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ho would like to go
away for a weekend
in the Lakes?”

It was a simple enough question and,
without hesitation, plenty of hands in
the office shot up.

But there was a catch.

“It’s a singles weekend,” my boss
added.

One by one the hands went down,
while one by one all eyes turned to me.
Okay, | admit it. I'm 31 and single. It’s
not something I’'m ashamed of. I've
had plenty of boyfriends but right now
there’s no one on the scene.

Those of you who, like me, are (rela-
tively) young singletons will know the
issues we face - most of my friends are
attached by now and, while they never
make me feel like a gooseberry, there
are times when not being part of a cou-
ple is a definite disadvantage.
Holidays are a prime example. Most of
my single friends are fans of the lie-on-
the-beach-and-baste-yourself-in-oil-
type getaways. But that is my idea of
hell. Give me plenty to see and do over
abeach anyday.

| have friends who’ve thrown caution
to the wind and travelled alone but it
has to be said they must earn a fair
deal more than me because, apart
from the risk of loneliness, there is a
catch - you try booking a hotel on a
bed rather than room basis. “Single oc-
cupancy? Well, I'm afraid you will still
have to pay for the whole room.”
From buying a house to going on holi-
day, the simple fact that you are single
rapidly bumps the cost skyward.

This was one of many reasons that in-
spired Ann Foulkes to set up Outdoor
Connections (note the lack of the use
of the word ‘single’ - hurrah!)

In her job as manager of Ambleside
and Langdale Youth Hostels in the
Lake District, Ann regularly organised
walking weekends. But she quickly be-
came aware of a demand for holidays
that specifically catered for singles.
Ann explains: “There were both sin-
gles and couples on the weekends but
the singles kept asking me to organise
trips just for them. It’s not about
match-making, it’s simply that if you
are on a holiday by yourself with lots of
other people who don’t know each
other you have a better chance of mak-
ing new friends.”

Before accepting the challenge of a
weekend at YHA Langdale | grilled
Ann on exactly what it would involve.
“This is absolutely not a dating
agency,” she insisted. “The aim of the
weekend is simply to get like-minded
people together in a safe environment.
We don’t do ice-breaking games,
speed dating or computer dating. You
can just talk to whoever you want to, if
you want to. If you’'d prefer to do your
own thing instead of the programme,
that’s okay t0o.”

Reassured, | packed my boots, water-
proofs and Kenal Mint Cake and
headed north.

I've only ventured into hostels over-
seas (one of my I’'m-single-and-going-
to-save-money-by-sharing-a-room-
with-seven-strangers ploys) so was ex-
pecting the usual rough and ready pre-
fab with dorms smelling of (someone
else’s) sweaty socks.

So | was pretty stunned to find that the
hostel looks more like a hotel - a ram-
bling Victorian mansion perched half
way up a fell in the Langdale Valley.
With open fires, veranda, gorgeous
gardens and organic vegetable patch it
wasn’t exactly what | had expected.

As the guests arrived Ann welcomed
everyone in the wood-panelled great
hall (I kid you not!) with a much-need-
ed nerve-calming glass of wine.

As the 38 guests rolled up throughout
Friday evening | started to realise just
why this whole singles holidays thing is
such a great idea - | can guarantee that
whatever social situation | am in, with-
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in about 10 minutes the question |
dread will rear its ugly head: “So, are
you married?”

The conversation inevitably works it’s
way through a painfully predictable
list: “So, are you living with someone?
Dating? Don’t like men?”

Okay, okay, so that might seem a little
paranoid, but it’s happened to me
everywhere - from the dancefloor of a
club to relatives’ funerals.

I admit | was uncertain as to what the
others on the holiday would be like
but, like me, they were perfectly nor-
mal single people who liked walking
and didn’t want to explore the fells
alone.

There were 38 of us - ranging in age
from 20s to 50s - and it seemed that an
extremely large proportion of them
had ventured from London and fur-
ther to spend the weekend in the
Lakes.

The ice was broken over a fantastic
buffet dinner. Unlike ye days of olde,
all our meals at the hostel were cooked
and served for us and turned out to be
of an incredibly high standard. No
corned beef hash for us! Anyone for
tomato and mozzarella salad followed
by minted lamb shank and sticky toffee
pudding?

But it was as the sun started to set that
the conversation really began! Now,
now! As | said, Outdoor Connections
is not a dating agency!

No, the thing that broke down the bar-
riers was a walk down to the Britannia

pub in Elterwater. I've stopped for a
pint of Black Sheep here many time
while ‘admiring the scenery’ on walks
but never before have | sat outside on
awarm summer evening watching the
sun set with 37 people.

Apart from the whole single issue, my
main concern was the difficulty and
length of the walks. | breathed a rather
misguided sigh of relief when Ann ex-
plained that on both days there would
be a choice of three levels of walk.

Not wanting to make an idiot of myself
| opted for the gentle option on the
Saturday - utterly certain that | would
romp along and be first back to the
pub before midday.

I'll be the first to admit | was left a lit-
tle red-faced (and out of breath). We
set off from the hostel towards Elter-
water and then went on a 10-mile cir-
cular walk.

I’'ve been walking in the Lakes since |
was old enough to toddle but the joy of
going on a guided walk was that we
took in sights that | had missed or sim-
ply been unaware of. From the stun-
ning splendour of Cathedral and
Hodge Close Quarries past Slater’s
Bridge and chocolate box favourite
Yew Tree Farm, to the bracken-cov-
ered Holme Fell, pretty Tom Gill and
tourist’s favourite Tarn Hows.

We then all piled back to the hostel to
get ready for the evening’s entertain-
ment. Dressed up and ready to party
we had a fantastic three course meal
followed by an evening of music in the

great hall. Thankfully, while the hostel
doesn’t serve alcohol, guests are free
to bring their own - supermarket-price
drinks, great company, no lechy men
and no waiting for a cab at the end of
the night; what more could a girl ask
for?

Needless to say, the next morning |
was feeling a little less sociable than
usual. Tucked up in my cosy bunkbed,
when the alarm went off, I stuck my
head back under the covers and decid-
ed that missing breakfast was a small
price to pay for an extra hour’s sleep.
We were due to set off on our second
walk at 10am but a few guests (me in-
cluded) decided that a day dozing in
Ambleside’s Rothay Park would use
up just about all the energy we had
left. The less hungover ones took on
the challenge of the Langdale Pikes.
Late afternoon we all met up in a pub
at the foot of Harrison Stickle to drink
one last pint together and swap e-mail
addresses.

We might only have spent a couple of
days together but - at the risk of sound-
ed cliched - I really felt like I had made
some fantastic friends.

There was a wide mix of people - from
teachers and social workers to nurses
and business consultants - but simply
having the common ties of being single
and loving walking brought us all to-
gether.

Ann has been running singles week-
ends for four years and many of the
people I met had come back year after
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year - as good a recommendation as
you can get, really.

The only complaint has been that
some people who are now in couples
would like to go on another weekend.
Yes, you heard me right, despite Out-
door Connections not being a dating
agency there have been a number of
romances that have blossomed.
Luckily, Ann has seen this as a chal-
lenge and when she is not leading treks
in Nepal she is organising more week-
ends in the Lakes (see details below).

I would urge anyone to give ita go. It’s
not expensive and it’s great if you are a
bit shy. The scenery and walks were
fantastic but, to me, the thing that real-
ly made my weekend was meeting such
a great bunch of people. I just can’t
wait to meet up with everyone at the
next event.

e Outdoor Connections is holding Re-
laxation Retreats on December 9-11
(for singles) and January 20-22 (for
singles and couples), with more to be
announced

e The weekends currently cost £140.
The walking weekends include two
nights full board accommodation,
choice of guided walks with qualified
walk leaders, banquet and entertain-
ment on Saturday evening

e For more details visit the website at
www.outdoorconnections.co.uk or
contact Ann at info@outdoorconnec-
tions.co.uk or call 015394 31430 or
07875 276607



