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I f golf’s a good walk spoiled, then soulless 
warehouses packed with weights and 
running machines that emit a debilitating 
metronomic din but carry you nowhere are 

the death knell of exercise.
Yes, it’s that time of year where mince-pie 

gluttony leaves you looking down at your midriff 
in dismay. Six-pack Adonises or wafer-thin models 
on the covers of magazines sense your weakness, 
luring you to the newsstand, promising gym 
programmes that will transform you from beast to 
beauty in just 28 days. Don’t believe a word of it…

Research reveals that we spend nearly £40m
per year on wasted gym memberships, primarily 
down to forgotten monthly direct debits and 
12-month contracts. But an invigorating Sunday 
walk costs nothing (minus the obligatory pub 
lunch, of course). 

To maximise the great outdoors on a bike, in the 
garden or by the coast, there will be an initial 
outlay on gear and clothing, but that can be kept to 
a minimum. And what’s fi scally rewarding is that 
ongoing costs can nestle at near zero. 

You’ll also fi nd that a greater variety of terrain or 
endeavours works a far greater range of muscle 
groups than gyms, whose range of torturous 
equipment focuses on one plane of movement – 
time and time again. And you’re far more likely to 
disassociate exercise with pain if your mind is 
occupied by an activity that stimulates your senses 
as well as your synapses.

But the greatest bonus of heading outdoors
over the gym? You don’t need to discuss life,
the universe and everything with your fellow
man while standing stark naked in a musty 
changing room.

While the chimes of Big Ben 
are still fresh in your mind, it’s 
time to work o!  the festive 
excess. And if you love the 
outdoors, you won’t need to 
pay for a gym membership, 
says James Witts 

Get fi t 
for free

green gym
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 20 minutes’ swimming in the sea
“Pool swimming has always been popular, but more 
and more people are heading to the open water,” says 
Olympic 200m butterfl y bronze medallist Steve Parry. 
“Swimming in lakes and seas is so much more inspiring. 
Yes, the cold water grabs your attention but there are 
no walls or people to get in your way.” Safety is a key 
consideration, so ideally swim in groups of at least two, 
and be aware of what the weather and currents are 
doing. Serious open-water swimmers will have a wetsuit. 
Though some swim all-year round, if you’re new to open 
water, we’d recommend waiting until late spring.

 10-mile cycle
“The main advantage with cycling 
outdoors rather than hitting the gym is 
psychological,” says professional UK 
rider Chris Snook of Team Madison 
Genesis.!“Getting out and covering 
some ground lets you breathe in the 
fresh air, release endorphins and clear 
your head.” An improving cycle network 
means apprehensive Hoy wannabees 
can make a safe entry, while the 
Government’s bike-to-work scheme 
means you can save up to 42 percent 
(tax saving) on a new bike up to £1,000.

There’s nothing quite like heading outdoors, 
breathing in the fresh air and pumping oxygenated 
blood around your strengthening body. With that in 
mind, here are seven activities to get you started…

 Hill walking
The physical benefi ts of hill walking are numerous: 
boost cardiovascular fi tness (essentially strengthen 
your heart and lungs), lose weight and increase 
muscle tone, especially in the legs. But it’s the mind 
that receives the greatest fi llip, according to Ceri Rees, 
whose company Wild Running also o" ers Wild Walks 
over Dartmoor. “As you crest a hill or enter a valley, 
you refocus,” he says. “Your horizons expand, and 
your thoughts come and go like the fl ow of the river.”

 Six-mile gentle horse ride
“Riding a horse is unmatched to raise your 
spirits, as well as keeping you fi t,” says 
Jane Je" reys of Kimmerston Riding Centre, 
Northumberland. Unless you’re reading this 
from a Texas ranch, your fi rst stop should be 
a riding school. Here you’re taught the basics 
and can undertake supervised riding on a half-
day or day’s course. If you catch the equine 
bug, progress to regular riding lessons. But 
consider all the costs and commitment before 
purchasing a horse.

 Five-mile walk
“Our members can vouch for the social and health 
benefi ts of walking, over and above the joys of being 
in the countryside.” That’s Carew Raynell, who knows 
a thing or two about walking. She’s chair of Bristol 
Ramblers, who arrange about 300 walks a year. 
But you don’t need to go that far. According to the 
Physician and Sports Medicine journal, walking at 
3-4mph for about three hours per week reduces the 
likelihood of developing heart disease by 40 percent. 
It’s particularly benefi cial for women, as it can help 
prevent osteoporosis.

 Three-mile jog on level ground
“The great thing about jogging is you can do it 
anywhere,” says Ironman Hawaii runner-up Rachel 
Joyce. “All you need is a pair of trainers and you’re 
o" . It’s time-e#  cient, too: no wasted hours going to 
and from the gym.” Because of the stress on joints 
and muscles, ease into things gradually, beginning 
with a fast walk, depending on experience. Also visit 
a run shop who’ll analyse your gait and help you 
choose the shoe that best fi ts your style of striding. Three hours of gardening

“My allotment provides a proper physical workout: 
pushing the wheelbarrow packed with tools up the hill, 
rescuing children from trees… but the real benefi t is to 
my mental health,” says garden writer Lia Leendertz.
“I relish the space and always head there at least once 
a week to escape the demands of children.” Of course, 
you don’t need an allotment – there are myriad books out 
there showing you how to maximise small garden spaces 
– but remember the physical basics such as bending 
from the knees and keeping your back straight.

James Witts

James Witts



The simplicity of running makes it one of the most 
appealing exercises around. Here are fi ve of the 
fi nest easy country routes for beginners…

James Witts is a former editor of 
220 Triathlon magazine. He is now 
a freelance writer who specialises 
in running, cycling and outdoor 
pursuits. He also enjoys gardening, 
though is more adept at cycling for 
hours than cultivating fl owers.

Hadrian’s Wall was built in AD122 by order of Emperor 
Hadrian. It took 15,000 men more than six years to construct 
and, at 73 miles long, links the North Sea on the east to the 
Irish Sea on the west (they certainly needed to be fi t). We’re 
not asking you to run the full route – maybe next year! – but a 
4.8-mile primarily fl at, beautiful route at Steel Rigg.

Northumberland

The 3$-mile Harlech run begins at Upper Bron y Graig car 
park. The route fl ows across dunes and beaches but, for the 
most part, you’ll be running on footpaths. Enjoy stunning 
views of Harlech Castle and the Irish Sea, and also look for the 
Maid of Harlech, a US Lockheed P-38 Lightning Second World 
War aircraft that was revealed by the shifting sands in 2007.

Gwynedd

On the southern edge of Windsor Great Park lies Virginia 
Water Lake. The lake was dammed and fl ooded in 1753 and 
remained the UK’s largest man-made lake until the creation 
of reservoirs. A circuit is just over four miles of paved and 
trail path, with points of beauty including the stunning Valley 
Gardens. It’s mostly fl at.

Surrey

Illu
st

ra
tio

n:
 C

ac
tu

s 
Cr

ea
tiv

e
Ph

ot
os

: A
la

m
y

66   BBC COUNTRYFILE

Five perfect places for a run

Cornwall’s north coast is blessed with rugged running spots. 
One of the most dramatic is from Porthtowan to Chapel Porth. 
It begins with a gentle incline before a cli" -side run. To your 
left is the Atlantic, to your right derelict tin mines. Once at 
Chapel Porth, if the tide’s out, you can run back to Porthtowan 
on the beach. The loop measures about three miles.

Cornwall

The Ainsdale Loop is a whisker over 4$ miles and weaves its 
way through grassy sand dunes and follows the Trans Pennine 
Trail, looping back around the Royal Birkdale Golf Club. If you 
fancy then playing one of the fi nest courses on the British Open 
rota, it’ll set you back £180 for a weekend 18-holer. That does 
include a soup and sandwich lunch for rapid refuelling!

Merseyside


