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I am broken, but have never felt more whole
Mum, Dad, Emily, Robin and Baloo
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THE TARN

Patchwork black, grey and white mountains loomed in a semicircle around 
Bowscale Tarn: a mix of black and grey gabbro and granite, white snow and 
ice. Ravens hiding in deep crevices watched the solitary woman approach 
the brink of this north-facing tarn and come to a standstill. They waited.

I wanted to catch my breath, gather my thoughts and decide on my entry 
point. Only I knew why I had stopped. Only I understood how much 
reaching this point 240 metres up a Lakeland fell on a cold Saturday in 
December meant to me. Fear of my legs failing me halfway up the snow- 
and ice-covered bridleway, as they had the previous February because of 
crippling pain, still haunted me. Lack of confidence to negotiate the icy 
roads to the start of the bridleway had oozed into me as the road conditions 
deteriorated. Uneasiness that doing this on my own in the middle of winter 
was utterly foolhardy had twisted my sense of adventure. But grit and 
determination to drag myself up on to the next level of physical and 
emotional recovery had forced a hasty, but considered, packing of my 
rucksack with essential winter mountain and swimming kit. Then I had 
swiftly heaved it into the boot of my car before I changed my mind.

Now, on the edge of this eerily quiet, almost holy tarn, I felt humbled. My 
legs had proved to be strong enough, my fitness levels high enough and the 
joy I felt in my heart rich enough. All I had to do now was choose the right 
entry point and check my exit was the same or better. I knew the tarn bed 
dropped off sharply from the bank, and not surprisingly, this knowledge 
only fed my fear of deep water. In places, there was what looked like solid ice 
on the surface so I couldn’t see what was below. I reminded myself that this 
adventure was mostly about completing the walk and less about the swim. 
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Having said that, my body ached to be immersed in that dark, cold water, to 
scrunch semi-frozen slush with my bare feet and to feel completely alive on 
this day of celebration.

A large lump of granite had rolled down the steep mountainside 
thousands, maybe millions of years ago and its gently sloping shape invited 
me to rest awhile. It was also in exactly the right place, just beside the tarn’s 
outflow, Tarn Sike. I knew this end was shallow. Suddenly, I felt excited and 
brave again. Coming here on my own had indeed added a risk factor, but it 
had also motivated and driven me to climb, literally, out of my comfort 
zone and rediscover a world that had been out of reach for too long.

Slowly, I  stripped off my human layers, folding each piece of clothing 
carefully in the right order for putting back on when I was frozen post-swim. 
This deliberate, almost ceremonial, derobing allowed me time to calm my 
heart rate, breathe more slowly and enjoy the moment. I didn’t need anyone 
else there; I was in a very happy place in my head. To wear neoprene swim 
socks or not? Life had narrowed to essential decisions only.

Voices broke into my thoughts, and for a moment I felt irritated.  
I’d planned a solitary, inward-focused experience. I craned my head round 
to see who was coming up the path: a middle-aged couple with their dog 
trotting on ahead. The black spaniel ran up to me and sniffed around, but 
didn’t jump up. I had tensed as soon as I saw it approaching me, fearing its 
claws on my bare legs.

‘Morning,’ called the woman cheerfully. ‘Are you going for a swim?’
To deny my imminent plunge, given that I was just wearing a black 

swimsuit and a navy bobble hat, would have been churlish to say the least, 
and although part of me went immediately on the defensive because  
I didn’t want to alarm anyone by swimming alone in winter conditions, the 
other half leapt into sociable mode, eager to share my passion.

‘Yes, just a dip, here, where it’s shallow.’ I  pointed to the black water  
a short distance from my bare feet, which were now rather cold. I needed 
to either get in or put some clothes back on.

‘Do you mind if I come in with you?’ The woman’s request took me  
by surprise and without thinking I responded with an enthusiastic, ‘Yes,  
of course. Are you a swimmer?’
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Her husband nodded and raised his eyes skywards. ‘She gets in 
everywhere; I just hold her towel.’

With a smile, I  waited by my rock while the woman quickly stripped 
down to sturdy black sports bra and knickers. Suddenly, my solitary swim 
had become something else, something actually rather exciting and heart-
warming. She was so thrilled to have found me by the tarn, she said, as she 
picked her way across the frozen grass and loose stones towards me.

I was tempted to take her hand so that we could walk in together, but  
I hardly knew her! The thought made me laugh and then I counted: one, 
two, three! In we walked, gasping as the slush grazed our feet and then our 
calves. So far so good, though – the bottom of the lake here was firm, if a 
little tricky because of the stones. I  closed my eyes for a moment and 
breathed in deeply, one step closer to relaxing before the cold water bit in 
as it reached the top of my thighs. Caroline (she’d introduced herself as we 
were standing on the edge) let out an ‘Ooooh!’ as her nether regions met 
semi-frozen tarn. Then it was my turn to gasp, being slightly taller. The 
shared experience of doing something so ridiculous as walking half naked 
into water so cold that it could kill you in minutes if you accidentally fell in, 
did something to normal social filters. In this moment we were connected 
and nothing else mattered. Her husband and dog stood in silence on the 
bank, but they may as well have been warming themselves by the fire in the 
pub, so unaware of them were we.

Our feet were sliding about inelegantly, but we gripped each other to keep 
balance and then we found the ‘boggy bit’! It was each to her own now and 
in we fell, face-planting the tarn and taking a few panicky strokes before 
standing up again and shrieking at each other. ‘Oh my God! That’s cold.’

This place of brooding crags and staring ravens echoed with our chatter 
and squeals as we each revelled in being there, in having met each other, in 
sharing this amazing experience. Caroline’s husband was taking photo-
graphs and I had my GoPro – everything was being recorded digitally and 
emotionally.

But although I loved what we were doing, a part of me still wanted a few 
moments in the tarn alone. It was Caroline who said, ‘Thank you so much 
for letting me join you, but don’t you want to be here on your own?’
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She understood, as swimmers seem to. I  smiled and nodded. ‘Thank 
you,’ I added.

I felt good, not cold, and I could still feel my fingers and toes. But we had 
stirred up silt and floating debris with all our bouncing about and I wanted 
transparent, icy water around my body. Bowscale is one of the clearest 
tarns I’ve swum in; the water quality is unequalled, except perhaps by 
Wastwater. Time to brave the deep! I  walked barefoot along the snowy 
pathway for a hundred metres or so until I reached clear water; so clear that 
I could see the bottom between the floating pieces of ice.

Excitement bubbled in my belly and once more I was in the moment, 
resetting my state of mind to accept the water on my skin. This time it felt 
warmer, which was all relative, of course, considering further out the tarn 
was completely frozen over. I couldn’t wait to sink down and immerse right 
up to my chin. At that point I closed my eyes and allowed my body to relax 
as it adjusted once again to the cold. The metallic smell of icy water floated 
up into my nostrils: I inhaled it until the back of my throat smarted from 
the cold. Silence surrounded me above and below, or so it seemed, until 
my ears tuned in to the minute crackles of shifting ice, the faint murmurs of 
the couple as the woman dressed and sipped the hot drink her husband 
insisted she have, an occasional breath of air as the wind ebbed and flowed 
and, to my relief, my own heartbeat.

I don’t write a gratitude journal or routinely give thanks when I dip, but 
that day felt special for so many more reasons than I could have anticipated 
when I got up that morning. The strength of mind I had needed to even get 
myself out of the house, let alone walk up the frozen bridleway, felt 
overwhelming. I was close to tears at what I’d been able to achieve. This 
was the ‘no turning back point’ in my journey to rediscovering a physical 
life in the Lake District.
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Out on my bike I felt free and as strong as anyone else I knew. My legs and 
willpower could take me up Pyrenean cols and mountain passes steadily, 
never fast, but I always got to the top and felt elated. Descending was even 
more thrilling because I was never sure whether I’d make it down in one 
piece – a blip in the road surface and I’d be over the handlebars – descending 
always played games with my mind.

On an August sunrise, the Giant of Provence hunkered down under a 
soon-to-be cerulean blue sky, mild and complacent for once. Fortuitous 
for me as I crept out of the still-sleeping gite in cycling socks, not wanting 
to disturb my family at this crazy, still-night hour. White cycling shoes in 
one hand, handlebar bag in the other, I couldn’t help but grin to myself at 
the adventure I had waited so long for. My original plan, for which I had 
relentlessly trained, was to attempt to climb the mountain by three different 
routes in the same day and become a member of the prestigious Club des 
Cinglés du Ventoux (which literally translates as the ‘Mont Ventoux Crazy 
Club’). Each route is approximately twenty-one kilometres with gradients 
reaching ten per cent as the tarmac climbs through pine forests and open 
mountain slopes to the summit at 1,910 metres. Success is definitely not 
guaranteed and many cyclists are forced to submit to the mountain’s fierce 
and unpredictable weather patterns, which are partly down to its geo-
graphical position – in the middle of a plain with no other mountain 
nearby. The so-called ‘bald mountain’ is a bit of a monster!

But I was ready for a monster of a ride: Malaucène was going to be my 
first starting point and I already knew how I’d tackle it: plenty of water,  
a few snacks, a few photo opportunity stops (probably not officially 
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allowed, but in my book I’d still have climbed the mountain and reached 
the summit) and above all else by zoning out, allowing my mind to travel 
to a nicer place, leaving my legs, lungs and heart to do the work.

It was how I’d climbed El Tiede, Col d’Aspin and numerous other epic 
and classic routes around Europe. Distance became irrelevant so long as  
I allowed myself the above essentials. And it made solo cycling less lonely.

Being zoned out and pedalling steadily in a comfortable low gear were 
working perfectly and I knew my heart rate was not being pushed anywhere 
near my limit, but I saw no reason to work harder. Why make it any more 
painful than it already was? The small white placards every now and again 
indicating the gradient had remained at seven per cent, but on the way up 
towards Chalet Renard every fibre of my body knew that the gradient had 
increased. Sure enough, the next placard grimly reported ten per cent.

Now it was even harder to zone out. My heart rate had increased so that 
I could hear the blood pulsing through my temples; my fingers gripped the 
handlebars as if by pushing down I would be propelled forwards faster.  
My legs ached from the additional effort and even though I dropped a gear 
or two, nothing seemed to alleviate the pain and urge to unclip and give up. 
I knew there were four more kilometres at this gradient and if I didn’t calm 
myself down and settle into a relaxed rhythm, I’d blow up.

The hardest battle I’d ever faced on a bike began.
First, I controlled my breathing by consciously slowing it down and 

deliberately drawing in more air through my nose and blowing it out in 
long blasts through my mouth. My muscles became more oxygenated and 
my vision cleared, leaving me free to focus on the tarmac ahead as it rose 
up and up.

There are no bends on this part of the climb and the road is quite wide. 
On the left-hand side a few trees protect you from any wind, and on the 
right is a steep bank of reddy-coloured rock and sand, where road-making 
machinery has gouged out the mountainside. You can see what lies ahead 
and it is terrifying.

No respite from the toil of turning the pedals, listening to the scrunch–
scrunch of tyres on the hot, dusty tarmac.

Determined to stay seated on the saddle, I  chose a gear that I could 
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sustain and forced my mind to journey somewhere else – a shady orchard 
with a long wooden table laid out ready for lunch. On it were hand-painted 
ceramic plates, long-stemmed wine glasses, bowls of ripe cherry tomatoes, 
sweet peppers and grapes. Every time I felt the pain intruding, I  added 
another delicious dish: garlic-scented couscous, pan-fried goat’s cheese 
and delicately dressed green salad leaves.

And that was how I reached the top of the Giant of Provence in my fifty-
second year, quite possibly the best cerebrally fed cyclist ever to have 
conquered the monster.

More importantly, it was the last monster I ever conquered on a bike. 
Those legs that had powered me up the mountain were breaking down 
inside, cartilage was being eaten by a disease and pain started to become 
my daily torturer.

To unravel from this level of fitness and strength and watch myself 
become increasingly immobile broke me into thousands of pieces, 
emotionally and physically.

Today, more than five years after surgery, I know that I will never cycle at 
this level again, I  will never have the privilege of calling myself a Mont 
Ventoux Crazy, but do you know what? Even on that historical August day 
in 2013, my thought processes had started to change. Halfway up the road 
from Malaucène, I made the decision to not take on the massive three-way 
cycle ride I had worked so hard for. Why was I willing to do that? Because 
it didn’t feel right to spend the whole day away from my family, expect 
them to drive around after me, watch me suffer on the climbs and then to 
have to put up with me being too tired to join in their fun on what was after 
all meant to be a holiday. For too many years I had stolen hours from them 
that could have been ‘mum and kids’ hours, instead of ‘mum obsessively 
cycling’ hours.

What had I been running away from? Because that was the question that 
had kept me awake the night before my Ventoux Challenge: what was  
I afraid of if I just stopped, full stop?
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