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A “Bucket List” Dream Fulfilled
I’ve been keeping a “bucket list” for many years, of places I want to go, activities to try, groups to join, new music to learn, volunteering I have to do before I no longer can—meaning “dead.”

On my list was something I wanted to accomplish before I turned the big 7-0 in July—hike across England, from one coast to the other—the Irish Sea to the North Sea, approximately 190 miles. I had always imagined England to be gently rolling hills, but the brochure rated this hike as 4+ on a scale of 1-5. It was supposed to be strenuous but I didn’t believe it. I was wrong.
We were a congenial group of 8: Annette from Israel, Gayle from Canada, and Mary from Florida. These women were in amazingly good shape—close to my age—and I was worrying about being 70?? There were two couples in their 40’s: Alan and Lindsay, both attorneys from Washington D.C., and Ed, a geologist, along with his wife, Joan, from Orange County. All had done a lot of hiking except for Alan, with the jelly belly who didn’t exercise, but was dragged by Lindsay who didn’t understand “No.” 
Our guide, Hugh—a true British stereotype—stern, humorless (except after a few drinks), was a veritable encyclopedia of  English history, and—get this—he was 77 years old! And, he had guided this hike for Wilderness Travel, 42 times!

He introduced us to Peter, (or “Peetah,” as he pronounced it), our driver, a really sweet fellow from London who was quite manic—never stopped moving or talking. He was to meet us at the end of each day’s hike with a blue van, and drive to our B&B’s tucked in tiny hamlets along the way.

I would be rooming with Mary—easygoing, non-judgmental, kind, and adaptable to our differences in bedtime rhythms and routines, and much better organized. She was a bit prim and “cultured,” which was especially obvious when we washed and hung out our underwear: her longish, lacy, silky panties bespoke of New England wealth, while my plain, white cotton bikinis yelled “lower class Boyle Heights.” I also realized I’d have to replace my usage of the “F” word with “darn.”

Our first day began in Ravenglass in the Lake District, the moutainous National Park with about forty lakes. We were all dressed in raingear, for the clouds were drippy. Peter dropped us off at the edge of the Irish Sea, where we each selected a stone to be thrown into the North Sea, at the end of our trip. By then the day was happy sunshine.
Today’s hike was a six mile “warm-up,” to introduce us to what was to come: the path was rocky, slushy, steep and grassy. We passed through sheep and cow pastures, and expanses of the freshest, brightest, baby green grass I had ever seen. Along with the sheep and cows were their droppings: pellets, plops, drips, piles and pods. They fascinated me so much that I took photos. I guess that was the defining moment of introducing myself to the group— their looks said it all!    
At the end of the day, my feet were smiling in my new boots which I had worn every day, all day, for two weeks before the trip—not a single blister.
In the morning, our English breakfast of eggs, “bangers,” or sausages, as we call them, bacon, ham and scones was not quite what I could deal with, although they did have yogurt, fresh fruits, cheeses and granola which made my tummy happy. I actually “secretly” smuggled away extra breakfast foods each day to eat at lunch time, for lunches were not included in our trip price.

Our July 4th hike was more characteristic of the days to come. The ten mile hike had steep climbs on jagged rocks, mud, slimey ups and downs, and it tested out my Gore-Tex boots when crossing the smooth, slippery rocks in ankle deep streams. Wildflowers popped up along the way in shocking pinks, yellow puffs and fields of delicate white “cow parsley,” also known as Queen Ann’s lace. 
Rock walls enclosed the immense green grazing areas that stretched in all directions, and created wiggly, square and triangular-shaped puzzle pieces. The soft, new green had an indescribable kind of vibrancy that shocked my senses, made me hold my breath.
That evening, Hugh kept us out of the dining room.

“Mates, just a moment, they’re not quite ready for us yet.” 

After a while he said, “Come now, come now, I’m sure you’re a bit ‘peckish’ after our hike.”

A surprise! Red, white and blue streamers, American flags, and tall 4th of July hats decorated the table. We donned our hats, poured the wine, raised and clicked our glasses together and yelled “Happy 4th of July!” There were no fireworks except on my tongue, from the extra, spicey, chicken jerky I had brought, just in case the menu made me gag. 
“Anyone want to try some?” I asked.  

The scrunched up faces signaled their answers, except for Peter who did eat one nugget and proclaimed “It is quite spicey.”
I had some vegetable soup, but the gang kept sneaking looks at me while they drooled over thick steaks, kidney pies and juicy pork chops. And then came the inevitable question: “Well what do you normally eat?”
Each day’s hike usually ended up in a little hamlet of ten or so cottages, one of which was our B&B. Their front yards bloomed in a frenzy of sweet smelling roses, deep purple foxglove, orange marigolds and budding rainbows.                         

The proprietors were extraordinarily friendly and accomodating, although at the first few places, when they guided us to our rooms and explained about breakfast, I had to say “What? Excuse me?” for I couldn’t understand a word. The inns were “adorable”—decorated in flowery wallpaper, many with teddy bears filling every corner, tons of pillows bunched upon the beds, coffee and tea on silver trays with plastic wrapped crumpets, and best of all, heated radiators with bars for hanging clothes to dry. Mary and I did have trouble with every single shower, trying to figure out how to turn on the water, find the right temperature, and aim it in the right direction. Each was different.
Many inns had shelves of hand and body creams, shampoos, soaps, shower caps, perfumes, toothbrushes, toothpaste—beyond what was reasonable. One wonderful convenience I hadn’t expected was the omnipresent hair dryer. 
When I awoke in the morning, Mary had already gone to have her pre-breakfast 7:00 o’clock coffee. I got to the dining room at about 8:00 and the odor of ghastly grease almost did me in, but I held a coffee cup very close to my nose while eating a cheese and “tomahto” sandwich. Hugh suggested we eat well, for we were sure to be “shagged out” at the end of the day.
At meals, Lindsay and Alan usually went into their “comedy act”: Alan would make some pronouncement like, “I actually do a lot of the shopping,” and Lindsay would turn to him in shock like he was nuts, hands on hips, and contradict almost everything he said. He would look sort of shame-faced and back down, “Well, a lot of times.” We could tell it was a game they played and both enjoyed. 
Annette always had a cellphone plastered to her body, which rang on most days, and she also made calls to her daughter, who was running their business in Tel Aviv, renting out vacation homes. At times it was annoying, but she was such a funny, friendly person, no one said anything. 
The day sparkled with sunshine on our third day, as we got into our minibus for the drive to the next site near Wasdale. The hike was about nine miles of very steep ascents and descents on unstable rocks of all shapes and sizes. Going downhill was especially dangerous and required total focus, for each step was really a matter of life and death, or broken bones. It was best to keep a steady rhythm going and not linger on any rock.  
Since we were always looking down, we did stop now and then to look around at the glorious green land spread out below in the huge “forever” spaces. When we approached sheep in the meadows, each group must have had a conductor because they immediately sang out their “b-a-a-a-b-a-a-a,” chorus with sopranos, altos and basses singing in contrapuntal rhythms. 
At lunch, we sat among boulders overlooking a pure aqua lake surrounded by miles of green valley. Everyone had a sack lunch provided by the B&B with ham sandwiches, apples, chips, and sugary drinks. I ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich made in my room before leaving, and my pockets were full of trailmix which I nibbled all day. I had brought a “survival kit” in my luggage, of bags and bags of nuts, energy bars, coffee candies, a jar of peanut butter, and dried fruits. 

The next day I opted not to go on the afternoon hike, and Peter dropped me off in the town of Grasmere where I could get some real contact with Brits. So I people-watched, checked out the small shops, surveyed the products and prices, talked to the shopkeepers, actually interviewed them with lots of questions like “What do you like about living in a small town? What do you do for entertainment? Are you satisfied with the British health and education systems?” All were friendly and seemed to enjoy my interest in their lives. Everything was incredibly expensive in dollars—almost two to one pound—a three ounce bag of dried cranberries to add to my trailmix cost $4.00. In a drugstore, I took photos of strange signs like “soothers and teethers,” “bladder weakness,” “tampons and nappies.” There was a store named “Fat Face” that sold “large” clothes, and other assessories. I spoke with the owner and he said the name came from...hmmm...sorry...I don’t remember. 
Outside, at the single intersection in town, there was a triangular crossing sign with a silhouette of two people bent over, leaning on canes. It said “elderly people.” It’s true! (Peter later told me that elderly people are called “wrinklies.”) A small parking lot had a sign telling people to put their money in the “Honesty Box,” and a red British phone booth advertised email and text messaging.
There were some strange looking teens with hair parted down the center—one half black and the other bright red, sticking straight up or out to the side. They wore striped tights with long socks, some with ripped and shredded jeans, and dangling chains. The girls had thick black-mascaraed lashes, blue and purple eye shadow, and earrings inserted all over their heads. All of the kids had huge brazen tatoos!  

I saw a group of twenty high school kids (no nose rings, spiked hair, or torn jeans). I asked what they were doing.

A long-haired blonde stopped and said, “We’ah ona feldtrip fuh 
geahgrahphy clahss.” 

“Excuse me,” I said, “could you repeat that?” 

More slowly now, after hearing MY accent, she said, “Weah on a field trip for a ge-ah-grah-phy clahss ahnd weah making mahps of all thah stores— thah names ahnd what they sell.”
You have to realize that most of the people in these tiny towns didn’t have clear, clean London accents. I wasn’t the only one from our group who was having trouble. The funniest times were in restaurants when a teenaged waitress would come to the head of the table, and in a high-pitched voice, 90 miles an hour, relate the specials of the day. We’d all look at eachother as if hearing Swahili or Persian. 
“Now mates,” Hugh would explain, “the starters are Poached Duck Egg with Brioche, or Chicken Liver Pate; the main courses are Fillet of Angus beef with Bernaise sauce, or Braised Rabbit with Mustard Mash; the desserts are Eton Mess (crushed meringue, whipped cream and soft fruit,) or Apple Rhubarb and Ginger Crumble with Custard.”
About 4:00 I met Peter at the church and told him I had a “smashing” good time. He said he was “shagged out” from all the errands he had to do. 

For dinner that night, I had an awesome surprise —clean, non-oily baked salmon, salad without gooey dressing, fresh veggies and chocolate ice cream for dessert—what a happy tummy!
In the morning we began a nine mile hike over a trail of rocky, long uphills and downhills, on huge sharp rocks and small rolling pebbles. Everyone in our group used two hiking poles, but one worked fine for me, and it really helped when crossing  rivers, where every stone was unsteady. We had to climb over many, many stiles—wooden boards constructed over the stone walls—some quite shakey and dangerous. Sometimes there were large metal gates, or strange slots between the walls with a door you would open, end up inside a narrow box, then open a door on the other side to get out. I guess they built these contraptions because they thought the sheep would be smart enough to escape. 
I found a sheep skull sitting on a wall and jumped up to grab it. Hugh gave me a silent incredulous look, and Joan gasped “You’re going to take that with you?” Mary asked, “Why do you want that filthy thing?” Peter said, “You’ll probably not get it through customs.” Well, it now sits on a shelf next to a jawbone I collected in Mongolia, with embedded jagged teeth and a handfull of loose ones. The landscape there had leg, skull and other strange bones all over the place, but I had to control myself from bagging too many. The sheep skull also sits next to a wart hog tusk from Uganda, and once I had a piranha jaw caught when fishing in Peru, but it was too fragile and ultimately disintegrated.
While hiking, we changed partners finding out bits and pieces of eachother’s lives—Alan loved golf, Joan and Ed had led hikes for many years, Gayle had a gang of grandchildren, and Mary had a terrible divorce, with her ex’s family making life miserable. They were the nextdoor neighbors at her summer house in Maine. 
Sometimes I walked with Hugh at the front in order to ask questions. After a few days I said, “If I bug you too much just tell me and I’ll stop.” “You bug me,” he said. I got the message.

Sometimes I just lagged behind to enjoy the quiet and beauty, and sometimes I sang songs because my heart was exploding with joy, wanting to burst open, to scream, to shout. I held it all in and focused on inhaling the splendor of that spot on our planet, but I couldn’t keep that up for long...
*******************
Day 6: Patterdale to Burnbanks, 10 miles with a steep ascent.

Today was hard, and easy. The hard part was straight uphill on mushy grass that was so slippery I couldn’t make any progress. I ended up traversing side to side, sort of like skiing up a hill, and at the top, the wind almost blew me over. It was freezing, but only for a short while. We were lucky again—no rain, just “sunshine on my shoulders.” The view from the top of that mountain, looking down upon wiggling trails and indigo lakes, just thrilled my soul. 
We had to shove our way through fields of scratchy, shoulder-high, “bracken,” and the wildflowers exploded out of  the earth like fireworks gone crazy. Trying to photograph the shocking beauty, I was frustrated, for my camera kept saying “Needs batteries.” I did have an extra set in my luggage, so hopefully the blossoms would stay around for a while.
Annette and I had fun together, for we both enjoyed hearing strange British words and usually ended up in giggles—especially the day Peter told us about the “wrinklies.” She also spoke Yiddish, so we used phrases sometimes that no one else understood—our secret connection.
Day 7: an easy hike, over such glorious meadows that I could feel tremendous pressure building inside me to release the joy. I finally couldn’t stand it any longer and with all my might, I JUST SCREAMED!  Hugh came over and said “You’re disturbing the sheep! Please try to control yourself!”
I tried to hold together by singing—“You are my Sunshine,” “Baa baa black sheep,” “Today, while the flowers still cling to the vine,” (that was the song Marv and I always sang when we hiked), but I still felt like screaming.

I changed the batteries on my camera and it stopped yelling at me, so I got some good shots. Six of us opted out of the afternoon hike, and Mary and I, Ed and Joan went to the launderette. Washing clothes was much “funner” in England, trying to figure out where the coins went and how many to put in. Joan had a Kindle and showed me the incredible amount of books it could hold—about 1000! Awesome!
Day 8 to Richmond: 11 ½ miles of meadows, sunshine, sheep, sheep, sheep, and about 25 stiles to cross over. The tiny towns hanging over hillsides were of rock and bricks—mostly gray, but some did have bright trims of blue, red or green.

I just waltzed along today, swinging my pole and arms, bouncing over the trails with such a sense of freedom, space, and connection with the world. How lucky I am. Huge machines powering down the fields entranced me, as they mowed down the grass, rolled it into huge circles leaving long, wide, bare swaths behind them. I’ve always been fascinated with machinery like steam shovels and cherry pickers. Maybe someday I’ll get a chance to sit in one and work all those levers!
At dinner that night, while discussing politics in England and the U.S., we found out that Lindlay and Alan were Republicans! Although no one else revealed their party, we didn’t touch upon that subject ever again.

Our room that night was the worst of the whole trip with hardly any room to walk around the beds, and nowhere to unpack. It was a dumb room! Even worse, Mary’s alarm accidentally went off at 5:00AM, and the next two hours were agony. When I finally got up, I announced, “Don’t talk to me, I’m in a foul mood.” 
Then something horrendous happened that made me realize what  really mattered in life: Gayle got a phone call— her grandson had been piloting a plane—and he crashed. 

We were all in shock, speaking sadly and quietly, trying to imagine what Gayle must be feeling. She had to leave, of course, and Hugh and Peter decided to drive her to the train station, instead of having her go in a cab, alone. We didn’t get to speak with her— she just waved at us as we left in our van for the trailhead. Hugh thought it would be nice to send her flowers, so we all contributed to the fund.
It was hard to enjoy hiking that day, and we all discussed friends, and family members whom we had lost. But most of all, we spoke of how horrible and unfair it was to have your child die before you.

The day sort of matched how we were feeling, for it was drizzling tears, and the narrow paths were lined with stinging nettles. I was paranoid, trying to make myself as small and thin as possible, weaving back and forth to avoid the spikey needles. When someone’s hand or face was attacked, Hugh tore off some of the nettle’s leaves, and squeezed milky liquid out of them, to soothe the itching.
Adding more to the negative day, my camera continued to say “Change batteries,” even after I had. And when Hugh told me that I didn’t have to share a room anymore, I could have Gayle’s room, my feelings were so very conflicted.

It continued to drizzle, but ultimately, the sun splayed over the green meadows, the wildflowers, the sheep and cows. In shaded lanes, green velvet moss clung to the rock walls, and my fingers smiled while caressing the softness and wetness. I kept thinking about Gayle’s grandson who would never again enjoy the earth’s treasures, and wondered why time didn’t stop for even a moment, to commemorate his death.
That night we walked into an Indian restaurant and inhaled the tantalizing aroma of curry. The meal was sensually delicious filling my eyes with spicey tears, my mouth with sweetness, tartness and grainey textures. The portions were so huge, the leftovers could have fed a city.

It was pleasant having my own room—I could be disorganized, leave clothes all over the place. I could keep the light on, read as late as I wanted, and not worry about making noise when going to the bathroom. But I did think of Gayle, and I missed her.

The next day we visited an abandoned monastary that had been opened to the public. We saw the monk’s simple cells, and postings of their rigid, daily schedules: 7:00PM, bedtime; 2:00AM, prayers; 5:00AM, worktime; 6:00AM, breakfast; 7:00AM, prayers, and more work, and more prayers...
They did have running water, but used chamber pots that were emptied out the window into the streets. Each monk had an upstairs weaving room, but like prisoners, their food was pushed through a slot in the door, and they never saw another person except on Sundays.
On the afternoon hike, we saw young men in olive colored shirts, with picks and shovels, working on the paths. Some of us thought they were prisoners, but they turned out to be volunteers from the military, fulfilling part of their duties. We also met a woman from Wales, about 60ish, who started the Coast to Coast walk four years ago, but had fallen and broken her wrist. She decided that before she died, she wanted to complete it. It impressed me that she was doing it alone.

After complaining to all about my dead camera, Ed dug into his backpack and gave me some magical batteries that worked! I was in business again after feeling so naked, so impotent to capture all the unbearable beauty. Trying to make up for all the lost shots, I really lagged behind today. My shoelaces had needed re-tying, and I also had to scout around to find some privacy to “relieve myself.”  
Our B&B that night was a structure added atop an old, old building. The floor slanted so much I felt dizzy, and held onto the walls when I walked. It only had a bathtub, so for the first time on the trip I savored the luxury of a long, hot soak. My room was up an extremely narrow circular staircase, and right above the bar. I worried that it would be very noisy, but it wasn’t.

Day 13: A really easy 11 mile sunny walk. We passed through a dark forest with trees 
overhanging willowy ferns. It reminded me of the Sierra Madre hiking trails back home, and I actually started feeling ready to return. While singing “Marching to Pretoria,” Lindlay and Mary surprised me by joining in.

We lunched at a tiny, outdoor cafe. I sat at a round table with Lindlay, Alan and Annette. Lindlay spoke of how worried she was about her daughter losing so much weight, starting to look anorexic. I asked some questions about her daughter’s personality: was she perfectionistic? did she need to be in control? could she eat with others watching? Lindlay asked why I knew so much about the psychological aspects, and I shared the story about my daughter who had anorexia when she was 12, and spent a year in the hospital. She did recover and actually got her Ph.D. in psychology.
Our last dinner together was a cheesy something or other, with chicken rolls, followed by chocolate ice cream. Hugh must have been drunk, for he was raving, telling stories on and on and on. After watching Alan down his three glasses of wine every night, I asked him if he was worried about being an alcoholic. He said he was “normal,” and all the others agreed! I guess I’m weird.  
I’m also so sick and tired of having to sit down to eat three times a day, and listen to everyone make such an issue over each menu, each course, each gooey dessert.

When the meal was over, Hugh made special comments about everyone in our group: Lindsay’s laughter, Alan’s great appetite, Ed’s help with closing all the gates to the meadows, and to me, he said—“You made me see the world in a different way.” 

The morning’s hike to Robin Hood’s Bay in the North Sea was spectacular, and upon hearing seagulls screeching, and viewing the vastness of the ocean, I was reminded of home. We dipped our toes into the water, threw the stones collected from the Irish Sea, into the North Sea, popped open a bottle of champagne, and we all congratulated eachother for completing the challenge of hiking coast to coast across England.

I gazed out into that enormous cobalt blue space, and far, far away spied a tiny white speck—a boat; a sailboat; only one sailboat where there should have been hundreds. I don’t consider myself to be religious or “spiritual,” but I shivered upon seeing it, for I knew my darling Marv would have wanted to sail over and share this journey. And I wanted to believe it was him—coming to be with me—on this very last day.

