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For Magnus, my greatest adventure . . .

May you be bold in your dreams and wild in your heart.

Above all, may you always pursue what makes you happy.
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Prologue

Had you told me ten years ago that I would leave London, throw in my job and my hard-earned, decade-long career, meet a homeless man at the bottom of a cliff and join him on a walk that meant living outside in a tent for three years, I would never have believed it. Had you also told me I’d choose to have a baby while on that walk and to continue living outdoors with my son as a newborn, I would have laughed out loud. But now, I can’t envisage any other way of living.

To me, a life full of adventure is one of the greatest gifts we can give a child – adventure builds self-assurance and resilience, offers problem-solving challenges and teaches them to persevere through setbacks, cope with uncertainty and adapt to new environments. It fosters independence and the confidence to give things a go. To discover new passions and capabilities, prepare for the unexpected, assess and take risks and trust in one’s instincts, as well as bringing the obvious benefits of nurturing lifelong physical and mental health. It’s also the basis of strong family bonding, memories and experiences that will shape your child’s story . . .
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Going Solo

The five-seater plane touched down deep in the Colombian jungle. With no roads for hundreds of miles, the only way in was by foot, horseback or small aircraft. As I stepped out, an intense wave of heat hit me, leaving me momentarily breathless. Wow, straight into the furnace, I thought. I watched as a horse-drawn cart trundled across a field with my backpack.

From the air, I’d seen nothing but a dense sea of emerald green, like endless broccoli florets, interrupted only by plunging waterfalls and a snaking white river. I felt like I was about to be dropped straight into the middle of Jurassic Park. Instead, the vast canopy below, the size of Switzerland, had for decades provided cover for the illicit drugs trade and raging civil conflict, making the region a no-go zone for tourists until it reopened to the public in 2009. Now, it was August 2018, and my first visit here.

I had landed in La Macarena, a tiny, remote outpost that had once been the stronghold of FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), Colombia’s largest rebel group. FARC began as rural guerrillas demanding land rights and fighting against a small elite that controlled most of the country’s wealth. In the eighties, they shifted tactics, funding their movement through kidnappings, ransoms, illegal mining and cocaine production. By the 1990s, they had grown into Latin America’s most powerful guerrilla force. Their involvement in the drugs trade made the region inaccessible for decades, but by 2009 their influence had weakened sufficiently that it was able to reopen to the public. It was now deemed safe for tourists and I was excited to venture into this incredibly beautiful hidden backwater with such a complex and fascinating history.

I breezed through the airport, a small building in a field with next to no security, and located my guide, who turned out to be a nineteen-year-old called Alberto who had come to pick me up on his motorbike. Visitors were prohibited from accessing the area without a local guide; if I’d tried, I’d have almost certainly been picked up by the armed guards that I would soon notice still patrolling parts of the riverbanks here.

‘Have you got a helmet?’ I asked in Spanish.

‘No, we don’t wear helmets here. No one does – it’s so people can see who we are.’

‘Right! Okay then. Let’s hope you’ve passed your driving test!’

It was nothing less than I should have expected given my risky journey to get here, which had included taking the Colombian equivalent of a four-hour Uber Pool at 1 a.m. – alongside three total strangers – along a single-track road nestled between the Andean mountains, known for landslides. Until I landed in La Macarena, I had been volunteering for a social educational enterprise, creating training resources for local teachers in Bogotá, and this was my first excursion further inland after two weeks of being in the country.

When you travel alone as a female, you have to make so many snap judgement calls, and in countries with a reputation for crime and danger, making those calls when you’re put on the spot can feel very intense. One error in judgement can potentially cost you your life. I’ve definitely done a lot of things on the riskier end of the spectrum in my time; everyone’s boundaries when it comes to risk are different. I guess, the more I travelled, the higher my threshold for risk became. And so far, my experience of Colombia had only challenged the stereotypes of its violent past – yes, I’d kept my wits about me and taken on board local advice, but I had already fallen in love with the country’s vibrant culture, stunning beauty and incredibly warm hospitality.

Careering away from La Macarena airport along a rugged, dusty track, I clung onto Alberto for dear life. He was taking me to a local guesthouse, my base for the next few days. 

‘Sorry about the bumps!’ he shouted. ‘The roads we use for the tourists were originally built by the FARC to transport drugs, so they’re in pretty bad condition, but they’re the only roads we’ve got.’

When the road was too pot-holed or too swamped with mud for his motorbike to contend with, I found myself balanced precariously on the back rim of a 4x4 pick-up truck!

My guesthouse was rustic, but the Latin hospitality was second to none. It really was a case of, ‘mi casa es su casa’, the kind of warm open-armed welcome that makes you feel like a member of the family. I spent the next four days trekking, horseback riding and wild swimming through and around the winding waterways of one of the most uniquely stunning water phenomena in the world: Caño Cristales, otherwise known as the ‘Liquid Rainbow’ or ‘The River that Escaped from Paradise’. The colours appear vividly when an aquatic plant called Macarenia clavigera is in bloom. This riverweed produces a pigment that covers the riverbed, radiating intense colours when hit by sunlight. It exists nowhere else on Earth.

I had been lucky enough with my timing to meet the triad of criteria needed to witness this spectacle at its best, and it was truly otherworldly. The display of colours was so varied and vivid, almost psychedelic – a canvas of bright magenta splattered with splodges of lime green and neon yellow, with cascading white water against a backdrop of black rock, forest green and blue sky. It was a living work of art by Mother Nature.

Over the past few years, I’d come to learn that it was in nature I found my kicks, where I found beauty, wonder and adventure. It was where I felt most stimulated, present, alive, and where I found those unique experiences that set a life apart. As I swam in the colourful waters, I pondered that, if I were to be handed a sketchbook of my life as an old lady, I’d want to see one painting after another of me on incredible adventures, immersed in the most wildly unique and beautiful landscapes the natural world had to offer, hopefully one day with the added figures of a partner and children alongside me. And I wanted that sketchbook to be bulging!

So, what was I still doing living and working in London? It was a question I’d asked myself a lot over the past few years, and one that would hound me for the rest of this trip. The problem was it was a question that came with so many other questions attached. I’d been teaching in London for nearly a decade, during which time I’d lived all over the city with a combination of friends, colleagues and complete strangers. I had been a head of English for the past seven years, including three years in my current school, where I was now teaching Year 6. Teaching was all I knew and I was deeply committed to the profession. Not only that, but I’d worked so hard to get where I was. The notion of packing it all in to take off and travel the world often felt overwhelming. Was it naive and foolish to leave my career behind? I couldn’t just travel and live off thin air either – how would I earn money to keep myself afloat? Would travel provide enough meaning to replace the sense of larger purpose and fulfilment that teaching gave me? There was a lot of fear around diverting from a conventional career path that I’d been steered towards my whole life.

But, deep down, I felt I was heading for a crossroads and I knew which road I wanted to take; I just needed to muster up the courage to follow that road when I got there!

From the depths of the jungle, I then headed to the majesty of the mountains. Colombia is so diverse in its landscapes and I wanted to witness as many of its contrasts as I could. I spent the next few days trekking to the summit of an active, glacier-capped volcano in the Central Cordillera belt of the Colombian Andes, the 4,950-metre peak of Nevado de Santa Isabel.

I felt as if I’d reached a point in my life where I could identify with the pull of forever wandering. The more I travelled, the more the urge to wander and explore pulled me in and I knew it would be with me for ever. Aged twenty, as part of my degree course, I had spent a year teaching in Mexico with the British Council, an experience that truly cemented my desire to see the world; I went on to explore parts of India, Africa and Argentina, to name but a few destinations. Travel had got under my skin, into my bones even. It was a part of me, and there was no shaking it off.

The temperatures in the base camps at night were absolutely freezing, a far cry from the heat of the jungle. The summit push involved an early start in the dark with crampons (spiked ice shoes), ice axes, helmets, head torches and harnesses, moving over the glacier through a blanket of white. The mist never cleared on the summit to give me a sunrise view over the mountains, but, in dealing with the cold and the altitude, I had made it through a pretty physically and mentally demanding few days and felt a real sense of triumph on that summit.

For the rest of that week, solo and exhilarated, I tackled demanding hikes through the heavy rain and thick, swirling mist of the Cocora Valley, where hundreds of giant wax palms, Colombia’s national tree, soar into the sky. It was enchanting, mystical and mysterious. The power of exploring on foot was taking me to some truly amazing places which could only be accessed if I was willing to put in the physical effort to get there. I was falling in love with this way of seeing the world. It was action-packed yet slow enough to give me time to really notice and appreciate what I saw. I wanted to take my time and really get under the skin of a place. To me, that was what meaningful travel was all about. Relaxing on sun loungers did nothing for me, they left me restless – but throwing myself into trips that were active, physically demanding and action-packed made me far more energized and reinvigorated when I returned. On every trip, I was building myself up to take on more and more extreme physical and mentally gruelling feats. If I wanted to start adventuring on a more serious level, I needed to test my limits to see if I had what it took. Each time I challenged myself, I better understood what I was capable of.

From the Colombian Andes, I headed to the Pacific coast, stopping in Calí for the twenty-second annual El Petronio festival, a celebration of Afro-Colombian culture that attracts hundreds of thousands of people. The festival honours a community with a long history of struggle – descendants of enslaved African people, who remain among Colombia’s most impoverished, neglected and isolated citizens. The festival is seen as a symbol of endurance and resistance for its people and an important means of promoting and preserving their rich history and culture.

El Petronio was a riot of music, food, fashion and crafts fuelled by ‘Viche’, a potent, locally cultivated, home-brewed spirit, once an illegal moonshine. I felt like I’d spent three days at one giant, crazy street party, culminating in wild nights of pulsating drumbeats, salsa rhythms and a heaving, gyrating, sweaty, chanting crowd.

It struck me that too many of us are living to work, not working to live, chasing material success instead of what truly matters: health, family, friends, nature and enriching experiences. I knew there was great personal reward, value and joy in having a hard-earned career, but the balance between that and other things in my life was undeniably off-kilter. Being out here reminded me that I needed to ‘let go’ in a larger sense.

My final stop would take me to an altogether different scene on the Pacific coast, El Parque Nacional Natural Uramba Bahía Málaga, a national park famous for the humpback whales who make the 5,000-mile migration from their polar feeding grounds of Antarctica to the warmer breeding areas of the region between July and November. It was a mission to get to but without doubt one of the most magical places I have ever laid eyes on. After a bus ride to Buenaventura, where I’d been warned to take care as the area had a bad reputation, I waited four hours for my boat to Juanchaco, a remote fishing village located within the national park. It was only accessible by boat, which takes about an hour from Buenaventura and had been delayed due to bad weather. As one of the wettest regions in the world, torrential downpours are common, but I was excited to witness the whale migration nevertheless.

The accommodation options in the national park were limited and very rustic. After the boat docked at Juanchaco pier, it was too dark for me to walk to my hostel on the other side of the island and I was given a ride on the back of a teenage lad’s motorbike. I hopped on, my 65-litre backpack balanced across his lap. Five minutes in, his headlight gave out and we ended up driving across the beach, mostly through the water, in pitch-black darkness, crashing into driftwood and any other washed-up item we happened to bump into!

I spent my thirty-second birthday watching humpback whales breach and spin against a backdrop of untamed coastline – jungle-tufted bluffs and waterfalls plunging into emerald-green pools. I came to learn that these whales are often referred to as ‘nannies of the deep’ because of their incredibly protective maternal instincts, nursing their calves for up to a year, swimming closely alongside them, teaching them how to navigate, dive and communicate. Humpbacks have even been known to protect other species from predators such as orcas and sharks, tactfully positioning themselves between predator and prey, even lifting vulnerable animals out of the water. I knew places like this where nature still reigns supreme and untamed were increasingly rare in our world, and I felt a real sense of urgency to see them before they disappeared. I wasn’t just travelling to see and experience new places and cultures any more: I was actively seeking out these wild spaces that held the power to leave me in awe and make me feel free. After five weeks in Colombia, the wild had left its mark on me.
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A New Direction

I’d barely unpacked before I was swept up in the back-to-school frenzy. Normally, after a summer away, I’d feel totally reenergized and full of excitement to dive in, eager to meet my new class and bring fresh ideas to life. I hadn’t completely lost that feeling, and was still determined to show up for my pupils and give teaching my all, but this time there was another sensation alongside it – a quiet frustration, as if I’d let myself down by putting my dreams on hold for another year.

The idea of leaving teaching to build my life around my passion for adventure, rather than squeezing it into weekends and holidays, had taken root in my mind a few years ago and grown steadily. I’d spent most of the previous year going endlessly back and forth, wondering whether to take the decision to hand in my notice. I came so close but, in the end, I let myself get talked into taking another leadership role and, with that, I was committed to another year.

It was September 2018 and by this point I’d been teaching full-time in east London for nearly a decade. I entered the profession after leaving university, through Teach First, a fasttrack ‘sink or swim’ programme. It catapulted me from the small scenic bubble of St Andrews on Scotland’s east coast to the mega metropolis of London. I was twenty-three, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, full of ambition and determined to make a difference.

As trainees, we were thrust into the huge responsibility and overwhelming reality of full-time classroom teaching, while studying for a PGCE during evenings and weekends. It was like being thrown into the lion’s den. Our first schools were chosen for us and mine was a community primary school in Tower Hamlets. Not only did it very quickly become apparent that I had absolutely no idea what I was doing but I also became acutely aware of how inexperienced I was amid a sea of staff who’d all spent three years or more gaining degrees in education; how naive I must have looked to them before I got the hang of things!

Clichéd though it may sound, I went into teaching to make a difference and, more often than not, I felt I was doing just that. I taught primary-age children and, for me, teaching was truly a vocation. I loved the creativity, variety and challenges of teaching and I was passionate about bringing subjects to life, particularly English. When I’d first started, I’d found English the hardest subject to teach, and so I invested so much time and effort into it that it soon became my favourite and then my specialism. Stories open up endless worlds of wonder and imagination for pupils, and I loved diving into those worlds with them.

We put on surprise immersive stagings of works of literature such as ‘The Highwayman’, whereby pupils would enter a space that immediately transported them into the world of the poem; teachers in full costume, a soundscape of galloping horse hooves, a projected landscape of moonlit moorland and all sorts of clues to discover and piece together, including a genuine Victorian musket and pistol we’d sourced (unloaded, of course!). There really is nothing quite like it when all the stars align in a lesson and the classroom is buzzing with excitement, curiosity and focus. On days like those, I felt I had the best job in the world.

But it also went so much deeper than that. I became fascinated by the ‘how’ of teaching: the challenge of how best to deliver lessons in ways that would most engage and inspire every one of my students. Beyond that, I really valued feeling like I was a significant figure in their lives, particularly as a primary teacher, where you spend almost six hours a day, every day, with the same children for an entire academic year. The connections we make, the relationships we build and the sense of community we nurture as teachers meant I felt I was having a hand in building their characters and supporting their development in a way that went far beyond just their learning. Teaching is one of those jobs where you can face the entire spectrum of human emotion in a single day; but no matter what, I always wanted to do my very best by every child I taught.

There were so many moments that made me well up in tears and beam with pride as a teacher. One relates to a whole primary-school Shakespeare storytelling project I’d led over the autumn term, entitled ‘Shaking Up Shakespeare’, which culminated in every year group delivering a performance in the iconic Union Chapel in Islington, London – a Victorian architectural gem with exceptional acoustics, often used as a concert space. Watching primary children from Year 1 upwards deliver such confident, powerful performances of Shakespeare, combining song, poetry, storytelling, even rap, in front of a packed audience has to be one of my favourite moments in my teaching career. In whatever way I’d made a difference to a child’s life – whether it was helping them achieve something they couldn’t do before; watching them beam with pride and self-worth at the progress they’d made; or something as simple as making a face light up, a spark ignite or an idea take shape – it all held so much value.

I had worked my absolute socks off to get where I was, which came with a big emotional attachment. My first school in Tower Hamlets ended up failing its Ofsted inspection and going into Special Measures during my NQT (newly qualified teacher) year. Consequently, the headteacher was replaced and I ended up being promoted to the school’s Literacy Lead. I was extremely keen but very inexperienced, and what followed was an onslaught of visits from the local authority and frequent interim inspections from Ofsted; it was a really hard year. Our final inspection sixteen months later redefined us as ‘Outstanding’, one of four in 56,000 schools to have managed such a feat, a testament to the true dedication and skill of all the teaching staff. I’d had a tough start there but it was a fantastic school and I stayed for six years, making some great friends and great memories along the way.

When I decided it was time to move on, I made a choice that certainly wasn’t going to make my life any easier. I moved to a recently opened four-to-eighteen free school in Newham, another of London’s most deprived areas. Free schools are funded by the government, not run by the local authority, and therefore have more control over how they operate. The school was looking to revolutionize the education system, and my new colleagues were full of inspiring and innovative ideas. I learned so much and felt proud to be a part of an organization beginning to make powerful change on a national level. However, the school had not long since opened and, as a result, everything had to be created from scratch year upon year, which was a mammoth task.

The more the years passed by, the more leadership roles I took on. I’d always been told that, gradually, as the years progressed, the workload should get lighter, but that just didn’t seem to be my experience – although part of that was down to my own decisions and the pathways I’d chosen. Before I knew it, the best part of a decade had gone and other dreams for my life seemed to be passing me by. I’d seen too many female colleagues pour everything into their classrooms, only to realize too late they’d missed their chance to have children of their own. I didn’t want to wake up in my forties full of regret.

If I’d never met someone that I wanted to have children with, I’m almost certain I would have pursued other options: a sperm donor or adoption. I felt strongly that I could be enough for a child on my own if it came to that. I set myself a mental deadline of around thirty-eight before I’d start looking into it more seriously. That still felt far off, so I focused instead on building the life I wanted for myself.

By then, I was well respected in my work, with various promotions under my belt, and so it was daunting to give all of that up. I was scared to let it go. Yet there’s a reason that 40 per cent of teachers quit the profession after five years. I’d made it to nearly double that, but nine years in and the truth was I was paying too high a personal price to continue full-time in the classroom. I felt as if I were juggling more balls than I could ever hope to catch. I’d even developed debilitating migraines, which I had never had before.

Travelling had opened up a world of possibilities to me and I was constantly questioning whether full-time teaching was what I really wanted to do and where I wanted to be long-term. Was I happy to keep sailing along on familiar smooth seas or was it time to rock the boat? I knew I was determined and resilient enough to keep going for maybe another five, ten, twenty years, but what would my life look like all those years down the line if I did? Yes, I’d have taught hundreds of children and there’d be significant reward in that, but what would I have had to sacrifice on a personal level? I had other dreams to travel the world, expand my adventurous horizons and support the development of education on a wider, even global scale, all of which would hopefully one day include meeting someone and starting a family. I felt, if I allowed myself to stay, those dreams would most likely fall by the wayside.

My social life was fun and varied where I made time to fit it in; I loved my friends and they were great respite at weekends, but I began to find the same weekly routine suffocating and restrictive. My travel experiences had made me crave spontaneity and the excitement of never knowing what was around the corner.

Colombia had been just one of many incredible journeys I’d taken over the past decade. My twenties were spent saving every penny during term time and then jetting off with teacher friends to far-flung destinations whenever possible. The school holidays were spent going on safari in Tanzania, swimming the palm-fringed waters of Zanzibar, basking on Sierra Leone’s golden sands, skiing in France and travelling the length of Vietnam. We roamed ancient temples in Cambodia, dived into India’s colourful chaos, hiked Patagonia’s mountains, trekked Argentina’s glaciers, wandered Oman’s canyons and rode camels across Abu Dhabi’s Empty Quarter.

However, by the time I reached my thirties, most of my friends had married and begun to have children. They were ‘settling down’ and were no longer free to join me on my ventures. That’s when I decided to really embrace solo travelling. I had spent some time alone abroad before – in Spain as a teenager and on my year teaching in Mexico – but my first big solo trip, during which I turned thirty-one, was a month travelling around Belize followed by a week back in Mexico. It was liberating and exhilarating and I left full of confidence, excited to plan the next trip.

By May 2019, with SATs exam stress mounting, the constant focus on results felt like a betrayal of the reasons I’d gone into teaching in the first place. I fundamentally disagree with the current exam culture of our education system, which I think is outdated and fails to equip pupils with the kind of skills they need to thrive in life. The school’s vision to do things differently, which had so inspired me, was now being thwarted under government pressure to get results. At times, I felt like it was beginning to lose its sense of what it had set out to do. To me, it felt like the school’s hands were tied and it made me realize that mine weren’t. I kept thinking back to Colombia, as I had many times over the course of that year. Deep down, I knew I couldn’t afford to waste any more time. I didn’t want to sit tight on calm seas any longer. It was time to jump.
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Some Hard Lessons

I returned after the May half-term with a resignation letter in my bag. Walking into my headteacher’s office was one of the most nerve-wracking moments of my life. Handing in that letter meant I couldn’t just daydream or talk about forging a new path any longer; I was actually going to have to do it. Once that letter changed hands, I became accountable to myself for doing everything in my power to make it work, and suddenly there was a timeframe. This decision set a wave of other choices in motion. Where would I go? How would I fund it? My hand shook as I passed over the letter, but it was now done. I’d taken a first step away from everything I knew, my old life left behind.

In that moment, I felt a huge sense of relief wash over me and an overwhelming excitement at having my future at my feet without a clue as to what was going to come next. There was no more schedule, no more routine and no real plan. It was scary, invigorating and just so liberating. In July 2019, I walked out of the school gates for the last time. I was ready to leave London and live out of my backpack full-time. My new life plan was finally in motion! 

Soon enough, I found a way to lead the life I wanted without having to sacrifice one path for another. Rather than having to choose between my passions, I could weave them together in a way that gave my path ahead even greater possibility and meaning. Alongside general teaching, for the previous seven years or so, I’d worked my way up to the position of senior trainer with an organization called Storytelling Schools, whose approach is to put oral storytelling at the heart of learning. In order for me to develop on this path, I had negotiated release from my full-time classroom for about ten days over the year so I could deliver storytelling training in other schools around the country. In all my years in the profession, Storytelling Schools’ approach had the single most transformational impact on my classroom practice and I was really passionate about it. I had never been interested in moving up the school hierarchical ladder to become a deputy or a headteacher; I’d always wanted to reach a position where I could have a more far-reaching impact than on just one school, and this allowed me to do that.

Now, with my resignation handed in and accepted, and as I contemplated and plotted what I wanted to do with my new-found freedom, it struck me that perhaps I didn’t need to sacrifice one passion for another – maybe I could combine them? Storytelling Schools already worked with several schools throughout the UK and I was keen to help expand its work abroad. I had the experience of my year spent teaching in Mexico, and I had spent a brief stint working with teachers in villages in Sierra Leone, which had given me a glimpse into how much good could be achieved. Better access to and better quality of education is a huge factor in tackling so many of the world’s problems.

Storytelling Schools also partnered with Malta’s government and – in what proved to be a case of perfect timing – in October 2019, I agreed a three-year contract with its National Literacy Agency to bring positive change to teaching and learning in Malta and Gozo. I’d be flown out four times a year, with visits lasting two to three weeks, to train their specialist English teachers to become accredited in our method – using fun, dynamic and inclusive techniques to help children tell stories from memory. By engaging deeply and creatively with a story first, students are then ready to write with confidence and enthusiasm. We applied this approach across all areas of the curriculum, making stories a powerful springboard for developing communication skills and learning subject content in any discipline. Introducing large-scale educational reform in another culture was challenging but the breakthroughs were incredibly rewarding. When I wasn’t working, I wandered the cobbled streets of ancient cities or hiked the scenic coastal trails on Gozo.

The role suited my new life plan perfectly as it freed up months in between my commitments. It paid well too, so I could use the money I earned to fund longer adventures, travelling for two to three months at a time, far beyond the limits of my classroom teaching days. With work spaced throughout the year, the only question I had to answer was, Where to next?

I wanted to get serious about adventuring and build the skills for larger-scale expeditions. But how would I enter into a world that still felt like the First-Class Smoking Room in the film Titanic – an elite club dominated by men in some mahogany-clad drawing room under gilded portraits of other celebrated men who had come before them?

I was aware that stereotype was changing, but it still felt like I’d have to climb Everest just to be given a key! It was about time there were more women adventurers and, as far as I saw it, why couldn’t I be one of them? Where were the women adventurers speaking in sell-out venues around the country or making a name on television? There was a phrase I was starting to hear a lot – ‘You can’t be what you can’t see.’ Well, my view was you can, it might just take a bit of effort.

I was determined to push my adventures to expedition level, even though I knew it would be a long road. From what I’d seen, expeditions were astronomically costly, between the specialist training, gear and insurance. In my mind, I needed to secure sponsorship, but I didn’t know where to start and I worried that I lacked the credentials to even get a foot in the door.

Nevertheless, I was happy. My new lifestyle was coming together. I had the best of both worlds – I’d found a way to spend most of the year adventuring, while maintaining a rewarding career in education and staying afloat financially. My decision to jump had paid off.

I began the next phase of my travels with a five-week exploration of the Hawaiian islands. Soon enough, I found myself touching down on these jewels in the Pacific and my first stop was Maui. Here, I’d planned to do a multi-day backpacking route, hiking and camping on the Haleakala¯ volcano, the world’s largest dormant volcano, which rises to 3,055 metres. I set off early and began the 10-mile hike to Paliku¯, the most remote camping area in the crater. That would be the last time I saw another human until my return.

The first leg began with a 900-metre winding descent down a trail known as Sliding Sands, covered in red Mars-like sand and volcanic black rock. It opened out onto grassy plains and I marched on towards the lush green mountains in the distance. At 2 p.m. I arrived at a tiny locked wooden hut and pitched my tent nearby. I stood back and admired my work. There it was – my little red tent, a striking blob of colour nestled in the grass against the backdrop of mountains. It looked like a tiny red ant on a huge lily pad. There was no one around for miles and miles, and I was excited to be all alone.

Nothing about my background suggested I might one day end up living a life in the wild. I grew up in a secure home with loving, supportive parents, and I have wonderful memories of my childhood, but ours was not an adventurous family by any stretch. Sure, we spent time outdoors, and a Sunday morning walk was a family ritual, but other than that, we were about as wild as house cats. Tents, bikes and kayaks were unknown features of another lifestyle altogether.

I was also never really very sporty; I loved tennis and enjoyed lobbing a ball during a game of cricket or rounders. But beyond that? Not really. I certainly wasn’t athletic – when I was young, that word was reserved for those who won everything at sports day, and, as I got older, for the ultrarunners, hardened expeditioners and iron men and women pushing themselves at elite level. I was none of those. I was never tall, long-limbed or agile. But, despite my background, here I was, fully embracing this wild, unconventional life on the road.

When I reached the ‘Garden Island’ of Kauai, I had my sights set on the Kalalau Trail in the Na¯ Pali Coast Wilderness Park. The trail is the only land access to this incredibly rugged, sacred, untouched coastline. I had no idea at the time, but with its challenging terrain, perilous drops and flash floods, this trek has earned itself a reputation as one of the most dangerous in the world.

The initial two-mile ascent was very muddy, rocky and steep. Reaching the top, I was rewarded with my first view of the spectacular undulating coastline before me and the sweet pungent scent of wild guavas. At Ke’e Beach, I took a short break and some water to relieve myself from the muggy heat, before crossing the unavoidable knee-high stream – a crossing notorious for flash floods on this coast, known to have washed unsuspecting hikers out to sea.

As I continued, I quickly realized I’d wildly underestimated the difficulty of this hike. Very steep climbs, intense heat and narrow, exposed cliffs pushed me much harder than I’d anticipated. The path wound along sharp sea cliffs with heart-stopping drops, and I knew I’d need to dig deep to reach camp.

At Hanaka¯pi’ai Falls, a sign saying ‘Six-Mile Campground’ revealed my first mistake: I hadn’t allowed enough time to complete the hike. My permit only allowed two days, meaning I had to cover the 11 miles to Kalalau Beach on the first, camp overnight and then cover the same return distance the next day. 11 miles had sounded completely doable when I booked my national-park permit, but now I was neck-deep in the demanding reality of the trail. After a very early start and a three-hour drive to reach the park, it seemed I must have been the last hiker to leave the trailhead that morning, setting off at 9.30 a.m., and my backpack felt painfully heavy with my 5-kilo tent, weighed down even more since I’d had to pack it away still soaking wet from the previous night’s downpour. I was already exhausted with half the trail still to go. I had to ration my food and water and forgo exploring the waterfalls, feeling exasperated by my lack of research. Obviously, I still had a lot to learn about hiking!

But, as I ploughed on, I was soon distracted by the jaw-dropping beauty of the Na¯ Pali coast. This time, I really had landed in Jurassic Park: this coastline was the actual setting for the film’s fictitious Isla Nublar, and I could see why. With lush green cliffs soaring to 1,200 metres, fluted with deep-carved valleys and razor-sharp ridges, it was the first time I’d been moved to tears by nature.

At the infamous Crawler’s Ledge, I suddenly found myself on a very precarious stretch where the path narrowed in places to not much more than the width of both my feet. Slowly, I edged along, the cliff face pressing against my shoulder, all too aware that my heavy pack might throw me off balance. Below me was a 100-metre drop into surging waves which charged at the cliff like a salivating sea monster. My eyes scanned for any sign of a lifeline below, in case I fell, but there was nothing: no crevice to grip onto, no ledge to find. Instead, I spied abandoned hiking poles that lay strewn across the rocks. Like some kind of offering in exchange for safe passage, they had been thrown by previous hikers in an attempt to gain even just a centimetre of extra room. It was the ultimate in shedding excess baggage, and now I understood why the couple I’d crossed paths with 2 miles back had stopped me and insisted I remove my tent, which was strapped horizontally along the bottom of my backpack, and reattach it vertically.

So far, I’d been blessed with blazing sunshine, but this was a place where the weather could change at the drop of a hat and, just as my luck would have it, the heavens opened again. Within seconds, I was soaked through. Scared to move for fear of slipping, all I could do was stop in my tracks and focus completely on staying absolutely rooted to the spot. I stood like that for fifteen minutes and it felt like an eternity. As soon as I made it onto wider ground, I sighed with huge relief that I had survived Crawler’s Ledge in a downpour!

Shortly after, and having just crossed another stream, I realized I was struggling to make out the trail. I pushed on, thinking I saw a path, only to find myself climbing over fallen trees in dense jungle. I had no satellite on me to call for emergency help, no signal on my phone, no map and no compass. My phone only had half a tank of battery left and nobody knew where I was. Given I was only camping for one night, I’d decided to save on weight and not bother bringing a gas stove or any pots in which to cook a proper meal. I was also sure that there was no one else behind me. I had left far too late in the day for a hike this demanding. I had been reckless not to have done more research about what I was getting myself into.

I reckoned I had an hour left before it got dark. I tried to retrace my steps and find the trail again but I couldn’t. Panic began to get the better of me, but once I’d composed myself, I hiked back again, slowly piecing together landmarks until I made it to the stream and breathed an immense sigh of relief as I rejoined the trail. I now had less than one hour to walk another two very steep miles to Kalalau Beach, so I really had to move!

I finally arrived with only a very short spell of light left to enjoy the day. I hurriedly pitched my tent and mustered the energy to head off to the waterfall that cascades from cliffs at the end of the beach. It’s illegal for any boat to land on this beach, so the only way to get to it is on foot. When I got there, I was glad I’d made the effort. I had made it, and after my struggles on the trail it seemed all the more special; I really had stumbled upon paradise.

The next day, I set off early, bracing for the challenge of retracing my steps on limited food and little rest. When I eventually made it back at the end of the day, the trail completed, I was utterly exhausted. The Na¯ Pali trek had been well worth the effort, easily the most jaw-droppingly beautiful place I had ever seen, truly the trek of a lifetime, but it had also taught me true adventure isn’t about chasing thrills at any cost, or tackling rugged landscapes on a whim. It’s about understanding and respecting the wildness of a place. If I was going to take adventuring seriously, I needed to take safety seriously and prioritize being better prepared.

With Hawaii and another stint in Malta completed, in February 2020 I took off for a month in Nepal. I was on my own at first, volunteering to train a group of teachers in Kathmandu for a local charity, before I joined a group to climb the mountain of Mardi Himal on a five-day trek in the Himalayas. From there, I was meant to be going solo but had no set plans, so ended up embarking on a very impromptu, eventful adventure with four other ladies I’d met on that trek. We were in a car whose engine was tied together with an iPhone charger! Needless to say, it broke down several times. One of our group’s bags even slipped from the roof-rack and vanished over the edge of the cliff, tumbling a heart-stopping 4,000 metres into the abyss below – we just prayed we wouldn’t be next!

We spent an incredible week exploring on foot the extremely remote, snow-dusted region of Mustang on the border of Tibet. On my return, I decided my next adventure would be going in search of Japan’s wilderness and I booked return flights for a month-long trip in April, when I planned to solo-hike around the mountainous region of Hokkaido in the far north.

Then, almost overnight, everything changed.
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Teaching the Way Forward

In March 2020, having just completed my third stint of teacher training in Malta for two weeks and returned to the UK to celebrate my nanna’s 102nd birthday, Covid-19 suddenly swept through the world and the first national lockdown was announced.

I was at a real loss for what to do. I couldn’t believe what was happening. It had taken me so long to get to where I was now; finally everything was taking shape and I could see a new future beginning to emerge before me. Then, bam, in the blink of an eye, without any warning, the rug had been pulled from beneath my feet. I had no idea what I was going to do. As the situation progressed, the contract with Malta looked like it was going to be cancelled. I now had no job, no income, no home; I had no choice but to move in with my mum, who has been disabled since 2008 after being diagnosed with an extremely rare condition called a spinal dural arterio-venous fistula, which was fortunately treated with an operation. However, the condition caused the nerves in her spinal cord to be damaged, leaving her with constant neurological pain and considerable limitations to her mobility; she is only able to walk short distances, even with the aid of walking sticks.

Mum had always wanted to travel, but as a young woman she didn’t have the courage to go against what was expected of her, so she got a job, saved for a house, built a life. She married my dad, had two children, became a working mum and put her dreams of exploring the world on hold. Since her diagnosis she has shown herself to be endlessly resilient and incredibly brave. Mum is well aware that many people suffer far worse conditions, and therefore refuses to feel sorry for herself. She simply pushes through each day, managing the pain, adapting to her reality and making the best of her situation. Yet her story is a constant reminder that time is not a given. We never know what’s around the corner. The future is not promised and we cannot afford to take it for granted. She inspires me in so many ways, but what happened to her always sits quietly in the back of my mind, giving me a little nudge and urging me to just go for it; live for the now and don’t wait.

I tried to make the best of lockdown by busying myself teaching some of my ex-pupils for free online. I also started an education vlog called EduKate and got stuck into co-writing some books for Storytelling Schools. By May, I had my name on two publications: 147 Storytelling Games and The Storytelling Schools Method Handbook for Teachers. I also began writing my own teaching handbook centred around teaching ‘Shakespeare through Storytelling’. It was a project that never got finished because of a surprising call I received. I was asked to work on a huge national project making a series of teaching videos on behalf of Storytelling Schools for Oak National Academy, an initiative created in response to the pandemic to provide free online resources for teachers in the form of high-quality teacher-made lessons and resources, so that the lessons could still take place remotely during school closures. It was an urgent call-to-arms whirlwind of a project, which saw a legion of educators from across the country work from home to create an entire year’s curriculum for every subject and every age group as an online-classroom support resource for parents and educators post-lockdown.

I was asked to be the English Subject Lead for Early Years and Key Stage One on behalf of Storytelling Schools, which entailed designing a year-long progressive curriculum for each year group. With the help of ten other teachers, we produced more than 600 fully resourced teaching videos in just three weeks! I was hugely proud of what we had created in such a short space of time and saw it as a very worthwhile social endeavour.

By the time I had signed off on my last video, it was mid-August 2020, the first lockdown had been lifted and the nation had finally been released after months of solitary confinement. I, like everybody else, was bursting at the seams to get out. Restrictions meant that foreign travel was pretty much off the cards, but I was able to weigh up my options for an adventure on home soil.

For me, there was only one thing I wanted to do with my new-found freedom. I wanted the rush of adventure, the solitude of the wilderness and the awe-inspiring beauty of the mountains. In my mind, there was only one place where I was going to find it: the wild and rugged Scottish Highlands. Despite having studied at the University of St Andrews on the east coast of Scotland for four years, I had regrettably never really travelled further than my university bubble, and was excited to finally make amends for that. Little did I know that this trip would set in motion a chain of events that would change the course of my life.

The pull of what Scotland could offer was so great that, within twenty-four hours of first hatching the idea, I was on my way north. I had no actual plan other than to hike and wild camp. I hired a car in Inverness and, while waiting at some traffic lights, I decided to head west on a total whim to do my own off-the-beaten track version of the North Coast 500, a 516-mile scenic route and, allegedly, the ultimate in British road trips.

It was now my thirty-fourth birthday, which I celebrated by climbing Stac Pollaidh, a mountain north of Ullapool that’s known for its resemblance to a porcupine. On the way, I’d stopped in Ullapool to visit a friend of a friend who worked in the art gallery there, and she had scribbled down the name of a place near Wick for me to visit later on in my trip. I thought little of it and shoved the napkin in my pocket, ready to look at again at a later date. Over the next few days, I explored the north coast, including the beautifully remote Sandwood Bay and Smoo Cave, and Ben Hope, Scotland’s northernmost Munro, among other areas.

I had really fallen in love with the mystery and majesty of Scotland by now – everywhere felt so steeped in rugged beauty, legend and fascinating history. No matter which way I looked, the scenery was simply breathtaking. I couldn’t believe I’d left it until my thirties to choose to adventure here. I was already hooked and knew this would be the first of many more visits to Scotland.

Although I’d wild camped on my own around Hawaii, that had mostly been in national-park territory – access was only obtainable with a permit-approved pass, which perhaps gave the illusion of an extra layer of security. Out here, that wasn’t the case, and I found wild camping on my own at night unnerving to begin with – the places I pitched in were isolated, quiet and completely out of signal. My gear was very basic and old-hat too, which meant I was often cold. The only sounds were those of owls hooting, twigs snapping and animals walking past, all of which had me on high alert as I lay awake at night hoping I wouldn’t be trampled in my sleep by a Highland cow! It wasn’t the animals that scared me most, though; it was the thought of crossing paths with someone who may not have the best intentions. Yet it was very unlikely I was going to meet someone out here, and I knew it was just my inner fear talking because I wasn’t used to feeling this exposed or vulnerable, or experiencing this level of silence. I was simply out of my comfort zone and I just had to push through it. And that was partly why I was here – to push myself to embrace more discomfort, more solitude and more uncertainty. As the nights went by, I began to get used to the solitude and enjoyed the fact that it quietened my mind and allowed me to refocus, appreciate my surroundings and live in the moment.

I was lucky enough to have a few spells of glorious sunshine, but it wouldn’t have been a trip to Scotland without having my fair share of downpours and strong winds. They say Scotland is a great place to visit for two weeks of the year, you just never know which two weeks! I was really getting into the swing of my solo adventure in the wilds of Scotland and already wishing my time here didn’t have to end.

Towards the end of August, after walking to the dramatic sea stacks at Duncansby Head and exploring the ghostly remains of Keiss Castle, I randomly pulled out a crumpled paper napkin from my pocket and saw the words ‘Whaligoe Steps’ scribbled in black marker: the place the woman in the art gallery had recommended.

It must be worth the effort if she bothered to write it down for me, I surmised. I didn’t really have time, given it was late in the day, but what the heck!

So, I found myself, late in the afternoon, about 7 miles outside the small town of Wick, turning down a narrow track past a row of terraced council bungalows into a tiny parking area. There was no sign from the road and, if you didn’t know what you were looking for, you’d miss it entirely, but here I was at the top of the Whaligoe Steps, a rocky inlet surrounded by sheer cliffs, with 365 flagstone steps, built around 1792, that lead to an old natural harbour below.

As I steadied myself on top of the windblown cliffs, I chuckled to myself. ‘Just another summer’s day on the north coast of Scotland, then!’ I was standing there debating what to do when a cold, sharp blast in the face reminded me that I didn’t have time to dawdle. This was going to be a close call, as I had no idea where I was going to camp that night. It had been a very windy day with multiple downpours and I knew the sensible option would be to make sure I was set up for the night in case the weather turned again.

As I began winding my way down the 365 uneven flagstone steps to the bottom of the cliff face, I couldn’t help but laugh at my situation. Sunset was around 8.30 p.m., so I only had about three hours of daylight left. Making the call to risk this final feat of exploration meant I’d condemned myself to the almost certain fate of scrambling around alone in the dark Highland wilderness trying to find a spot where I’d feel safe pitching my tent for the night. Despite what had happened in Hawaii, I was still more of the ‘happy-go-lucky, make it up as you go along’ type of adventurer, with a ‘live for the now and deal with the repercussions later’ philosophy.

My style of solo travel was instinctive, spontaneous and action-packed. I had a sort of blind faith that everything would turn out alright no matter how crazy the antic, and, to be honest, in my experience, it always had. So, true to form, I decided to make time and continue on down the cliff with the faith that something would work itself out somehow or other.

The flagstone steps, precarious in places, zig-zag round five hairpin bends, and I stopped briefly to take in the view. I already felt so exposed to the elements here. This was a place where waterfalls were blown backwards by the force of the wind and sea spray shot right up over the cliffs as the waves whipped into a frothing frenzy, crashing mightily against the rocks below. There was something about this place I could already feel and, there and then, I knew I’d made the right call.

As I reached the natural harbour at the bottom of the steps and was contemplating the rugged, imposing cliffs that towered 75 metres high over it, I spotted a man with a very distinct, untamed look about him. He had a scraggly beard and was wearing a ripped kilt, tweed tartan gilet, worn-out wetsuit boots, patterned bandana, and had a knife strapped to his side. He didn’t see me; he was busy tying a knot with a makeshift strap to keep a broken tent pole together in an attempt to hold up his very battered, mud-covered tent. Aside from the fact that he looked like he’d stepped straight out of the Battle of Culloden, I could tell he wasn’t your average part-time camper. He caught my interest immediately. There was a wildness about him which made him fit perfectly into the surrounding landscape. What’s this guy about? I thought. And why the hell would someone pitch their tent down here in this wind? It seemed like a bold choice given how exposed this place felt. He’s bound to take a bit of a beating in that thing tonight.

Just then, an elderly gentleman brushed past me on my right and said, ‘What do you reckon? He’s either nuts or SAS!’

‘Haha – probably both!’ I replied.

My first thought was that he was homeless, but something didn’t quite add up on that front and I didn’t want to judge a book by its cover. I knew I couldn’t leave here without finding out a little more about his story. The state of his attire made me think he’d been doing this for some time. He appeared resourceful: despite his broken, battered gear, he was soldiering on and making the best of a challenging situation. He was clearly more well-practised at the art of outdoor living than I was, having chosen to pitch up at the bottom of this cliff face. A curiosity had stirred within me and I made up my mind to go and talk to him before I left.

I wandered around, snapping away with my camera, and quickly found a favourite spot, watching the waves crash dramatically against the cliff edge. I’d been keeping an eye on the rugged man and his tent behind me and saw he was now engaged in conversation with a woman who looked a similar age to me. The wind had died down somewhat and it had suddenly got pretty busy with tourists at the bottom of these steps, so I decided to head off. But I didn’t want to leave without having spoken to him; I knew I’d regret it. I waited it out for another ten minutes or so, but he and the woman were still chatting animatedly. In the end, my impatience got the better of me. I felt a little awkward about interrupting them, but I knew I couldn’t leave without saying something.

‘Hi! I’m so sorry for interrupting,’ I said in a rush. ‘Please excuse me, it’s just I’m in a real hurry so have to take off now, but I couldn’t help but notice you here and just had to ask what it is you’re doing – hope you don’t mind!’

The man was obliging and polite. ‘Sure, no worries. I was just explaining to this lady that I’m walking the entire UK coastline, raising money for a veteran’s charity, SSAFA. I started in Wales and have been walking for just over three years now.’

SSAFA, I later learned, stood for Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Families Association. Founded in 1985, it’s the UK’s oldest charity for veterans.

I was blown away. This man, who told me his name was Chris, spoke to the avid adventurer inside me and my intrigue rocketed. ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘That’s some adventure! Incredible! What made you decide to do that?’

It was at this point that I noticed he had a beautiful white lurcher with him, peering out from inside the tent, tucked up cosily in a sleeping bag.

‘I’d been in a bit of a bad place with depression and anxiety before I left, but this journey has really restored my faith in humanity.’

There was so much I wanted to ask, but instead I simply replied, ‘What an amazing thing to have restored! Sounds like this walk’s already worked wonders and given you back so much.’ I then asked if he wouldn’t mind if I took his photo for a bit of portrait practice while I was there. I knew I’d stumbled upon someone truly unique and remarkable, on an equally unique and remarkable journey – definitely worthy of a portrait, I decided! He again happily obliged and crouched down as I positioned myself to include the tent and the crumbled ruins of an old salt house as his backdrop.

‘Oops, might help if I take the lens cap off!’ I said, and we both laughed. He smiled when I explained I was a novice, and I quickly took a few shots, not wanting to appear intrusive.

‘Well, it sounds like a real once-in-a-lifetime adventure and I’m sure there’ll be plenty more magic in store for you! Good luck with the rest of it and nice to meet you! Bye!’

Hurriedly, I made my way back up the cliffs with a spring in my step, glad that I hadn’t shied away from approaching him and missed an opportunity to learn a little about his unusual story. It was no more than a three-minute exchange, but I was struck by his comment about this walk restoring his faith in humanity. It was a very deep and profoundly
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