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one last ramble christopher somerville

My dear sister reminded me recently that when I was a 
tiny tot out on a walk, and – she takes pleasure beyond 
measure in telling me – too fat to carry, I would just sit 

down and refuse to budge. A great unanswerable tactic, and one 
that spoiled many a walk for my long-suffering mother. If only 
Mum had had Becky Jones and Clare Lewis’s brilliant new book, 
Adventure Walks for Families in and around London, she could 
have outgunned me with ease. The beauty about this handy little 
treasure, one of Frances Lincoln’s growing series of excellent 
pocket-friendly walking guidebooks, is that it is stuffed to the 
gunwales with handy hints and clever ruses to get children 
walking and keep them happy, playful and leaping about while 
they are at it. 

As a boy I recall whittling sticks for fishing rods and making 
forked twigs into catapults – rather pathetic ones, using my 
elastic garters (remember those?) for the twangy bit. But how I’d 
have loved to have brought armfuls of stingers home to make 
nettle soup, as Becky and Clare suggest, or to dig for buried 
treasure in the mud of a great city’s river bank. How my anarchic 
little boy’s spirit would have thrilled to the challenge of smearing 
my face with chalk on Uffington Castle and ‘dancing wildly 
around the hill making loud and scary noises’. This is the sort 
of stuff to give the troops, especially if they are feeling a bit 
rebellious and contrary-like. 

If only being a keen walker was something you passed 
on genetically to your offspring. But it just isn’t. My Dad 
loved nothing better than a 15-mile hike into the teeth of 
a Black Mountains wind, with naught but a 
cheese Ryvita and a wrinkly apple for 
sustenance. I hated all of it until I 
was free to fall in love with it 
on my own account. And did 
I heed that lesson once I 
had children of my 
own? Not a 
chance. They 
still tease me 
about 
chilblain 
yomps, about 
hearty stride-

outs through stair-rod downpours, about enduring my ‘All 
together now!’ sing-songs – always the sign of a desperate parent 
who’s losing the plot with the car nowhere in sight.

I think our children began to enjoy their walks once we had 
wised up to the fact - simple-seeming now, but oh so painfully 
learned back then – that walking doesn’t have to Do You Good. 
We tried not to mention the ‘W’ word. ‘We’re going down by the 
lake to do some fishing,’ or ‘We’re off to find some fossils on the 
hill,’ rather than ‘We’re Going For A Walk And You’re Damn 
Well Coming!’ We learned to take friends along, ones who liked 
getting muddy and a bit bloody. We bribed shamelessly (a pocket 
full of nice crunchy or sweety-ish treats doubles the mileage and 
halves the whineage – scientific fact). And we stopped whenever 

they wanted to, to dam a stream or climb a tree, snack on 
blackberries or have a sword-fight. When they got to the Bloody 
Teenager stage, family walks were abandoned (‘God! Why should 
I? You can’t make me!’ … SLAM!). But now they ring up from 
their jobs and busy lives, and ask if we’d like to go walking with 
them. The wheel has turned, as it tends to do. 

You don’t have to live in London, or anywhere near it, to get a 
huge amount of fun and help out of Adventure Walks for 

Families. The ideas, the wizard wheezes and jolly japes 
collected here are applicable wherever you live and go 
walking. There should be such a little book of wonders 
for every major city in the land - a godsend for parents 
battling to get the Wellingtons on a pair of crossly 

kicking little feet as the familiar mantra trickles out 
tearfully once more: ‘I – hate – walking! It’s – 
BOR – ing!’

Not no more, it ain’t.
Adventure Walks for Families 

in and around London by 
Becky Jones and Clare 

Lewis is published 
by Frances 
Lincoln (www.

franceslincoln.
com), £8.99.

Less walking, more kidding around
As a parent, Christopher Somerville faced an uphill struggle encouraging his children to share his 
passion for rambling. But with the ingenious suggestions of new book, family walks need never be 

“I hated going walking until I was free to fall in love with it on my own account.  
But did I heed that lesson once I had children of my own? Not a chance.”


