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This is the story of a mission.

A mission to see what 250 miles of walking could do to four feet and two minds.

A mission to curtail the repetition of everyday living and escape to the open countryside.

This was to be a mission so successful that everyday living would seem like bliss after a mere thirteen days away.

It was to be an ordinary hike between two villages of the same name. And the name was ‘Ham Street.’ It matters not, except to say that nobody has ever done it before and I doubt that anybody will ever do it again. This makes it more unusual than climbing Everest or walking to the South Pole.

Like so many Machiavellian schemes, the idea was dreamed up in the local pub.

‘Easy as 3.1415927,’ said Adam to his mate Tom, who was clearly unperturbed by this mathematical pun.

So here are the conversations, philosophies and even the dreams of two young men exploring Southern England serendipitously. What will they discover? Unless you read on you will never know...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Day 1 - Hamstreet to Egerton
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Tom, aged 24, was not impressed with modern life. The endless clamour for meaningless possessions and status symbols; the daily grind of mind-numbing repetition just to make money for somebody who was either born wealthy or got lucky; the relentless social climbing and arcane behaviour from so-called friends – this was life in 21st century Britain and he wanted ‘out.’

Adam, aged 31, tended to agree, except that the endless grind did tend to pay for some light relief in the local pub and the odd holiday.

Tom handed his notice in; Adam booked three weeks off.

Both had lived in the same village for their whole lives (there is a slight bit of artistic license here but it would be far too boring to elaborate). Tom wanted to become some kind of wandering minstrel, busking his way around the West Country; Adam (that’s me by the way) just wanted to wander to the West Country and then return. A holiday only serves its purpose if you are ready to come back by the end of it after all.

And so with much aplomb, we met beside the village sign at high noon that fateful Saturday in May. A group of well-wishers from the village came to see us off and even walked the first few steps of our long journey along the Greensand Way – the footpath that was to become our conduit for the first 110 miles.

After a few photographs, the majority dived into the Duke’s Head whilst a few stoical individuals wandered up to the railway station with us – well, it made sense as that is where they lived!

Crossing the line, one of only two diesel routes in the provincial South-East, there were just four of us wandering across the fields down to the local woods. And then after a morning of being furnished with information such as what to do if you get snagged on rusty barbed wire or get dysentery, my parents bade us farewell and we set off up the trackway.

This was it; from now on it would be just us, two heavy rucksacks and the sound of the wood pigeons.

Tom had already corrected me about this previously; ‘Those wood pigeons are collared doves.’

Climbing gently up the slope through the deciduous forest, I shifted the weight uneasily from shoulder to shoulder. From the outset it was clear that the backpack was going to be the biggest obstacle.

As we emerged onto the flat farmland between Hamstreet and Ashford, I practised my duty as a local footpath warden (it’s a dirty job but somebody has to do it) and kicked down the nettles so that my colleague could pass by in baggy shorts unstung. But by now we were off of my patch, out of the parish and heading north on this long-distance footpath that I had only ever walked the first five miles of before.

‘But shouldn’t we be heading west?’ Tom asked.

‘It’s a funny footpath’ I retorted.

I was not wrong. The Greensand Way is named after the Greensand Ridge, a line of hills that runs from our corner in South-East Kent to Haslemere in South-West Surrey. The strange part is that there is no sand in Hamstreet where the path begins, let alone greensand, but just a few clay hills forming the boundary of the totally flat Romney Marsh, an area famed for its sheep and smuggling.

Soon we were crossing the Ashford to Hastings railway again and the dangerously straight A2070 road that was built in 1994 and has been somewhat irresponsibly recommended for speed trials by certain motorcycle magazines. Thankfully the individuals caught doing speeds of up to 150 mph were captured on camera and clamped in irons!

Wandering along quite merrily to Lone Barn Farm, our conversation suddenly drifted into a denigration of James Blunt’s songwriting. Admittedly, this ex-army officer has provided the UK with its first trans-Atlantic number one of the millennium, but to rhyme ‘heaven’ with ‘seven’ in one of his songs does seem a little lazy to me! Still, I shouldn’t criticise what is clearly popular; Tom was there to do that.

The village of Kingsnorth perches like a small bird might do on the jaws of a crocodile – Ashford is about to eat it in one massive gulp.

Labour M.P., John Prescott’s 2003 'million home plan' is well documented, and Ashford’s 30,000 will be heading in Kingsnorth’s direction. There is even a local songwriter who coined the phrase ‘Come to Ashford before Ashford comes to you.’ Now that’s what I call songwriting!

The justification for turning England’s garden into a giant housing estate is that it will make the houses affordable for local people, yet all predictions state that house prices in Ashford are going to rise exponentially as the town expands. QED.

We have been told that using emotive phrases such as ‘sea of concrete’ isn’t helpful, but I have yet to come up with anything better; ‘ocean of cement’ doesn’t have quite the same ring to it!

Eschewing the option of a pint in the Queen’s Head, we relaxed on a bridge over a stream along Pound Lane and drank our refreshing fruit drinks purchased from the paper shop in Hamstreet three hours earlier. 

The rucksack was already getting on my nerves and the simple act of crossing a stile seemed like defying gravity with such a load on your back. Effectively, we were being tortoises for a couple of weeks, carrying all our worldly possessions on our backs. We vowed that from now on we would go through gates wherever possible, and Tom being a farmer’s son was pretty adept at opening them. The challenge posed would vary from untying a piece of rope to using advanced logic to decipher the fastening mechanism.

Tom then wired up his radio, stating that it would keep us sane during our mission and on we pressed, losing the path a little as we discussed the birthplace of Kate Bush, who was being given a spin on BBC Radio 2. I had heard a rumour that she had grown up in Hamstreet. I am pretty sure this is untrue, but then again this would account for her singing style turning out so strange. The Internet cites Bexleyheath as her childhood home, which is far less exciting, for me at least.

The other record that stuck in my head was Men at Work’s ‘Down Under’ which is the only song I know that mentions anything about eating a Vegemite sandwich!

Anyway, it is at the hamlet of Chilmington that the range of greensand hills first pops its head above the parapet of the Stour Valley. This is not so much a valley as a large, flat flood plain onto which Ashford is set to expand.

Slightly moist from the climb, we bridged the A28 as it bypasses Great Chart village, a settlement shown on very old maps as Chart Magna (magna means ‘great,’ parva means ‘small’). Here, thirsty ramblers will find two pubs side by side – the Swan and the Hoodener’s Horse.

The latter pub has had more name changes than pop-star Prince, formerly being known as the Black Dog and then the Hooden Horse, bringing to mind the prop used in many a folk dance. Quite what a ‘hoodener’ is though, I have no idea. I used to think pub names were sacred links with history, never to be changed, but in this day and age they seem to alter with every landlord. Anyway my favourite pub name appears in an episode of 'The Young Ones' – the Kebab and Calculator. The publisher adds that the memorability of names like this are precisely the reason they get changed. Anyway, I digress.

We sat on a bench in the backyard with a pint and some olives and Tom split his sausage roll, purchased from Hamstreet Post Office some time earlier in his existence. We like to support local things, you see.

Crossing the dead straight Ashford-Tonbridge railway line and the Great Stour River, we skirted the last vestiges of Ashford’s burgeoning expansion before striking out westward across the green, green grass of Godinton Park.

From time to time the path shares its course with the Stour Valley Walk. I explained to Tom that in ‘roads’ circles this is referred to as a ‘multiplex.’ After all, that’s what it is called when you join two pieces of wire together so why should it not be the same for conduits such as footpaths and roads? All credit to SABRE for that one – the Society for All British Roads Enthusiasts. And you thought a multiplex was just a flashy name for your local out-of-town cinema?

The next village was Hothfield. We were supposed to go round it on the southern side, not through it, but the signage in this area left a lot to be desired. We ended up resting beneath an oak tree as the first spots of rain began to fall. It was now time to traverse the acidic bogs of Hothfield Common.

This site is very special; natural peat bogs of this kind are extremely rare in Southern England. Unfortunately, Hothfield Common has now become more famous for lewd activities than for its wildlife. People have been known to go out for a quiet country walk and have encountered grown men frantically running around in dresses - and worse still out of dresses. I have no desire to find out what ‘dogging’ and ‘cottaging’ are, but according to the local paper, both have been going on around here. It must have something to do with people from the local cottages walking their dogs surely? 

Crossing the river and passing through some bluebell woods, the next village we would come to was Little Chart, more of a hamlet really, but it does have a pub called the Swan. In the beer garden children jumped around noisily on a bouncy castle, while some typically ‘chav’ conversation emanated around them. I hasten to add that this is not typical of the establishment, which is actually very quaint.

It amazes me how this old Romany word has suddenly started grabbing national headlines. My father states that it has been in use in Kent all his life and that it just means ‘mate.’ All of a sudden it is being used to describe an entire lifestyle, its clothing, attitude and accessories.

Draining the Guinness from our glasses, the next stage, which I imaginatively christened ‘Stage Two’ involved a lovely wander up through the sylvan apple orchards to Pluckley. Even the increasingly heavy rain failed to spoil the sweet smells and pretty blossom. This is the real Kent, England’s garden, ‘Darling Buds of May’ country, and our path managed to weave its way diagonally through the regimented lines of trees in a most intricate fashion.

Stopping to put on our raincoats, (jacket in a packet / mac in a sack / 'kag’ in a bag), I stated optimistically that this was just a ‘sun-shower,’ parodying my old boss when I was a window cleaner. I remember hearing this phrase repeatedly as he drove all over Kent hoping that he’d eventually come to somewhere dry enough to buff up panes of glass. Tom had never heard the phrase before; before my first job, neither had I!

Pluckley is reputedly the most haunted village in England. Personally, I could never see any pragmatic reason to believe in ghosts, although belief in God seemed to serve a purpose in giving the random collection of experiences known as ‘life’ some kind of meaning. It is often stated that religion is the cause of all war, but I often think that if it wasn’t, something else would be. Oil perhaps? 

It is a shame though that the tiny minds of humans cannot cope with big ideas such as eternity without feeling a need to blow each other to pieces.

It is at Pluckley that the ridge really finds its feet. Leaving the B-road, we entered the field to descend the fully-fledged slope, only to climb it again a mile or two later. We leant on a gate near the top of the climb to Egerton (pronounced Edger-tun) to admire the view of the Kentish Weald, an area that was once entirely covered in forest, of which the woods we had first climbed up through from Hamsteet are a remnant. Many of the local placenames end in ‘den’ which means ‘swine pasture.’ This was literally a clearing in the woods.

I was now beyond what I regard as my local area, for I had always approached Egerton from the north before and thus considered it to be a fairly flat area; it is in fact, perched at the top of the now-substantial ridge.

The floodlit church of St James was a warming sight in the crepuscular drizzle. We pressed on a little further and eventually found a wooded spot at the edge of a field in a hollow to erect the tent and cook up our meal of hot dog rolls on our meths stove. At this point, a precedent was set – I was to be the navigator while Tom would take charge of the ‘survival’ side of things.

As I struggled to get to sleep, the rain subsided and I could clearly hear the roar of the traffic on the M20 elevated two miles to our north. Road-building enthusiasts who say that new roads make no noise should try camping. Then later on as the traffic subsided, I could hear some kind of late night rave in full swing with that monotonous ‘thump thump’ music grinding interminably into the night. Oh how we yearned for a bit of nice, soothing James Blunt now! Actually, I lie, but Egerton is clearly a place of surprises.
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Day 2 - Egerton to Yalding
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“Imagine, if you will, an area of woodland familiar to you, except that the footpaths are all roads and that you are speeding along one of them in a car. As the road heads steeply downhill you enter a 50 mph limit and have to slow down. All the junctions of footpaths in the woods are now proper crossroads, but you notice that the finger posts have all gone missing. Because you now have a new job as some kind of road sign warden, you wander along making notes of all the locations where signs have gone missing.

Then, as you amble up through the woods, it turns into an urban city scene with shops lining the road. Your colleague, who happens to be doing a 250-mile ramble with you, is still asleep, blissfully unaware that you have gone for a little walk, so you just have time for breakfast before he awakes.

Across the road is a KFC.

‘Do they serve a “full English” with bacon and eggs?’ you wonder.

You don’t know, but before you have time to cross the road and find out, a man comes up and asks you if you can help him to get some breakfast. You think he must be begging for money but can’t be sure, so you reply ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ But this isn’t the answer he is looking for. It seems like some sort of secret service thing; he gave you the feed line and you messed up the answer. The man replies ‘Don’t worry about it’ and walks away, leaving you to do a U-turn and try to make it back to the tent before your colleague awakens.”

Dreams are funny things, often more interesting than reality. You spend a third of your life asleep, so I tend to think that if you make no effort to recall these little shows that your subconscious puts on for you nightly, completely free of charge I hasten to add, you are missing out on a huge chunk of life.

Tom’s view is slightly different. He says that dreams are the product of a chemical which you produce when asleep and that this same chemical is found in the warts on the backs of toads. Continuing his mix of DIY-science and folklore, Tom also added the stern warning that anyone wanting to induce such a state artificially should be beware – lick the wrong kind of toad and you will end up in a permanent dream i.e. ‘six feet under.’

As I sat in the tent jotting down notes about both my night-time wanderings and the reality of the previous day, Tom was out with his axe chopping up branches of chestnut. I had initially questioned the merit of bringing such an implement with him, partly because I imagined it to be quite weighty and partly because I didn’t like the idea of him going nuts with it if the walk proved too much for him!

In truth, the two walking sticks he had made would prove invaluable, and after packing up the tent and eating a tin of fruit, we resumed our merry way accompanied by the call of the cuckoo. Much as the call of this onomatopoeic bird heralds the beginning of summer, this is not my favourite creature, as there seems something supremely nasty about smashing the eggs of other birds, laying your own in their place and then clearing off. It’s not what I call responsible parenting anyway!

Soon we encountered a byway resembling an oil slick of mud. I have no doubt that the bit of extra balance afforded by the sticks prevented us from ending up the same colour as the ground here, and I ceased viewing the stick as ‘one more thing to carry’ from here on.

Luckily, we were only on this linear quagmire for a matter of yards; our path striking out westward to climb to the hamlet of Boughton Malherbe, eventually scaling the edge of a garden belonging to an expensive-looking dwelling with panoramic views across the Weald. 

Being Sunday, there were people going into St Nicholas' Church and although it was tempting to pray for dry weather, we had to press on. Our path actually went via a farmyard at this point, but somehow we ended up wandering across somebody’s vegetable patch instead.

Soon we were back on track, with our path settling down as a hilltop jaunt for most of the day, initially taking us across open fields punctuated with scrubby thorn woodlands. Yesterday we had been a little concerned that our route to Somerset had actually started out heading north-east, gradually turning north and then north-west like a slowly rotating compass. Today, the Greensand Way appeared to have found its feet and a real sense of progress ensued.

There is a reasonable descent near Ulcombe, and it was here that we passed a couple relaxing halfway through a six-mile amble. They seemed impressed with the notion of us hiking to Somerset, although we were asked ‘Have you walked from Hamstreet this morning?’ – a feat you might expect from an Olympic athlete but certainly not from two blokes carrying five stone of luggage between them who people often mistook for Australians.

It was just beyond the climb to All Saints Church that the sun finally smiled upon us and it became positively balmy as we traversed the blossomy edge of the ridge to Sutton Valence.

Sitting on a bench above the village with a neatly kept green behind us, we discussed Derren Brown’s mind control techniques. 

This is one of the few TV programmes that I actually watch, and it is quite worrying that the human mind can be so easily influenced by a few misplaced words and subliminal suggestions. No wonder so many people appear to have been brainwashed into lives of empty consumerism and status anxiety. These are probably the same folk who declared our walk
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