
  Introduction


  The bus wheezed and hissed as it pulled up alongside Portpatrick's tiny harbour. The journey from Stranraer had been short and would have been entirely uneventful had the driver not driven via the depot so that someone else could take the wheel, and so that we could all admire an ancient petrol pump just inside the depot canopy.


  Alighting from the bus, a man in his mid thirties casually swung his large rucksack over his shoulders with ease and strode purposefully off the vehicle, casting an appreciative nod to the driver as he went.


  I nonchalantly tried to follow, struggling to stay upright under the weight of my pack and watching in horror as my walking poles clattered all over the bus floor. Scrabbling to pick them up, an eighteen year old girl waited for me to get off like I was some ninety year old man who couldn't walk properly. She seemed quite surprised, and perhaps secretly thrilled, when I offered to let her jump off first whilst I tried to hoist 17kg of weight on to my back.


  Even on the pavement things seemed little better as I had to empty out half the pack's contents to find such essentials as the map, camera, sun cream and a shiny green apple. Frantically trying to sort myself out, it finally all began to sink in. I was here. This was the start. After months of planning, I was finally about to walk the Southern Upland Way.

  


  Tell someone you're going off to Scotland to do the Southern Upland Way and they'll probably look at you rather blankly before starting to tell you about Great Aunt Mabel's recent hip operation. Even in walking circles, it's not exactly a well known trail.


  To give you some idea of its popularity, the Southern Upland Way walker has a choice of just two guide books. In contrast, anyone opting to walk Wainwright's Coast to Coast can take their pick of hundreds, in all manner of languages. Even the tiny walking route that is the Cumbria Way has three guide books, and, unlike the Southern Upland Way, neither of those two are official long distance walking routes, recognised and protected by law.


  Opened in 1984, the Southern Upland Way is one of Scotland's four long distance walking routes and the only official coast to coast path in Britain. Its 212 mile journey connects the tiny village of Portpatrick in the west with the equally tiny village of Cockburnspath in the east, taking the walker across the southern part of the country in order to get there. It's an exhilarating adventure. If you've heard of it anyway.


  That said, the first time I heard of the Southern Upland Way, it didn't exactly leap out at me screaming "This one must be walked!"


  "Oh my word, have a look at this," Catherine had proclaimed whilst perusing a weighty tome optimistically entitled "Walking in Britain". "Just look at the distances," she exclaimed.


  "First day 23 miles," I read, raising my eyebrows only to see them go even higher when I saw day three was 24 and day seven was 30. Of the nine day itinerary given, only two days were below 20 miles in length. The Southern Upland Way was clearly for the sadist who liked nothing more than rising at 5am and walking for 15 hours non-stop before collapsing in exhaustion at 9pm with a cry of "Man, that hit the spot!" moments after downing a double whisky.


  Looking into it a bit further, the reason for the long distances was due to there being a limited amount of accommodation on the route. Clearly not many people were actually going to do 30 mile days and the authors of "Walking in Britain" had seemed blissfully unaware of the fact that the route had a network of bothies, or that many B&Bs would offer walkers lifts to and from the path. And then there was the camping option. With wild camping legal in Scotland, the weary walker with a tent and enough food could just pitch up at a handy location and have a good night's rest.


  It all seemed rather intriguing, but even so I wasn't likely to have the 2-3 weeks needed to do it properly any time soon and I put the information to one side in my brain. Which is where it would have stayed had it not been for one day in January 2009 when it was announced that my job would be moving from London to new offices in the North West of England. Suddenly the office was being filled with maps of Salford, photos of the Lake District and a never ending parade of people "just popping in" to tell me how great it was to live somewhere that wasn't London.


  Like everyone else in my team, Catherine and myself had a choice to make. Did we want to move or not? Keep my job and get a bigger house but leave all our friends behind whilst Catherine tried to find work up north? Or stay in London in our little house with Catherine still in her job but me having to find a new way to bring the cash in. Our Manchester based parents got excited at the prospect of Catherine and myself returning home, but their hopes were to be dashed. For various reasons the idea of leaving the capital was about as enticing as walking 30 miles from St Mary's Loch to Melrose in one day. London was where we'd stay.


  The office move (and my unemployment) was due to happen in June 2011 and I quickly decided that after 11½ years of continuous employment with the same company, I might as well take the summer off before looking for a new job. That sounded like a seriously good plan and just left the pressing question of what to do with my free time.


  I fancied a bit of a walking challenge; to do something I wouldn't normally be able to do. Lands End to John O'Groats briefly entered my mind but it seemed a little over the top. And then a certain stored memory started bubbling away, trying to get my attention.


  Yes. That was the one. The Southern Upland Way. I'd do it properly too. Buy a tent, wild camp and everything.


  I had a plan. Now I just had to work out the details.


  Getting ready


  "I'd like the largest rucksack you've got!" I cried, standing in the basement of a large outdoor shop in a backstreet of London's Covent Garden.


  The shop manager looked at me, momentarily stunned as he attempted to take in my demands, before rushing off to a display stand and plucking off a bright red number.


  "This is the largest we have," he said, showing me its eighty litre capacity and the fancy looking set of straps and padding that provided an odd looking pivoting back system. "It moves as you move," he explained, "so it distributes the weight in the most comfortable way!"


  Sliding the straps on I stood in the shop bending over, shuffling myself from side to side, feeling as the pack moved around in a most pleasing way.


  "Feels amazing," was my understatement.


  "Yes. And we might have it in black as well!" he said before heading into the stockroom and heading out again empty handed. "Ah. Nope. Red's all there is I'm afraid."


  "Red it is then."

  


  Having done a fair few walking routes I had packing for a trip down to a tee. I'd even got a spreadsheet with a sample list of things to take on it; put in the number of nights away and it would work out exactly what I'd need. I had outfits for all walking occasions (except formal), a draw full of socks and a good pair of boots. There were even some t-shirts that would apparently not smell much when dirty, and therefore would need less washing. The top of my wardrobe was full of rucksacks of various sizes and I'd more pairs of walking gloves than I knew what to do with.


  Had I been planning on doing the Southern Upland Way like any other walking trip, I would have been absolutely sorted. But my desire to do it camping brought a whole new level of equipment needs.


  The first thing to sort out was the basics, especially sleeping accommodation. I'd already turned down an offer of my parents’ pop-up tent deciding it would be far too heavy and bulky to fit in my pack. A three man tent, it may have been spacious and easy to put up, but it was designed for people travelling by car rather than someone carrying it on their back. After much trawling of the internet, reading reviews and being amazed at how badly designed many tents aimed at hikers seemed to be, I opted for a lightweight Terra Nova tent that was relatively small and weighed less than a kilogram. Unfortunately it was also bright red, but at least I'd be able to find it easily. And it would match the rucksack too.


  The sleeping bag was another set of decisions. Catherine's parents had some I could borrow but would I need a three season bag or would just two seasons do? What kind of temperatures would I be facing on the Southern Upland Way anyway? It would be summer, but how cold would it get overnight? In the end I went for the lighter one, adding in a silk liner which would, by all accounts, add extra warmth.


  What went under the sleeping bag brought another range of questions. Simple sleeping mat? Self-inflating mattress?


  The sleeping mat idea took me back to my childhood when, on camping holidays, my sister and myself would be despatched into small tents by ourselves whilst my parents slept in the luxury of the trailer tent. Air beds were a luxury we rarely had, ending up sleeping on a simple foam mat instead. The memories weren't great and the thought of spending up to three weeks on one after a hard day's walking filled me with dread. A self-inflating mattress it was, although then was the question of which one. I spent nearly an hour in one shop looking at a series of mats that all seemed to look absolutely identical but at vastly different prices.


  Even things like cooking proved to be anything but simple. Meths stove or gas was the first decision. I had no idea. All I knew was that mentioning meths to anyone would see them automatically assuming that I was taking the idea of my looming unemployment so badly that I was planning on sitting on a park bench with a bottle of purple liquid. In the end I went with meths pretty much on the basis that the one person Trangia Mini stove came with a saucepan and a frying pan and all packed inside itself neatly. Plus there was a cute looking matching kettle.


  The stove purchase also solved another problem  what would I do about plates and things? The answer was simple: why bother? If I needed a plate the tiny 8" frying pan would suffice, and the single person saucepan was just the right size to double up as a bowl. Sorted. The question of what to eat with was just as easy. Whilst staring at expensive ultralight titanium knife and fork sets, trying to decide whether they'd be a better choice than a plastic spork, I realised I had a cupboard full of cheap metal cutlery that was lightweight and wouldn't cost a penny.


  Wandering round outdoor shops seemed to pose more equipment questions. I'd spend far too much time staring at freeze-dried meals, mugs and bright orange plastic shovels. Should I get the silicone mug, the titanium one or the el-cheapo blue metal thing? Would I be wise to buy a collapsible washing up bowl? What about a mallet in order to hit the pegs in? And indeed what kind of spare pegs should I buy? And frankly, did I need any of it?


  Everything I amassed went into a box in the spare bedroom which was filling up rapidly. A trip to the supermarket saw me buy far more food than I'd ever be able to carry, and some it I probably would never want to eat anyway. Catherine's dad Mike warned me against taking Pot Noodles, telling me that he'd done that on a walking trip once and found it thoroughly depressing. To me they seemed bad enough even when eating them in a house, never mind as sustenance after walking 15 miles. Anyway, their firm plastic pot would mean they wouldn't pack very well, but even so I'd still somehow ended up popping a packet of prawn flavoured instant noodles in my bag along with various packets of pasta and rice.


  As the box began to fill up, the thought of carrying it all in my new rucksack seemed to fill me with dread. Despite my attempts to pack light, it all looked incredibly heavy.


  I took to weighing everything, and making some harsh decisions. I had two pairs of walking trousers, one which turned out to be three times as heavy as the other. The answer there was simple. Wear the heavy pair during the day and save the lighter ones as a spare. And why take pyjamas when I could wear normal t-shirts in bed?


  In the end I got the whole thing down to about 18kg but even then it was a lot, and every time I tried the pack on I'd spend a substantial amount of time staggering round the house trying to walk properly whilst wearing it. One thing was certain; based on the weight I'd be carrying alone, this was going to be one serious challenge.


  There were other things to think about too, like when exactly was I going to set off. My work leaving date had been set for the middle of June and after much thought I opted to head off straight away. Why waste time hanging around for a few weeks? Might as well get up there and start walking. I booked train tickets to travel on the Sunday after my leaving do and began to watch the calendar as the days flew by.


  With my tickets booked and a work-free summer approaching, nothing would be able to stop me.


  Portpatrick to Stranraer


  10 miles


  Frankly Portpatrick is a pain to get to by train. Tucked away in a remote corner of Scotland, it's just over a hundred miles from Carlisle, but to get there you have to go to Glasgow and head back down south again.


  After that you're on the bus. It's about three and a half hours of travelling, including running across Stranraer at top speed to try to get to the bus stop from the railway station in about seven minutes because the two are half a mile apart.


  Of course I'd have to get there from London. Nearly ten hours of travelling fun if all the connections worked out all right.


  Sounded awful to me, so instead I'd taken the London to Glasgow sleeper and snoozed my way through that journey before boarding a rickety train to Stranraer with faded seats and décor that looked like it hadn't been cleaned since the 1990s.


  This did of course mean that I'd arrived at Portpatrick at lunchtime. I mean, who starts walking a long distance footpath just before their midday meal?


  To be fair I had considered staying the night in the village so that I could check out Portpatrick's sights. The drawbacks of this plan became more than apparent on seeing the place. It was very nice looking  quaint, gaily painted buildings and a lovely harbour  but seeing the sights would probably take about fifteen minutes. And that would include the time taken to read the information board next to the cliffs.


  Either way, after so many hours on tubes, trains and buses, I was more than ready to get going and I headed to the North Harbour where a grandly named "Information Shelter" (so called for its ability to provide shelter to anyone wanting information presumably) marked the starting point of the Southern Upland Way.


  The sea crashed around the rocks near the harbour as I stood silently looking out. Somewhere over there was Northern Ireland. I couldn't get there. Not without a ferry anyway. And besides, I needed to go in the other direction. The sun was shining, the seagulls were squawking and my feet were itching to set off. Stay the day in Portpatrick? No way. Not even to check out the award-winning seafood restaurants.


  Hang on. Award-winning seafood restaurants you say?

  


  It doesn't seem to be possible to create a coast to coast walking route without including a good, exhilarating cliff-side walk at either end, and the Southern Upland Way certainly did not disappoint as I climbed the rocky steps out of Portpatrick. Even better, it got the near obligatory golf course out-of-the-way very quickly too. For just as a cliff-side path is important, so too is it vital that all long distance paths take in at least one golf course at some point in their journey (preferably two just to make sure). The Southern Upland Way's creators had got theirs in right from the start and I gave them an appreciative nod as I walked past.


  A little way on, the path came down to the first of two little coves. The first, Port Mora, offered the first chance to do the compulsory "dipping of the boots in the sea" thing that all such coast to coast walks need to start and end with. Standing on the beach, I watched the Irish Sea water enthusiastically soak the leather of my boots.


  Neighbouring Port Kale then offered some history, marking the spot where the first telegraph cable was laid between Britain and Ireland in 1852. Amazingly lasting until 1983, the pole marking the cable end still stood, as did the small cable house now all boarded up.


  Port Kale also provided the first true obstacle of the walk. Up in the cliffs was a staircase cut into the rock, with each step being uneven and unequal. Some required small steps, others huge strides. And still more came with an additional challenge, angled as they were at around 45 degrees. Several times I had to resort to hauling myself up using the chain handrail, doing my best not to slip as the waves crashed noisy on the pointed rocks below.


  The path now bounced along sheep-filled fields, the sun shining down as the Killantringan Lighthouse came into view in its isolated spot high on the cliffs. Off in the distance, two ferries passed each other silently; one heading for Ireland, the other to Stranraer; and with a view of Killantringan Bay, the path seemed to take a decision. Enough dilly-dallying it declared! Enough of this aimless wandering around the Scottish coast line! We've got a job to do. A country to cross! Inland I say, inland!


  Now if only inland had been quite as visually stunning as the coastline. Indeed, leaving those cliff-side views was enough of a wrench as it was, but became even more so as I was guided a long a plethora of tarmacked lanes linking a string of farms. Every so often the farm roads were replaced by such excitement as a main road which the Way would dutifully deposit me on for a short stretch, allowing me the chance to check out the variations in local council road paving, just in case I was getting a little bored.


  White houses were dotted around at random intervals, one with a sign outside telling everyone it was up for sale, and listing its many benefits. Four bedrooms, two reception rooms, sun lounge, extensive garden, the list just kept on going. But as a house selling strategy, it seemed to be rather lacking; hidden away up a quiet lane, chances were that few people other than Southern Upland Way walkers would ever see it. And how many of them would be looking to buy a house so early in their trip? I put my wallet away and walked on by.

  


  "Ultreia!" proclaimed a small plaque on a waymark post.


  In a welcome break from the seemingly endless tarmac, I was on Broad Moor walking along a path surrounded by heather in all manner of hues: golden, red, burned to a cinder. And now I had to be on the lookout. The plaque was there to inform me that I should keep my eyes peeled. That I should be getting "on with my quest". My quest to find a nearby kist.


  The whole thing was started in 2002 when a series of 13 pieces of artwork know as "kists" were subtly hidden across the whole of the Way. Each kist was basically a little treasure chest, individually designed by a different artist. Find it, open it up and the walker would see a pile of coins known as Waymerks. Get yourself all 13 and you'd have yourself a hoard.


  Over time the original Waymerks ran out, and the kists began to decay but in 2010 the concept was restarted. A new hoard had been minted, and all I had to do was find the first one. An explanatory leaflet had told me that the kist would be somewhere nearby; just a few paces from the route. You'd never need to dig, just keep your eyes peeled. The Ultreia plaque would let you know there was one nearby.


  With eyes firmly glued to the ground I set off on the hunt, scanning all around the area trying to find something that looked out-of-place. I must have looked quite a sight to the three cross country runners who chose this moment to pass me, but my attention was all to no avail. Wherever the first kist was, who knows. I certainly couldn't find it. My quest had been a failure. Disappointed at this setback, all I could hope was that this failure wouldn't somehow be representative of my whole trip.


  Back on the quiet tarmac lanes once more, the Southern Upland Way plodded on. The scenery wasn't up to much, so the wildlife was the principal star. Small birds fluttered in and out of hedgerows, and at one point I turned a corner only to find a roe deer jump out in front of me. Casting a startled glance in my direction, it quickly bounded off, not to be seen again.


  Another main road later and Stranraer came in to view; its mixture of houses, factories and ferry terminals laid out in front of me. Studying my map I could see a campsite just a few kilometres down the road, however it was half three and as I'd only set off at lunchtime I wasn't really in the mood to call it a day just yet.


  The Southern Upland Way skirts round the south of the town, never entering it, but I could see the same campsite could also be accessed a few miles on by taking a turn off in the impressively named "Big Plantation". It would take me a bit longer thanks to needing to get to the other side of Stranraer, but I'd get a lot more tiring road walking out-of-the-way rather than having to do it all in the morning.


  And


  

  

  Connect with Andrew Bowden


  Visit the Rambling Man website:

  ramblingman.org.uk


  Follow on Twitter:

  twitter.com/ramblingmanuk


  Find on Facebook:

  www.facebook.com/pages/Rambling-Man/253196934720776


  Watch on YouTube:

  www.youtube.com/user/ramblingmanorguk
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