
Trail Walking for First Timers – Step 3: Decide HOW you will walk it

Today you'll decide HOW to do your walk.

There are a few key decisions you'll need to make before you 
plan your itinerary and make your bookings and these are:

• Where will you SLEEP?

• What will you CARRY?

• What will you DELEGATE?

We are just making general decisions about these, not going into 
specifics just yet. Read on and hopefully this will make sense!

Today's PDF will take you through each of these.
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TODAY'S QUEST!

Read this PDF and then:

1. DECIDE where you will SLEEP

2. DECIDE what you will CARRY

3. DECIDE what you will DELEGATE

N.b. if you are uncertain about any of the above, it's ok. It's 
more that you need to starting thinking about what you are 
likely to want to do at this stage.

4. Plan your BUDGET

Catherine
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1. WHERE WILL YOU SLEEP?

You'll need to decide what KIND of sleeping arrangement you'll 
be wanting on your trip so you can rule out certain options when
you start to plan next week.

You'll work out the specifics of exactly where you'll be sleeping 
when you book it in a future Step so don't worry about that for 
now – just try to think about what sort of accommodation you'll 
be using.

I'm going to explain the options, and the considerations and pros
and cons of each just in case you're not familiar with them.

Obviously each trail is different and going to have different 
options available for each evening. 

You will most likely have to use a combination of different types 
of accommodation.
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–---------------The 'roughing it' options-------------------

I generally wouldn't recommend these options for your first trail walk 
unless you have tried these options before on other trips. But hey – it's 
up to you – you know what you are capable of!

1) Wild camping Cost per night: Free

2) Camping Cost per pitch per night: Between £5 - £10 

I'm going to assume that most people reading this will probably 
be avoiding camping, especially for your first trail walk because 
of the amount of extra equipment you'll have to carry. However, 
you never know, so...
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If you are considering camping, please be aware that:

• Carrying your tent and all the associated gear, food etc. will 
dramatically increase the weight you are having to carry 
and this will SLOW you down a lot. You'll need to consider 
this factor when you are booking your itinerary because you
might find it pretty hard to walk at the same speed that you 
are used to.

• Remember you're not only carrying your camping stuff but 
your food for breakfasts, lunches and evening meals as well 
– unless you plan to camp by a pub or cafe.

• And you'll be having to invest in the equipment if you 
haven't got it already.

6
www.walkyourweekends.com

http://www.walkyourweekends.com/


Trail Walking for First Timers – Step 3: Decide HOW you will walk it

• Hoping to wild camp? What country is your trail in? Wild 
camping is legal in Scotland but in England and Wales it is 
only allowed with permission of the landowner. In practice, 
people do wild camp in England and Wales, but it might be a
lot more difficult to find suitable pitches – especially if your 
trail is in the South East where there is less 'wild' land and 
more low level 'cultivated' farmland where you're more 
likely to be tripped over by an irritated cow. 

• The majority of people walking the trails these days do not 
camp, so campsites may be spaced out more sparsely along 
the trail, meaning that you MAY have to walk longer 
distances than you may do otherwise – and when you have a
full backpack, this can be extremely tough going.

• If you want to camp you obviously must, do a few practice 
trips first in the same sort of conditions to see if you are ok 
carrying the weight of your full pack for several days.

7
www.walkyourweekends.com

http://www.walkyourweekends.com/


Trail Walking for First Timers – Step 3: Decide HOW you will walk it

3) Bothy Cost per night: Free!

Almost all bothies are based in Scotland. A few trails in Scotland 
may pass by these, so I thought it was important to explain more 
about it so you can rule it in or out of your plans. 

This is essentially wild camping, but with a roof over your head. 

Bothies are small stone or wooden buildings – they usually only 
have space for a handful of people to sleep. They contain a 
sleeping platform and a place to make a fire. There is usually no 
toilet, no running water and no lights (you use candles and 
torches). You're going to be in very close proximity to anyone 
else in the bothy!
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They are maintained by the Mountain Bothies Association but 
rely on the conscientiousness of bothy users to keep them in 
good shape (i.e. take away rubbish, etc). 

They are free to use; you don't book, you just turn up and hope 
there is space for you...

They're atmospheric and fun in their own way, but can be cold, 
damp, and miserable on a bad night.

To use these you'd need:  anything you'd need for WILD camping 
apart from the tent: a sleeping bag, mat, torch, cooking 
equipment and food. A small shovel to dig a 'toilet' hole, toilet 
paper (!)... candles, matches. And maybe a flask of whisky 
wouldn't go amiss.
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4) Camping barn Cost per person per night: £15 - £20

A camping barn is a step up from a bothy.  They tend to be much 
bigger, and have running water and a flush toilet. Some have 
cooking facilities and showers.

Unlike hostels, they may not have different dorms for the sexes. 
You'd have to check the specifics in each case.

To use these you'd need: anything you'd need for staying in a 
campsite apart from the tent: a sleeping bag, mat, torch, cooking 
equipment and food. Check the specific details for each barn.
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–------------The 'cheap and cheerful' option-------------

5) Hostel/Bunkhouse Cost per person per night: £18 - £25 
(excluding breakfast)

The difference between a hostel and a bunkhouse is confusing at 
times and although a bunkhouse generally sounds like it should 
be more 'basic' than a hostel, in practice you'd be hard pressed 
to tell the difference sometimes.

If you stay in a hostel you can expect to sleep in a bunk bed, in a 
single sex dorm room of between 4 and 12 people (although 
some now have a small number of private rooms for couples).  
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You are usually expected to make your bed up (i.e. put on the 
sheets, duvet cover and pillows) and remove them again the next
morning. 

There are usually communal toilet, shower (gender segregated of
course), and lounge areas, a kitchen to cook your own meals, or 
you can buy breakfast and an evening meal as part of your stay. 

Many of them also have great bars nowadays with real ales and 
wines!

Sometimes breakfast is included within the price, but usually 
nowadays you have to pay extra for it. In my experience 
Independent hostels often include breakfast but the YHA and 
SYHA (Scottish YHA) do not. Each hostel might have a different 
policy.
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The pros of staying in hostels are:
• Cheaper than B&Bs and Hotels especially for single people 

(as you probably know in a B&B you often have to pay a 
single person supplement if you're using a double bed 
room). 

• Hostel wardens are very knowledgeable, are walkers 
themselves and can advise on any queries

• No-one cares if you stroll up in muddy boots and dripping 
waterproofs.

• Weather forecasts and maps are usually posted up
• Drying rooms for wet boots, clothes & waterproofs
• Laundry facilities (usually) – so you can do a load of washing
• They do evening meals – don't have to leave the hostel and 

find a pub – unlike a B&B!
• Generally have a great ethos – helping people get into the 

countryside who may not otherwise be able to.
• Provide packed lunches
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Cons of hostels are:

• Hmm.... Having to sleep in a dorm with other people (who 
could be snoring)

• Making your bed up & deconstructing it the next day 
(although it's really not that big of a deal and takes about 2 
minutes).

• Sometimes they are located in out-of-the-way places (see my
VIDEO on this)

• They are not luxurious places, and some can be a little 
worse for wear, whilst others can be almost like a hotel. It 
really does vary. 

What extras will you need to bring to stay in a hostel?
 

• Ear plugs!!!! Trust me!!!!
• Soap/shampoo – these are not provided as a default 

(although you can buy some from the desk)
• Towel – not provided as default  (but you can hire them). If I

was just staying in one of two hostels on my trail, I would 
probably just hire towels as I needed to – but if I was staying
in a hostel every night of my trip, I'd probably take my own 
travel towel with me instead.

You do not need to take bedding or a sleeping bag – they provide
it.

Watch my VIDEO for a sneak peek inside a typical hostel dorm room.
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–------------The 'ahhhhh that's nice' options--------------
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6) B&B Cost per person per night: £30 - £50

7) Inn / Pub Cost per person per night: £30 - £50

8) Hotel Cost per person per night: £30 - £70?

You know what these are like! So I don't need to go into details. 
But I'll mention a few things about staying in these places:

• If booking a B&B, you'll need to think about where you'll 
eat your evening meal – but don't worry about it too much
because luckily most B&B owners will have already thought 
of this. Many of them will drive you to the local pub and 
pick you up from there again if it's a bit too far to walk, or 
even, in some remote locations, provide an evening meal to 
you in their own kitchen. However I'd suggest asking them 
if the B&B is not within walking distance of a nearby pub 
what they suggest you do.

• As I mentioned earlier, if you are on your own you may have
to pay a single person supplement to use a double room So
e.g. you might pay £50 for a room that otherwise would be 
£30 p.p.n. 

Which sucks... :-(

I've had to do this but I just, as they say, 'sucked it up' 
because I knew that the experience and memories and sense
of achievement I'd get on my walk would be worth the 
expense.
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• I've read a few complaints online from a minority of people 
that the accommodation on the trail was not up to the 
standard they were used to (this seems to be a bit of a 
problem with some B&Bs). 

It's all a matter of what level of comfort you are used to 
and expect. Unless you pay for the top notch luxurious 
hotels all the time, you should be aware that you might be 
dealing with:

• No en-suite bathroom (the trails go through remote 
country areas sometimes with only a few ancient 
cottages to stay in. It is just not always possible to get 
en-suite every night.)
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• A not-so-great shower (that's putting it mildly)
• Oddly behaving taps
• Weird bedroom design
• Marshmallow mattresses
• Stingy soap allocations

I have seen and stayed in them all from the one with the worst 
shower in the world to the sloping floor, to the one with 
thousands of midges inside the windows, the one with the 70s 
style avocado or brown bathrooms, the one with the little 
notices pinned up everywhere, the one run by the elderly 
gentleman who couldn't walk, the one with no soap anywhere to 
be found and the one with the bizarre dolphin mural on the wall.

Personally it really didn't bother me. If the place was 'unusual' I 
just considered it part of the adventure. On a trail walk, I expect 
to rough it a bit!

On the other hand, I've stayed in some real crackers:

• The one where they offer tea and Victoria Sponge cake 
on your arrival

• The one with the best breakfast ever 
• The one where they give you fresh milk for your tea in 

your room instead of those horrid cartons (VERY 
IMPORTANT! #Britishdon'tyouknow)

• The one with the pot of handmade biscuits by the 
bedside

• The one that drove us to the local pub and back.
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• The pub where they just said 'go behind the bar and 
serve yourself'. And that had a duck swimming in a 
bucket.

• The hostel owner who spent hours helping me look for 
my lost camera

I'm pleased to say that most B&B owners are lovely and go 
above and beyond.

But if you are used to the best things in life, then make sure 
you book accordingly and take extra care over the places 
you choose. 
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2. WHAT WILL YOU CARRY?

At this stage don't worry about EXACTLY what gear you'll need: 
I'll cover that in a later Step.

Today, just ponder whether you think you are going to be 
backpacking (carrying your own 'stuff') or getting a company to 
do this for you, while you 'just' carry a day sack (there are quote 
marks around that 'just' for a reason – read on).

There are baggage transfer companies on pretty much EVERY 
trail who will pick up your luggage and move it on for you each 
day. 
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It's pretty simple. You leave your suitcase in the lobby of your 
hotel / B&B in the morning, with a label on that the company 
will provide you with. You go and walk, and they pick it up in a 
van and take it to the next place you are staying in, so in theory 
it should be ready and waiting for you by the time you get there.

The suitcase may be taken to your room or more likely, in the 
lobby or in a room with the others.

Pros of using this service:

• It's more comfortable especially if you are not used to 
carrying a large rucksack (but, see my thoughts below). 

• Companies who do this will often also be able to book the 
accommodation for you, therefore freeing you up from that 
hassle too (more on this in the next section).

Cons:

• Another expense. Although it's only about £8 per bag per 
day. 

• Note that some companies require a minimum of two bags 
per walking party.

• ...So if you're a single person with only one bag, they may 
not accept you.
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Considerations:

Ok here's the thing. Is your rucksack actually going to be that 
much lighter?

This was the size of my backpack on a week long trip

THINK: What do you NEED to have with you in the evenings 
that you don't NEED to carry with you on your hike?

Unless you are very confident about the weather forecast, you 
WILL need to carry your fleece, waterproofs, waterproof 
trousers, hat, scarf, sun cream, sun hat, first aid kit, water and all
that stuff with you in case the weather changes.
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And maybef you pack light, like I do, perhaps the items you'll 
need in the evening will be pretty minimal – equivalent to hand 
luggage on an airplane or smaller.

In fact I've never found I needed to use one of these companies 
because the amount of stuff that they'd be carrying for me – my 
'spare luggage' would be really small.

Let me explain!

Here's what I think I NEED to have with me in the evenings, 
that I DON'T need to carry with me during the daytime:

Evening 
item

Comments

Wash bag, 
hairbrush, 
toothbrush, 
hairdryer(?) 
etc.

I don't bother with a hairdryer: B&Bs and hotels 
tend to have them anyway, and if I'm staying in a 
hostel, I just towel dry my hair. (It's not as if I 
need to dress for black tie in the hostel 
restaurant...!)
My washbag is small and I only take the absolute 
minimum – for example, I tend to take one small 
soap and use it for my face and body rather than 
have separate products. I feel like my face can 
cope with plain old soap for a week! It's no big 
deal.
I have a travel hairbrush that folds up small.

Spare 
underwear

It doesn't take up much space and it's not exactly 
heavy. I only take a few and wash them.
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Pyjamas I take thin ones and they squish up small.

Soft shoes I take the thinnest, lightest ones I can find (like 
slip on shoes). They squeeze up small.

Evening 
clothes

This is veering into the 'gear tips' advice - which 
is coming in a later instalment - but when I'm on 
a trail I don't take a separate wardrobe for 
evenings. I just don't pack jeans, or skirts or 
anything like that. I only take two walking 
trousers: I wear one for walking in and keep the 
clean pair for the evening. They are thin and light
and not bulky and heavy, like jeans would be. I 
might have about 3 t-shirts and just rotate them. 
And I tend to keep a clean, warm fleece for the 
evening which also doubles as a hiking fleece. So 
I'm really not carrying a great deal of extra 
clothes with me.

Travel hand 
wash

A small bottle for hand washing items in the sink. 
Doesn't take up much space.

Books 
unrelated to 
the walk

If you want to take a large heavy novel or 
something, I guess you might want to not carry 
this during the day! 

Phone 
charger

It's small and light

I-pad, kindle I guess you might want to take this sort of thing 
with you? I never have. My holiday is a time to 
get away from screens and things like that!
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Contact lens 
solution, 
glasses

Actually I like to take the contact lens stuff with 
me out on the hike just in case I have a problem 
with my eyes and I need to rinse them or switch 
to my glasses for some reason.

Obviously your needs will be specific to you and different to 
mine. But I want to explain the reason why I personally have 
never felt the need to use one of these companies to transport 
my luggage for me.

In fact there's a key mistake that people doing their first trail 
make and it's to overpack. Have you ever been on holiday and 
packed a load of stuff you never wore and just ended up wearing 
the same old things most of the time? And everything else just 
languished in your suitcase?

This is exactly what people tend to do when packing for a trail -  
don't make the same mistake! You can probably manage with a 
lot less than you usually carry... in fact it might feel quite 
liberating to be so minimalist for a change!

Another thing to bear in mind is that if you change your mind on
the trail you CAN usually hire a baggage transfer company as and
when you need them. In fact on some of the most popular trails, 
you will see flyers touting for business in hostels and pubs, so 
they are used to people jumping on board.
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3. WHAT WILL YOU DELEGATE?

Next week you'll plan your itinerary and then get started on 
booking your accommodation; which is possibly the most 
procrastinated-over task because it's going to involve making a 
lot of phone calls and/or sending emailing, or booking on 
websites.

One option open to you is to to outsource this job to a 
company who will just book it all for you based on your 
preferred itinerary (at an extra cost of course).

These companies also usually offer to transport your luggage as 
well, if you want them to, as an added extra.

Sometimes they also send you maps and additional information 
about the trail as well.
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If you want to go down this route, this can save you a lot of time 
and effort and may make life easier for you if you are overseas. 

I'm going to provide an itinerary/booking template to help you 
do the bookings and keep track of them, but you might feel that 
you just want someone else to take care of this for you instead.

If you want to do this you will be need to find a company that 
provides 'self guided' holidays.

There are many companies that do this but I'm going to list some
of the major country-wide ones here:

• MACS Adventure
• Mickledore
• Contours
• Footpath holidays
• Sherpa Expeditions (linked to Sherpa Van)
• Absolute Escapes
• Load Off Your Back

You can find some reviews on the Review Centre or you can 
search the Forums on TripAdvisor.co.uk for people's comments 
on these various companies.

This thread on TripAdvisor and this one give some interesting 
insights into people's dealings with a couple of the companies. 
Make of it what you will.
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There may also be specialised local companies specialising in 
specific trails or regions: To find these, Google, for example:

• West Highland Way “self guided”

And this will bring up some more companies.

Things to be aware of:

• You may be able to specify the standard of accommodation 
(Basic, Average, Luxury) but often the holiday company may
not be able to tell you exactly where you will be staying 
until after they have received your money and booked it all.

• The trail information may be sent to you a few weeks before
you start rather than soon after you pay for the holiday.

• Check whether the company expects YOU to pay for taxi 
transfers to and from the trail if your accommodation is far 
away from the trail.

If you do decide to go with one of these companies, don't 
book it yet – the next Step we are going to do is to plan the 
itinerary so you might want to do this first so you know 
which options to choose when you book it.
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On the South Downs Way
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BUDGETING

Here's an estimated budget planner for your holiday.

I have suggested some approximate prices – you can do things
cheaper but I have 'rounded up' to err on the side of caution.

For now, when you work out the number of days you're likely to
be walking, just use the 'average' or 'standard' number of days

stated in your guidebook,  National Trails or Scotlands Great
Trails, or any websites you can find about it. We'll work out your

specific itinerary next time, and you can always update your
budget accordingly.

Expense Approx cost Multiplied by My total
estimate

Travel to UK if not
here already

? n/a

Guidebooks &
Maps

£10-£20 n/a

Trains (there and
back)

£100 - £200.00
(obviously it depends

on the journey)

n/a

Accommodation
per night

? £15 - £50 p.p.n
(adjust based on your

expected type of
accommodation –
don't forget single

person supplement)

X Number of
days I'm likely
to be walking
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Breakfast, snacks,
Lunches and

Evening meals

£25
(£5 breakfast

£5 packed lunch
£15 evening meal)

X Number of
days I'm likely
to be walking

Bag transfer
service (if using)

£8 per bag per day
(note some require a
minimum of 2 bags)

X Number of
days I'm likely
to be walking

Gear / equipment,
clothing,

accessories

This will depend on
what you have

already. Take a rough
guess and we'll come
back to this in the 3rd

week when I'll share a
more detailed gear

guide.

n/a

TOTAL APPROX. ANTICIPATED COST:

If you are thinking of outsourcing your bookings to a holiday 
company, you can use this to compare with the prices they are 
offering you.
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TODAY'S QUEST!

Read this PDF and then:

1. DECIDE where you will SLEEP

2. DECIDE what you will CARRY

3. DECIDE what you will DELEGATE

N.b. if you are uncertain about any of the above, it's ok. It's 
more that you need to starting thinking about what you are 
likely to want to do at this stage.

4. Plan your BUDGET

Next time we will start to plan the itinerary!

Get excited, this is really happening!
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