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introduction

More of us than ever before are making time to enjoy the great outdoors. Combining the promise of fun and fresh air, opportunities for self-care and wellbeing, the pure pleasure of doing something we love, and time spent away from the usual stresses of daily life, walking is the perfect way to reconnect with nature, ourselves and each other.

Research shows the numerous benefits of strengthening our relationship with nature and taking the time to notice the world around us – improved mental health, lower anxiety levels, increased happiness and heightened satisfaction with life in general. Crucially, spending time outdoors also reduces stress, and helps us to cope more effectively with any stressful situations that do come our way. During the Covid-19 pandemic, an enormous number of people in the UK reported spending time in green spaces to improve their sense of connectedness with the natural world, and to provide opportunities for rest and reflection. We are turning back to nature...and the best way to get there is on foot!

As a nation, walking is one of our favourite pastimes; the good news is that with a comfortable pair of boots and a plan, we can be out on our next ramble in next to no time. Walking suits the way most of us live – it doesn’t require enormous investment in high-tech equipment, or a large amount of space to store our gear. A pair of sturdy boots with good socks, a decent jacket and rucksack, some wet-weather gear and a little forethought are all that most of us need to head out the door. And if you take care of your kit, it will take care of you for a long time to come.

About the Ramblers

Dedicated to encouraging people to enjoy the benefits and freedoms of exploring the outdoors on foot, for over 85 years the Ramblers has been devoted to securing the footpath network in England and Wales and access rights in Scotland. Taking care of the networks and protecting the precious places where people go walking is of vital importance if we are to all continue enjoying the countryside and green urban spaces. The Ramblers organises group walks as well as providing information and high-quality routes to independent walkers. The Ramblers also provides essential support to people looking for walking to improve their health and wellbeing, working with a range of different projects and partners along the way.

Forty of Our Favourites

This book gathers 40 of our favourite walks to guide you all around Britain, travelling through picturesque locations to soak up stunning scenery as you go. Arranged by season, each featured walk includes a description, a map, detailed route instructions and notes about landmarks or wildlife to keep an eye out for. There is no better way to enjoy the landscape, seasons and incredible diversity of our wildlife than to get out there and immerse yourself in nature. And there’s no time like the present to make a start. Including varied options, from short country strolls to challenging hill hikes, gentle woodland wanders to breathtaking cliff-path adventures, there are routes here for everyone to follow, no matter their level of fitness or experience. With so many beautiful walks to choose from, the biggest challenge will likely be deciding which to embark on first.

Walk gradings are provided as a general guide only. If you have any doubt about your fitness for a particular walk, don’t attempt it. Bear in mind the distance of the walk, regional differences in terrain and the possibility of bad weather, which can make a walk more difficult than planned. Hiking, backpacking and other outdoor activities all have potential hazards involving risk of injury or death, and each person participating in these activities needs to understand the risks involved, obtain the necessary training and take any necessary precautions. You are responsible for your own safety when walking. If you’re unsure of your fitness level, try a short walk first – it’s much better to find a walk a little too easy than to exhaust yourself. Whether you have several leisurely days to devote to rambling or just a few hours to stretch your legs, a walk is always worth it.


Routes Grading Guide

EASY [image: Illustration] walks for everyone using easy access paths, though some further research on suitability for wheelchairs or pushchairs may be needed. Comfortable shoes or trainers can be worn.

LEISURELY [image: Illustration] walks for reasonably fit people with at least a little walking experience. May include unsurfaced rural paths. Walking boots and warm, waterproof clothing are recommended.

MODERATE [image: Illustration] walks for people with walking experience and a good level of fitness. May include some steep paths and open country. Walking boots and warm, waterproof clothing are essential.

STRENUOUS [image: Illustration] walks for experienced walkers with an above average fitness level. May include hills and rough country. Walking boots and warm, waterproof clothing are essential.

TECHNICAL [image: Illustration] walks for experienced and very fit walkers with additional technical skills. May require scrambling and use specialist equipment such as ice axes or crampons.
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walking for health

Walking is excellent exercise. Importantly, it is also free, accessible and you already know how to do it. We may not always consider walking as ‘exercise’, because we often take it for granted and most of us do it every day almost without thinking. But walking is a wonderful way to keep moving and stay well. Heart-healthy, as well as great for bone and muscle strength, walking also supports the joints, oxygenates the blood, improves circulation and sleep quality, alleviates fatigue and depression, lowers stress, improves posture and endurance, and releases those all-important endorphins to increase our sense of wellbeing.

Walking makes us feel good. It keeps our brains engaged and active, strengthens our bodies, rewards our efforts with glorious views and helps us collect some beautiful memories along the way.

Staying physically active through walking may help prevent various illnesses. It has been shown to reduce the risk of several major health conditions such as heart disease, stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, type 2 diabetes and some kinds of cancer by significant amounts, in some cases up to as much as 60 per cent. It can also lower the chances of developing osteoporosis. Regular physical exercise also helps with balance, assists in muscle and bone health, and lowers blood pressure as well as playing a part (along with diet of course) in maintaining a healthy weight.

Nothing Beats a Brisk Walk

A decent pace is important for accumulating health benefits, and regular brisk walking is the best of all – it has been shown to lower the risk of strokes and heart disease, reduce high blood pressure and improve circulation as well as strengthening the heart and lungs. But even beginners can start to feel the benefits of walking relatively quickly. Commencing with easy-paced walks will soon start to bring improvements in flexibility and strength, and as your endurance and your confidence build so your walks can both lengthen and increase in pace. The most important thing is to start at whatever pace and distance feel most comfortable to you – walking must, after all, be first and foremost a pleasure.

As with all forms of exercise, frequency and regularity are key. There are much greater health benefits to be gained from hour-long walks taken several times a week than from just one or two enormously challenging hill hikes embarked on twice yearly. Walking ‘little and often’ is particularly important when you are first starting out, to increase your fitness to the point where you can begin to enjoy a few more satisfying walks (and feel proud of your efforts too).

Being active also brings a number of benefits relating to mental wellbeing and keeping the mind healthy. Physical activity has been shown to significantly reduce the risk of depression, as well as providing a key part of the path to recovery for those who already suffer from this debilitating illness. Physical activity improves sleep quality, attention and memory, and enhances self-esteem and confidence. Staying active also reduces fatigue, stress and anxiety. Regular walking is a long-term investment in your health, mental as well as physical.

Mindful Walking

While our mental wellbeing will naturally improve as we start to walk more, we can accelerate these benefits simply by learning to pay attention and position ourselves ‘in the now’. Mindfulness – deliberately and carefully noticing our surroundings and the way we feel as we move, breathe and sit or stand – is a wonderful way to enjoy walking, and a great practice for supporting our mental health. It helps us to separate from our racing thoughts, decreases stress, heart rate and blood pressure, and increases our sense of wellbeing while heightening our feelings of gratitude and contentment. Mindfulness helps us to take a pause and check in with ourselves, and reminds us to pay attention to our breath and listen to our bodies. Opening our awareness to the natural world is an inevitable consequence of quietening the mind-chatter that so many of us live with day in and day out – suddenly, as we ease the ropes of stress and tension we rely on to yank us through the day, we find ourselves free to see, hear and experience so much more. Walking is the perfect activity to encourage and enhance this mindful approach, thanks especially to the easy, instinctive, repetitive rhythm we fall into taking step after step. Walking can be a meditation.

As we adopt a more mindful awareness while walking, we engage more meaningfully with the world around us and with ourselves. Our sense of connectedness with nature deepens, and so too the weight of the load we seem to carry through life lightens. Perhaps we realise that we can put troubles and worries aside for a while, maybe even abandon them altogether. We might choose to offload some of that emotional weight we carry, and leave it behind us on the path as we carry on with our journey. Our ability to show ourselves and others kindness and compassion increases. We take the time to notice our steps and experience the sensation of walking, feeling our feet planting firmly on the ground and then lifting away. We realise how the air we breathe in different locations smells, tastes and feels as we inhale and exhale, the sensations in our bodies as we walk and then also as we stop walking to drink in yet another stunning view. We feel grateful for the act of walking, for the beauty of nature surrounding us and for our own ability to place one foot in front of another in this way. We notice how our breath speeds and slows, and we notice our steady, purposeful steps. We allow ourselves to experience the simple joy of meeting nature on its own terms, in its own wild places and surrounded by its own wild elements.
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Year-round Walking

One of the purest joys of regular walking is the opportunity to experience the seasons as they flow, shift and change throughout the year. As we travel around the sun, the natural world seems to expand from early spring through to late summer, exploding in a froth of blossom and the eager unfurling of shoots and leaves. Flowers, fragrance and fruits follow, until all of the natural world is resplendent, flourishing, vibrantly alive. Then the leaves change colour, some in a swansong blaze of reds and golds. Nature begins to turn inwards again, directing energy back towards the earth, into the secret chambers of seeds and roots, shedding all that no longer serves it in autumn, then pulling all the nourishment of warmth and light captured during the spring and summer months deep inside during winter.

Plenty of people in Britain, and indeed in many places around the world, find the winter difficult to endure – as nights close in, mornings grow darker and days are more often low and grey, the wind, rain and cold can at times seem unrelenting. Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) – sometimes referred to as ‘winter depression’ – usually manifests more during the colder months, the main theory attributing this to lack of sunlight. But there is no surer way to find some peace (and perhaps even joy!) within this complicated season than to confront it head on. If you, like so many others, find yourself dreading the winter, it is time to do something about it – after all, winter does keep coming around.

Once again, walking is the answer. Rather than hiding indoors and wishing time away, pull on your boots, hat and a good jacket and start exploring. Remember the wonderful Norwegian saying, ‘There is no bad weather, only inappropriate clothing.’ Continuing your walking in nature throughout the winter will get you out in the daylight, improve circulation, increase serotonin (that all-important feel-good hormone) and help to regulate sleep and appetite. There are plenty of new locations to discover or old favourites to revisit, winter wildlife to spot and all the fierce weather to enjoy as well as a fresh appreciation of this dramatic season to be gained. Be bold about spending time walking outdoors during winter; you may very well be surprised at the difference it makes to how you feel.

Staying Active

For many people, especially those with existing health conditions, trying to stay active can be a challenge. But with so many proven health benefits, walking can be an incredibly positive way to commit to your own health and stay well. It might even help you improve any health problems you are living with and start feeling better. Trained walk leaders organise the Ramblers walking groups up and down the country, and these can support you in building confidence and increasing your activity levels. Joining a group is a great way to meet new people, stay motivated and enjoy yourself. Information about walking with specific health conditions is available on the Ramblers website, as are contact details for making further enquiries.
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forest bathing

Shinrin-yoku, translated into English as ‘forest bathing’, is a decades-old therapy first developed in Japan, focusing on the health and wellbeing benefits of immersion in a forest environment. We instinctively understand that spending time among trees has a calming and mood-brightening effect.

Studies show that positive effects of forest bathing range from reduced cortisol (the stress hormone) to notable reductions in depression, anxiety and sleep problems. These significant mental, emotional and physical benefits result from unplugging, de-stressing and developing a conscious awareness of our surroundings. Research even suggests that the fragrance of the forest, plant compounds called phytoncides, may act as natural aromatherapy and strengthen our immune systems to fight infections and inflammation.

So, how do we do it?

Forest bathing is essentially a mindfulness practice, and one you can enjoy in any wooded green space away from the sounds of traffic and other man-made noise. If possible, plan to spend a couple of hours soaking up the atmosphere, quiet and undisturbed. If time is tight, even as little as 15 minutes will be of benefit. If forest bathing with others, make sure you each have enough space to wander about on your own, and agree to remain silent and disconnected. Leave phones and other electronic devices behind, or at least switch them off. The purpose of this is to firmly locate yourself ‘in the now’, rather than diverting your attention with all the usual distractions.

Ensure you are wearing comfortable clothing, warm enough to keep you cosy (or light enough to keep you cool). A few layers are ideal, so you can maintain a comfortable temperature. Weather allowing, you might even consider removing your shoes to go barefoot.

Once you have found your space, simply move about without thinking, analysing or recording. Relax your body. Your goal is just to be where you are, wandering aimlessly, led by your senses. Release your thoughts, worries and anxieties, allowing them to float away. Bring your attention instead to your body, to your senses. What can you see, hear, touch, taste and smell? Notice the feeling of the forest air on your skin. What does it smell like?

Close your eyes, or soften your gaze, and notice your breath. Draw the cool scent of the forest deeply inwards. Feel your ribcage expand, the space across your back widening as you inhale. Drop further into the present moment with each exhale. Visualise each in-breath delivering nourishment to even the smallest cells in your body. Notice your feet, firmly grounded as you stand, the earth beneath supporting you, holding you, welcoming you.

Turn your attention outwards, to your surroundings. Notice the myriad shades of green, or examine the intricacies of tree bark. Notice the broad canopy stretching above you, the constant small movements of leaves and branches. Place your hands upon a tree trunk, feeling the structure of the bark. Bring your awareness to the interplay of light and dark, watching the movement of sunshine through the leaves, the richness of the darker places that lie beneath. Feel the warmth of sunshine upon your skin, the coolness of the shade.

Stay as long as you wish. Enjoy your time in nature. All is well.
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how to get started

Making the choice to start walking is a decision that can change your life – the whole wide world is out there waiting for you to discover it. While a gentle stroll around a few country lanes might not be too taxing, before long you will likely develop an appetite for something a little more challenging. So first, there are a few practicalities to attend to.

Health and Fitness

How much exercise do you take at the moment? If only a little, or none at all, it would be wise to begin with some easy outings and build up to bigger walks gradually, setting yourself small, enjoyable targets (say, three short, easy walks each week) to begin with. As your fitness and confidence improve, so too can the length and duration of your walks. But it is important to start off slow and easy, to work out what you can do – then take it from there.

If you have any existing health conditions, or any potential issues (such as heart disease) that run in your family, it might be wise to consult your doctor for a check-up before embarking on a new type of exercise.

Perhaps you already feel strong and confident in your fitness levels. Still, take it easy as you get used to walking and maybe join an experienced group or friends for your first few walks. It pays to get a sense of how capable you are before setting yourself any major challenges in terms of terrain or distance. Err on the side of caution; be careful not to overstretch yourself, don’t choose overly ambitious routes to start with, and cut your walk short if you start to tire, feel unwell or the weather worsens and you feel at all uncertain about continuing.

Allow Enough Time

Just as you should make a habit of familiarising yourself with your route before making a start, you should also learn to work out how long it will take you. About 3km (2 miles) an hour is most people’s average walking speed, which still allows enough time for short breaks along the way. Experienced walkers will likely move more quickly. If your fitness levels have room for improvement, allow yourself more time so that you can enjoy the walk at your own pace.

More challenging walks – on difficult terrain, climbing hills, across tricky surfaces like mud or sand, or in poor weather conditions – may well prove slower going and require more time. Hill-climbing time is usually estimated by adding an extra 30–60 minutes for each 300m you plan to ascend.

Let someone know where you are going and when you plan to return. And don’t forget to let them know later on that you have returned safe and well!

What to Wear

Most importantly, you will need a strong pair of shoes or boots that fit well and will not cause blisters. They should be lightweight, with sturdy soles and decent arch support. For tougher terrain, proper walking boots will be essential. Always wear good walking socks.

One of the most important rules of walking is to always be prepared for changeable weather. Cloud, rain and mist pose challenges with staying warm and dry. Heat may be equally problematic, raising the risks of dehydration, sunburn and possibly heatstroke. Check the weather forecast, and tide times if relevant, so you have some idea of what to expect, and dress in comfortable clothing appropriate for the expected weather conditions. See here for more on what to wear.
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What to Carry With You

A small rucksack or backpack is the best solution for carrying your supplies, as it leaves your hands free and is the most efficient way of distributing any weight. Your bag should have comfortable straps and a volume of about 25–40 litres.

Be sure to carry enough water to drink along the way; you may find yourself more thirsty than usual due to exertion. Some walkers like to carry a hot drink in a Thermos flask, especially when walking in the colder months. On longer or more difficult walks a few high-energy snacks are good idea as well. See here for some snack suggestions.

Other important things to remember include a paper map of your route in a waterproof plastic wallet, a whistle (if walking alone) and perhaps a torch and compass, and a mobile phone. In cold weather, be sure you also have enough warm clothing, including a hat and gloves, and extra food. In warm weather, a sun hat and extra sunscreen are advisable. You should always carry a waterproof jacket in case of rain.

A small first-aid kit, including blister plasters and a bandage, insect bite/sting cream, tweezers and insect repellent is also a useful addition to your pack. A basic first-aid kit for walkers may be purchased online or from outdoor stores.
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walking with the seasons

With a well-deserved international reputation for changeability, the British climate is nothing if not interesting – it certainly keeps us all on our toes. When it comes to walking, we can be assured of plenty of varied weather while we are out and about, and we must always be sure we have what we need to make the most of our walks.

Britain generally enjoys a temperate climate, with temperatures seldom dropping below –10°C (14°F) and only occasionally rising above 35°C (95°F). However, conditions can shift markedly and surprisingly rapidly, especially at higher altitudes. Extremes of temperature and weather are less common, when compared to the rest of the world, but with frequent changes in air pressure and a high level of rainfall year-round, a single day can often see a surprising range of weather in a single location.

Spending time in nature and enjoying walking in our wild spaces is a great way to recalibrate, relax and recharge, providing those all-important opportunities to step away from the stresses and strains of day-to-day routine. Our need for this chance to refresh our bodies and minds is not restricted to fair weather, so we must make it as easy as possible for ourselves to say ‘yes’ to a walk whatever the outlook. Preparedness and having appropriate clothing and other equipment to hand play a significant part in making it easy to get ready and go.

Remember to wear sunscreen to protect your skin year-round; even in the winter or on overcast days, UV rays can cause skin damage. A waterproof rucksack and jacket, good strong shoes or boots (see here), good-quality walking socks and comfortable, weather-appropriate clothing are all essential. And pack a snack: chocolate, bananas, trail mix, nuts and seeds, bliss balls and cereal bars are all good choices to combat hunger or tiredness, as well as providing a cheerful little interlude.

Cold Weather Walking

During winter months, wear plenty of light layers to keep you as comfortable as possible and wrap up warm with a hat and gloves. Mittens worn with liner gloves underneath are an excellent idea, as the warmth from all your fingers nestles together inside the mitten-bundle. Merino-wool base layers are a good investment as they are sweat-wicking and breathable, so will keep you from overheating. Sweating too much will make you cold.

Remember to check what time the sun will set, and take a torch. Plan to either finish your walk or be sure you will be on decent paths by the time darkness descends. Pack a warm drink in a flask along with your water bottle, and add some snacks from the list opposite to your rucksack as well, to keep your energy levels up.

Remember that our bodies require more fuel than usual to keep warm when the weather is cold. Avoid sitting or standing still when exposed to wind, rain or the cold; choose sheltered spots for any rest breaks along the way and add an extra layer (such as a lightweight insulated jacket) as soon as you stop moving. Remember, it is much easier for your body to simply stay warm than it is for it to cool down and then warm back up. Winter walks are a brilliant way to make the most of this season – just ensure you are well prepared.

On Warmer Days

When spring rolls around, the days start to lengthen and the sunshine delivers a bit more warmth. Temperatures may continue cool though, even when the sun is out, so remember to wear layers, and carry a waterproof jacket with you even if the day looks fine, just in case.

Summertime walking requires loose and lightweight clothing, with a focus on staying cool so you don’t overheat. Take a sunhat to protect your face and head, plenty of water to drink, and sunscreen to reapply at regular intervals. Take a waterproof jacket for those summer showers, and remember that temperatures will be cooler if you are walking in the hills, so pack an extra layer or two.

In autumn, temperatures start to drop again, so it is wise to follow a similar checklist to that for your winter walks. Remember that the long, light evenings of summer quickly slip away during the autumn – don’t be caught out by the shortening days; carry a torch and plan your walks carefully.

Check the Weather

Understanding and responding to weather conditions is essential to your own comfort and safety. Check main sources of weather information when planning your walk, especially the UK Met Office, and check on the day you plan to walk for any updates. Weather changeability is most marked in hill and mountain areas, so it is important to have a good idea of the weather you might expect.

Wherever you are, you can walk in all weathers, as long as you are well prepared.


Check the forecast

If you are hill or mountain walking, the UK Met Office supplies a specialist Mountain Weather Forecast covering the Lake District, the Peak District, the Yorkshire Dales, the Northwest and Southwest Highlands, North Grampian, South Grampian and Southeast Highlands, the Mourne Mountains, the Brecon Beacons and Snowdonia. Forecasts are issued in the afternoon before 6pm, then updated in the early hours before 6am, to cover a full 24 hours as well as a brief outlook over the next three days.






rambler profiles

Louise Trewern

Louise Trewern discovered a love of walking when looking for ways to manage chronic pain. Walking for health benefits turned into walking for enjoyment – so much so, that Louise and her wife, Karen, set up their own Ramblers Wellbeing Walks group in Newton Abbot, Devon.

1. How did you first get into walking?

I started walking for health reasons about 3 years ago. I have arthritis and fibromyalgia and for many years I was on strong painkillers. I eventually had to give up work and was becoming less and less engaged with daily life. I went into hospital to come off high-dose prescription opioids (strong pain medications) and while I was in there the consultant said, ‘In order to manage the effects of withdrawal, you should pace the ward, it will trigger endorphins – the body’s natural pain killers!’

I was amazed that it worked, so when I got home, my wife Karen and I would drive out to somewhere flat like Teignmouth sea front to walk. At first I had a wheelie walker but gradually progressed to walking sticks, then walking poles and now I don’t use any aids. I left hospital weighing 159kg (25 stone) and not very active, however we walked every day and gradually I built up my fitness and I lost weight.
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I wanted to set up a walking group for people who live with pain and/or disability and long-term health conditions and Karen suggested we use the Ramblers framework! That’s when we met Tom from Active Devon and completed our walk leader training, then set up our walk at Decoy Country Park with the help of Chrissy from Teignbridge District Council and we meet every Thursday morning rain or shine. On a good week we will have as many as 14 walkers and they come for the friendship and social interaction as much as the wildlife and nature connection.

2. What is your favourite walk?

It’s difficult to choose because I have so many favourites. I love coast path walks with the stunning scenery, especially on a sunny day, but I also love woodland walks with the abundance of nature and wildlife all around. I discovered how beautiful it is to hug the trees and I don’t care if people laugh. If I had to choose a favourite it would have to be the circular walk known as Bolt Head walk near Salcombe, which takes in the breathtaking views of the sea framed by rugged cliffs!

3. What is your top rambling tip?

Always have two things in your rucksack: a waterproof coat and hat because the weather is unpredictable, and a sit mat which gives just enough cushioning on hard stone or metal seats and is toasty warm in winter!

Lahari Parchuri

Lahari moved to Sheffield from Hyderabad, India, to study an MBA at Sheffield Hallam University, where she joined the Sheffield 20s & 30s Ramblers’ Association walking group.

1. How did you first get into walking?

I didn’t really get a chance to go out walking
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		36. Windsor to The Savill Garden, Berkshire/Surrey



		37. Seven Sisters, South Downs



		38. Richmond, London



		39. Abbotsbury and Chesil Beach, Dorset



		40. Penderyn, Mid Glamorgan
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