
Trail Walking For First Timers - Step 1 - Choose Your Trail 

The first step is simple: to make your choice
as to which trail you'll be doing this year.

You'll probably have heard of some of the major British trails.

Maybe you have one or two in mind, or maybe you are 
completely starting from scratch and are genuinely open minded
about which trail you'd like to do.

Maybe you have no idea which one would suit you best.

Hopefully these resources will help!

I've included:

1. Questions to ask before you decide on a particular long 
distance trail 

2. My best recommendations for first timers (and different 
needs/concerns) and some 'have you thought about this...?' 
suggestions... AND my 'Top 4 Trails for First Timers' VIDEO.
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3. A spreadsheet comparing and rating the main trails by 
different criteria.

4. I've curated a collection of short(ish) YouTube videos on each 
of the main trails so you can browse and get a feel for what the 
trail might be like.

5. And I've linked again to the 'Choose your trail' and 'How to 
Split your trail' PDFs that you may have seen if you signed up for 
my free email series – as these might be handy for ideas, too.

TODAY'S CHALLENGE!

1. Consider the criteria I've listed in this document, look at 
the spreadsheet and watch my Top 4 Trails video.

2. Browse and watch the short videos I've curated on the 
website and see which trail calls to you.

3. DECIDE on your first trail!

4. REPLY and let me know what you've chosen – or ASK me 
for more advice if you still can't decide. 
catherine@londonhiker.com

Catherine
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QUESTIONS TO ASK BEFORE CHOOSING YOUR
FIRST LONG DISTANCE TRAIL

Q. Does the scenery and
location make me
excited?

What a lovely question to
have to consider! But this
for me is one of the key
factors which makes a
great trail.

A particular question for
me is how varied the
landscape is.

For example, does the trail
follow one particular landscape feature (the coast, a river, 
downland) or does it cross through several different types of 
countryside?

Does it go alongside lakes, rivers, through woodland, to the sea? 
Do you get to see hills, mountains? Or is the surrounding 
landscape predominantly flat? Which would you prefer?

Most of all, the trail should make you excited at the prospect.

Later on, I'll share HOW to get a feel for the kind of walking and 
scenery to expect on a trail before you decide on it.
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Q. Do I have enough time to walk it? If not, can the trail be 
split into smaller sections?

If this is your first long distance walk, I recommend opting for 
a week-long walk as your VERY first one. 

If that goes well, then by all means do a 2 week walk for your 
next one!

(Ok... I guess if you really want to do a 2 week walk for your first 
trail, then you CAN as long as you have done plenty of two or 
three day walking trips as practice beforehand! (I have lots of 
ideas for these in Walk Your Weekends).)

Secondly, don't dismiss the idea of completing the trail in stages 
– even for your first one!
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Yes, the idea of completing the trail in one go is appealing. It's a 
great challenge and a fantastic achievement.

BUT...

If this idea is preventing you from starting it at all... then maybe 
it's time to ditch it.

(In fact had a little rant about this in my 'Don't be a hiking 
purist' video).

Instead of waiting until you have three weeks free to complete, 
say, the Pennine Way (because how likely is that to happen, 
really?), why not do it in sections?
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(You can see how longer trails can be split into stages in the 'Do it in 
stages' PDF I've linked.)

This is how I actually did the Pennine Way. 

The other half and I walked it over four years in five trips (it 
would have been four trips but we got snowed in at Byrness - in 
March no less! - before what should have been our final two 
days). 

The good thing about this was that it kept us with a goal to aim 
for – and something to look forward to – in the back of our minds
for a long time.
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You also get to see the trail at many different times of year and 
in different conditions.

You can also add on extras if you like, like we did when we 
walked from Gargrave to Horton-in-Ribblesdale along the 
Pennine Way, then did the remaining two Yorkshire peaks the 
next day (this weekend is one of my favourites so I featured in 
my pack Walk Your Weekends).

My only exception to this recommendation is Wainwright's 
Coast to Coast. There is something so epic about walking from 
one coast to another in one trip that it feels like a huge 
achievement. If you can, I feel that this one would be best done 
all in one epic trip. BUT... if that prospect means you'll never do 
it at all, then by all means do it in stages instead.

Q. Is it a national trail? 

...and a related question:

Q. How difficult is it to navigate on the trail?

In general if you are a first timer
I suggest you consider a
National Trail. These are
usually well signposted with the
acorn symbol (or the thistle in
Scotland). Like this:
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Otherwise, be aware that the trail may not be perfectly 
signposted all the way along. 

Even Wainwright's Coast to Coast which is one of the busiest 
trails in England is not comprehensively signposted (apart from 
a few random ones here and there) because it's not an official 
trail - even though thousands of people every year walk it.

Is your trail marked on the 1;25,000 map as a green dashed 
line with green diamonds? 

Most of the ones you're most likely considering are – and the 
National Trails and major British trails certainly will be - but 
some of the less popular routes may not be - especially if it's a 
more recent creation or an 'unofficial' route.
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For example: 'The Inn Way' series of books describe a set of trail 
routes invented by the author, but the trails are not marked on 
the map because they are unofficial routes.

Similarly the East Highland Way is a relatively new trail in 
Scotland and so isn't marked on the generic maps with green 
diamonds – yet.

Another thing to consider in terms of navigation are the 
natural features that the trail follows. 

Does the landscape vary or does it follow the course of a natural 
feature, like the coast, a river, or a  downland ridge?

I once knew a guy who walked the Pilgrim's Way without a map 
as a challenge. This is not recommended – but since he followed 
the course of the North Downs, so he was able to do it as the 
Downs are fairly noticeable as the surrounding land is flat.

Similarly, the South Downs Way is very easy to navigate because 
the downs stretch ahead of you and there are – in the main - few 
trees to obscure your view. 

The Thames Path follows the river to its source - pretty easy 
right?
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On the other hand, the Pennine Way heads over a lot of 
featureless moorland and foggy and cloudy Pennine hills - you'll 
need to be fairly confident in your navigation skills.

And if your trail goes over fells and mountains (such as the 
Brecon Beacons Way in Wales) then generally speaking you need 
to be much more careful about navigation. 

It's important to note that signage or waymarks tend to be 
non-existent on fells and hills - in the valley or low land, you 
should be fine. 

This can be a big difference from walking in places in Europe 
where high mountain areas are well signposted or routes are 
colour coded with painted marks on rocks, and so on. There is 
none of that in the UK.
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If you're following a route that follows a feature like Hadrian's 
Wall, don't rely on simply walking alongside the Wall. It may not 
be that obvious - and in places, the site of the Wall may be barely
noticeable. 

When all's said and done, if you are not at all confident about 
your navigation ability, a national trail may be the best bet, and a
low level trail will mean that at least if you do veer off track, it's 
an inconvenience rather than a danger.

Q. How popular or busy is the trail – and does that bother 
me?

Some of the long distance paths and trails are extremely popular.
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The busiest include the West Highland Way and the Coast to 
Coast. Unless you are walking at unusual times of the year – like 
winter (and I wouldn't recommend it) - you'll end up on the path
with lots of other people, and end up seeing the same folks again 
and again as the trail progresses. Which could be lovely and 
reassuring, or not, depending on your disposition!

Don't get me wrong - there are plenty of times on even these 
most popular walks where you feel alone, but generally speaking,
there are a lot of people around on these trails. 

If it's important to you to have that feeling of being alone in the 
hills, you might want to consider this as a factor when you 
choose. 

On the other hand, there's a nice sense of cameraderie and 
perhaps it will make you feel safer to know that there'll be 
someone over the hill in a few moments. 

Although, it does make tending to the call of nature in the wild 
much more of a problem... ahem.

Anyway – in the trail comparison spreadsheet, I've rated each of the 
major trails according to how BUSY it is to help you make your decision.
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Q. How strenuous is it?

In the trail comparison spreadsheet I've provided, you'll see a 
column which shows the difficulty rating of some of the main 
British trails, according to the ratings in the UK Trail Walker's 
Handbook, published by the Long Distance Walker's Association 
(LDWA). 

The LDWA have rated trails (entirely subjectively, they admit) as 
either Easy, Average, Challenging, or Very Challenging.

It is really hard to rate trails because different people have a very
different idea of what is easy and what is challenging. 
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Personally? I think they've been a bit over cautious by labelling 
the West Highland Way and Cumbria Way as challenging rather 
than Average. Yes – they are a little bit more challenging than 
some, but I still think these trails are suitable for first timers – so 
don't be put off.

Q. Who will I be walking with, and will the trail suit them, 
too?

Will you be walking alone? With one other person? With a 
group?

Bear in mind that if you are walking with a group that walks 
close together, the walking speed will be slower and therefore 
your distances covered each day may be less. 
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Even if the group are not new to walking, just waiting for each 
other will inevitable make things slower.

In reality, the group may end up splitting and catching up and 
overtaking throughout the day. 

Q. Does the trail pass close to major cities and towns, or does
it head off into the wilderness?

Some trails pass through or close by to major towns – others 
avoid them as much as possible. Proximity to major conurbations
means of course that the walking will be busier, but you also 
have the bonus of better transport links and facilities.
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Q. Which direction will I walk?

Most trails are usually undertaken in the same direction by most 
people.  The Coast to Coast is usually done west to east; West 
Highland Way south to north, and so on. But do pause for a 
moment to question which direction is best for your chosen trail 
– and for you!

• In what direction are most of the guidebooks written?

• Which is the more rewarding ending?

• What makes the most logical sense?

• Ask yourself: do I want to be walking with the flow of 
walkers or against the flow? (Walking the opposite way on a
popular trail will mean you'll be nodding 'hello' many times
a day!).

Generally for first timers I recommend following the 'standard' 
direction of travel (in other words, do it the way everyone else 
does it!).

(If you're planning on doing the South Downs Way - be aware the
South Downs Way path is described in the Aurum Press 
guidebook from east to west but almost everyone recommends 
doing it the other way around).
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Q. How long is an average day on the trail?

Try to find out what the recommended distances are each day. 
Are they 10 miles? 15? Longer?

And have you ever walked this distance before? If not, try it out! 

But if you haven't - don't let it put you off because you can 
practice and train up before your big trail walk.

Q. Does the trail have any alternative routes or loops?

Some trails have spurs or loops, or alternatives to think about. 
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For example, you can finish the North Downs Way two different 
ways. The Pennine Way gives the option of the Bowes Loop, 
taking a detour to the bigger town.

You'll need to consider which option you're going to choose.

You don't have to decide that at this stage, as you'll make a 
decision when you plan your itinerary - but it's useful to know 
about.

Q. Will I have to buy or use any special equipment to do this 
trail?

For the longer trails (2 or 3 weeks) in more challenging areas of 
the country you may want to get some additional equipment 
that you may not currently have. This might include:

• Walking poles
• Gaiters
• Waterproof rucksack liners
• Camping equipment 

This might affect whether you'll be willing to try this trail or not.
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WHAT YOU SHOULDN'T WORRY ABOUT AT
THIS STAGE:

Q. Are there companies that will carry my bags for me on 
this trail?

If you're worrying about this question, honestly, don't worry 
about it. No matter which trail you decide to do, you will always 
be able to find companies to do this for you.
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MY BEST RECOMMENDATIONS FOR X, Y, Z

If you.... Are nervous about NAVIGATION

I suggest... Why?

Dales Way This wonderful low level walk is generally 
fairly easy to navigate. Although it's not a 
National Trail, it follows the river Wharf for the
first few days, the paths are clear and the 
signage is good.

West Highland 
Way

This official trail is a popular route. The paths 
are clear, often on wide tracks, and the route 
obvious. And if you're confused, you can ask a 
fellow walker!

South Downs 
Way

It's a National Trail and it's well signposted. It 
also follows the route of the Downs, so 
navigation is easy. The paths are wide and 
clear.
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If you are... Worried about your FITNESS & do not want to 
walk challenging distances

I suggest... Why?

Thames Path 
(London 
section)

It's flat and if you start with the London 
section, you can walk as little or as much as 
you like with hundreds of opportunities to 
break the walk, finish for the day or take a 
break in a cafe!

West Highland 
Way - 8 day 
itinerary

Usually the West Highland Way is walked in 7 
days but breaking it into an 8 day itinerary 
means you will not have to walk the 18 mile 
day which comes on day 5 of the walk. The 
longest distance you'll have to walk on this 
itinerary is 15 miles on your last day. But by 
then, you'll be fit and capable of achieving this 
distance!

South Downs 
Way

7 of the 8 days you need to walk this are less 
than 13 miles. Only one day is 15 miles.

If you...  Want a FLAT trail with as little ups and down
as possible!

I suggest... Why?

Thames Path It follows the river Thames from it's source to 
the Thames Barrier (or the other way around). 
You can't get much flatter than that!

Peddars Way 
and Norfolk 
Coast Path

This National Trail is located in one of the 
flattest regions in the country and follows the 
coast. There are no hills to climb here!
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If you... Want truly mind blowing SCENERY

I suggest... Why?

West Highland 
Way

It's one of the best trails for a first timer which 
also takes you through some of the most 
wonderful British scenery. It gets better and 
better as you move on, away from the outskirts 
of Glasgow, past Loch Lomond and into the 
West Highlands, making your way towards Fort 
William and Ben Nevis. If you're umming and 
ahhing between THIS and something like the 
South Downs Way or Cotswold Way; trust me, 
you need to choose the West Highland Way. 
This is a wonderful way to experience the 
glorious Highland scenery without having to be 
a hardcore hiker!
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Coast to Coast To be fair I usually wouldn't recommend this 
walk for a first timer; it's a bit too long at 2 
weeks. But I can't not mention it in this section 
as it goes through some of the best of the north 
of England. From the Lake District to the Eden 
Valley , the Yorkshire Dales and the North York 
Moors... it's a tour of some of the best hiking in 
England and the variety factor makes this a 
must do walk (just perhaps not for your very 
first one, unless you've done a lot of practicing 
first...?)

Cumbria Way As the name suggests this takes you through 
the heart of Cumbria and the Lake District. You 
get to see some of the Lake's most iconic and 
picturesque areas and it gives you a wonderful 
taster of this classic National Park beloved of 
hikers everywhere!
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If you... Want to get AWAY from the crowds and feel 
really ALONE in the countryside!

I suggest... Why?

Southern 
Upland Way

My partner walked this and barely saw anyone! 
It's a very quiet area of Scotland for walking. 
Although, it probably isn't suitable for first 
timers due to its length – it takes about 3 weeks 
and there is limited accommodation.

East Highland 
Way

This is a relatively new trail and hasn't reached 
the popularity of trails like the West Highland 
Way yet. 

Glyndwr's Way This is one of the most recent National Trails, 
and again it's very quiet. We walked this a few 
years ago and saw very few people walking it. 

If you... Want the best chance of SUNNY weather

I suggest... Why?

South West 
Coast Path

It's located in the warmest part of Britain! 
Enough said.

South Downs 
Way

On the south east of England, it's more likely to 
have mild weather – although the downs can be
pretty exposed at times!
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Ok so it's time for my own BEST
recommendations for first timers!

Watch my VIDEO – on the Step 1 page - where I talk you through 
my own top FOUR trails that I believe are perfect for first timers:

Here are some links to more information about the four trails in 
my video, on RamblingMan's website (he's my partner – but 
honestly these are great resources!):

1. West Highland Way
2. Dales Way
3. Cumbria Way
4. South Downs Way
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How to get a feel for what the trail is like 
in 4 steps:

1) Browse the videos I've curated to get a feel for what the 
different trails might be like

You can find these on the Step 1 page – where you downloaded 
this PDF!
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2) Search for the trail on:

• Flickr
• Google Images 

And browse the photos. A picture is worth 1000 words and you'll 
soon get a feel for the kind of walking and scenery you will 
experience on the trail.

3) Browse the route on OS map for FREE

Doing this can help you make a decision about whether the route
is right for you -  before you go to the expense of buying a 
guidebook and map.

To browse the route on the Ordnance Survey 1:25,000 map for 
FREE,  go to bing.com/maps and search for the start point of the 
trail. 

Then select the drop down arrow by the side of 'Road' and  
choose the Ordnance Survey map option.

(See image on next page)
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Then zoom in or out using the + and - buttons on the right and 
this will change the map view all the way to 1:25,000 scale maps.

Find the trail route by looking for the green dashed line with 
green diamonds on it – and then simply follow the route.
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4) Start to browse the official (or unofficial) websites

Here are some places to start:

Long distance routes in Scotland with a handy map

National Trails   website

NOW CHOOSE YOUR TRAIL!

Next time I'll help you choose the right guidebook and map 
combination. Stay tuned for the next instalment!
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