are on my bucket list – so if you go to any of them, please tell me what you think over on Instagram; I’m at @thelifeofrileyfamily. Some of them are for dads (and mums, partners and friends) only, but – importantly – most of them are family-friendly. If you have small children and are anything like me and my wife Alex, the following might sound familiar:

Right, are we all ready, why have you still not got your shoes on, come on, I’ve asked you at least eight times to get your shoes on, no, not that way round, other foot, no, OTHER foot, that’s it, where’s your coat, what do you mean you left it at school, well you’ll have to wear your brother’s old one, it’s fine, it’s meant to be big, right, get in the car, where’s your brother, what do you mean you left him at school . . .

Just actually setting foot outside the front door can be hard enough work when you’ve got kids, but trying to take them somewhere interesting, new and above all somewhere they’re up for is about as hard as escaping from prison (which incidentally you can try and do on page 64).

When I became a dad for the first time, I had grand plans of dynamic day trips, exciting escapades, joyous jaunts and astonishing adventures. In reality, my son Ru and I always just ended up wandering down to our local play park for a go on the squeaky swings, a spin on the rusty roundabout and a bum shuffle down the inappropriately named ‘slide’.

Then two years later, my daughter Elsie was born and I thought, ‘Here we go, new child, new me, I won’t get caught in the old park trap again, this is
it, we’re off into the great unknown.’ This predictably wasn’t the case and we went straight back to the very same park, but now with the added element of danger because the two children could go in opposite directions and I sadly could not.

Now my kids are getting older it’s becoming as hard to get them excited
to visit somewhere as it is for them to put the right shoe on the right foot. But I am always game for a challenge; I am determined to get us all out and about on the weekend and given kids can be so fussy, I figured I’d choose these activities based on what I want to do. My hope is when we get to these places and they see me excited, they’ll feel excited too. As we know, this approach with children doesn’t always work (even when you think you know what your child will like, they remind you that what they’re into one day isn’t what they’ll be into the next. I learned that the hard way when I bulk-bought avocados last year).

I feel as confident as a British person can be, though, that this book is full
of mini and big adventures both dads and their family – of all ages – will enjoy. So whether you’re going on a British getaway, or want interesting things to do in your local area on a weekend, come with me and my gang as we head down mines, swing in tree canopies, meet both familiar and exotic creatures, learn new stuff and find old things. (Just give me fifteen mins to make sure the kids have got their shoes on.)
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