CHELTENHAM RAMBLING CLUB - GUIDANCE FOR WALK LEADERS

Without leaders there can be no walks, so the Club encourages new leaders. Confidence comes with experience but there is a first time for everyone. 

When submitting a walk use the proposal forms which are available from the Programme Secretary. The Programme Secretary (contact details are in the Club programme) can also advise on the available dates, which need to be filled and this helps to plan your walk date. All walks have to be approved by the committee, although in practice few will be refused. Following these guidelines should ensure that your walk is successful and the committee or other experienced club leaders will be pleased to offer advice.

PLANNING

1. How long?

The Club offers several types of walk of varying length Using the following examples allow the approximate times to complete the walks:

Evening

4-6 Miles

2-3 Hours
(April-September)

Half Day

6-8 Miles

3-4 Hours


Full Day

9-12 Miles

5-6 Hours

Long Full Day
13 Miles

6+ Hours

These are circular walks. Occasionally, leaders offer ‘figure-of –eight’ walks i.e. a morning and afternoon walk starting from the same place. Linear walks are also possible through the use of hired coaches, mini-buses or public transport. Car shuttles are also possible but are more difficult to organise.

Family walks and weekday walks are also possible. New ideas are welcomed.

2. Where?

There are no restrictions other than travelling time. Shorter walks tend to be nearer to Cheltenham. Do not worry if the walk is not unique! The Club is over 60 years old, so most local paths have been well trodden! Offer your favourite walk, it doesn’t matter if the Club did it last year!

Remember that riverside paths may flood in winter while bridleways can sometimes become extremely muddy. Dark woods should be avoided on evening walks early or late in the season.

3. When?

Many members also belong to the Cotswold Rambling Club and so we have a reciprocal arrangement to avoid duplication. Our basic monthly programme structure is as follows:

1st , 3rd and 5th weekend:
Saturday and Sunday

2nd and 4th weekend:
Saturday only

Evening walks are held weekly from mid-April to early September on a Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday cycle with occasional Mondays being used. The time of the meeting point for evening walks should not be earlier than 6.15 p.m. to allow members adequate time to get back from work and also to avoid rush hour traffic.

4. Starting Point

All events start in Cheltenham to enable car sharing and to give lifts. The meeting places are Andover Walk on Saturdays; Bayshill Road (Ladies College Reception entrance) on Sundays; and Lypiatt Road during the evenings. If the walk is north of Cheltenham the kiosk at Pittville Lawn may be used instead. However, for all of these locations, please make yourself aware of any changes to new restrictions in parking or the problems that traffic for big events or Christmas shopping, might present in using these meeting places. 

The programme usually gives a meeting time in Cheltenham and also a time of the start of the walk at the location. You will need to estimate the distance to the start of the walk, to allow adequate time to get there. A ramble fee will need to be calculated (currently 10p per mile).

THE WALKOVER

1. Equipment

A 1:25000 map (OS Explorer series) is essential as it shows field boundaries. A compass, some secateurs (where paths are blocked by overgrown vegetation) and occasionally, a torch, might be useful.

2. Deputy Leader / back marker

Try to do the walkover with a fellow Club member as this will boost your confidence. He or she could also lead the walk if you are unable to do so on the day. Additionally, on those occasions when a larger number of members turn up to a walk, a back marker to accompany slower walkers is essential.

3. Starting Point

Walks usually have to be planned around available car parking spaces at the starting point. For instance, car parking for up to 30 cars may be necessary for an evening walk. Lay-bys used by HGVs are sometimes occupied overnight and so should be avoided.

In choosing the site, be sure to prevent any blocking of entrances to fields or buildings. If a pub car park is chosen, then the permission of the landlord is obligatory. Charges for public car parks need to be noted in the programme. Where there is no public parking, provide a note to park considerately, dispersing cars in situations where a sudden influx of visitors, could make a big impact on a small village. Ramblers are encouraged to share cars, so emphasise this in your instructions where parking is tight.

4. En-route


Make a note of any features that may be important later, e.g. crops, livestock, etc. Broken stiles or footbridges should be reported to the County Council. Note the terrain so that guidance is given in the programme notes, e.g. ‘hilly’ or ‘could be muddy’. Look out for refreshment or comfort stops.

Remember, that when you do the walkover (often some months in advance) the landscape might look very different to how it might look on the day. For instance, crops can grow up and make a footpath difficult to navigate. Consider a second walkover within a few weeks of the actual walk. 


Leading a walk without a walkover should only be attempted by experienced leaders; when a small group is anticipated, unless the route is taken from a guidebook.


Gloucestershire has been hit by civil emergencies such as flooding and foot and mouth in recent years with obvious effects on footpaths in affected areas. Generally, it is important to keep informed of any restrictions and how they might affect your plans. Where these affect your walk, warn the committee that you may have to cancel if there is still a period of time before the day. It might also be possible to plan an alternative walk in the area – but please seek advice from the committee.

5. Timing


Walkovers sometimes take slightly longer than the actual walk because of the need for familiarisation with the landscape. Greater concentration required for map reading and the occasional wrong turning. However, it should be considered that extra time may also be required on the day, in comparison to the time taken on your walkover e.g. a series of stiles can cause delays with large groups.


You will need to allow 15 minutes for tea/coffee stops. Evening walks sometimes have a 5 minute stop to admire the view. The pace tends to be slower on short walks rather than long ones, but can depend on the terrain. For guidance: evening and half day walks tend to proceed at 2-2½ mph and full day walks at nearly 3 mph. An hour should be added for every 1000 feet that has to be climbed.

6. Lunch


On full day walks, particularly in winter, many ramblers like to have the opportunity to shelter and eat warm food in a pub. Some ramblers do not wish to do so, but require alternative shelter such as church porches. Inevitably, pub lunches, especially on Sundays, are prone to slow service. Where a ‘dry lunch’ might last less than 30 minutes, a pub meal may last a full hour. Walk leaders should express their intention clearly in the programme. Should a pub be chosen, the landlord should be contacted to ascertain whether walkers are welcome and a rough idea of the price of the food available. A pub menu should be acquired and the landlord should be given an indication of the numbers of meals wanted (avoid over-estimation!) and orders submitted by mobile phone during the walk can be helpful. 

ON THE DAY

1. At the start

If possible go to the meeting place in Cheltenham to ensure that everyone who needs a lift has one. If you cannot do so, ask someone else to go there for this task. Drivers may also need further directions to find the start of the walk. Make sure cars are parked considerately at the starting place. For safety reasons, count the number of walkers.

Welcome everyone to the walk, especially those new to the club. Give out (or ask for) any notices. Ramblers often appreciate a few comments of interest about the route, the pub, etc.

If you feel that anyone has come inadequately equipped for the walk, particularly in mountain areas or bad weather, you may refuse to allow that person to walk. The same applies to members who bring dogs on walks marked in the programme as ‘No Dogs’ walks. You may ask that mobiles be switched off (or set to noiseless alerting); or where use is absolutely necessary, ask that this be discreetly away to the back of the group, to avoid disturbing others.

2. On the walk

The leader should strike a balance between leading efficiently at the front and spending time with participants. The Country Code should be respected. Gates should be shut, unless previously left open. Ramblers should be encouraged to shout back about this and with a large group the role of the back marker is invaluable to ensure that this is done. On country lanes with bends and high hedgerow, it is also important to warn those in the line of any oncoming vehicles, motorbikes or cycling groups (which may also be occasionally encountered on some pathways).

In general, it is advisable to have a back marker for the first few walks taken by a new leader. The back marker can help prevent the group becoming split; so benefiting the leader who would normally have to look behind at the group as well as the route ahead. A back marker is useful in many situations, particularly if a rambler causes concern or if farm animals in a field cause difficulty. 

3. Safety

It is a rule of the Club that the Club accepts no liability for members’ health or safety. Fortunately, we have had very few serious accidents. The Club carries insurance, which effectively indemnifies its leaders but that is no excuse for complacency. If there is a problem on a walk, the group will look to you as leader for guidance. Most problems can be overcome through common sense!

Should a rambler decide to leave the walk before the end, the leader should, if possible, tactfully or otherwise as appropriate, advise the person that the Club no longer takes any responsibility for them. It is also advisable to do the occasional re-count during a walk to ensure that everybody is still present.

Both the leader and the back marker should take a whistle. The club’s emergency code is :-

Two blasts – slow down and make contact, we are losing you.

Four blasts – stop we have an accident / illness / lost person.

The international distress signal is 6 blasts in a minute, followed by a minute pause (reply is 3 the same).


If you do not possess a mobile phone make sure that somebody else on the walk has one. Be aware that mobiles may not work in some remote areas or dips below a hill may prevent them receiving signals. 

Remember to take a first aid kit (learn how to use it!) for any light injuries. In an emergency, have a map location ready to report to authorities, with the nearest road, or a clearing: if an air ambulance is required to descend near a wooded area.

Bad weather conditions need to be taken seriously. If the leader has serious concerns about the desirability or safety of a walk, they should cancel it at the beginning or curtail the route. Snow and ice can cause obvious hazards particularly in hilly/mountainous areas. Thunderstorms can be frightening in open countryside. Do not shelter under trees!  It is advisable to descend from hill/mountain tops, and squat down if in open country with lightning overhead. Hot weather can also cause problems with risks of bad sunburn and de-hydration. Leaders should ensure that ramblers are carrying plenty of fluids and sun protection, hats, etc. on these occasions.

3. After the walk

Finally, ours is a sociable walking club!  It is a leader’s prerogative to nominate a pub or teashop afterwards. Who knows your fellow ramblers might even treat you!

Based on notes by Stephen Wall, January 2006

