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Many people who set 
out to push themselves 
physically or mentally 
in the outdoors talk 

about the brilliance of their experience 
after they have finished. You have 
probably heard of the Fun Scale. Type 
1 Fun is fun that is enjoyable while it 
is happening: think a lovely dip in a 
warm lake, or doing tequila shots at 
sundown at a beach bar. Type 2 Fun is 
fun in retrospect: that 10km swim that 
was gruelling at the time but you loved 
every minute of once you had finished. 
Type 3 Fun just isn’t fun. Ever. When 
I chat to author and adventurer Gail 
Muller, she has just returned from the 
Continental Divide Trail, which is a 
3,000 mile long-distance trail between 
the US border with Chihuahua, 
Mexico and the border with Alberta, 
Canada and she didn’t finish it. “Your 
40s are brilliant because when you 
think, ‘NO’, I don’t have to do this, 
you just don’t,” she says. “It was Type 
3 Fun. Terrible at the time and terrible 
looking back at it.” Instead, Gail 
hopped onto a ferry to Alaska and 
camped on deck before heading to the 
Redwood National Park and onto the 
Great Smoky Mountains. “There is 
always a pivot,” she says. “You just have 
to find it.”

Pivoting is a skill of Gail’s. At 12 she 
was told it was likely she would be in 
a wheelchair by the time she was 40 
due to muscular-skeletal issues and 
the chronic pain that would arise as a 

result. In 2019, aged 41, she embarked 
on one of the world’s toughest treks, 
the Appalachian Trail, a 2,200 mile 
trek through the wilderness of the 
USA. Last month, her book, Unlost: 
A Journey of Self-Discovery and the 
Healing Power of the Wild Outdoors, 
was published. It tells her story of 
climbing out of a rut in her life, 
her battle with chronic pain and 
walking in the elements. “I like to 
feel grounded and see where I am,” 
says Gail. “Walking is a way of seeing 
and feeling the environments and 
communities that you pass through. 

UNLOST
Ella Foote meets author and 
adventurer Gail Muller

I needed to slow down. To go at the 
pace that a human body can move and 
let everything fall into the line behind. 
I didn’t rush around, putting things in 
my diary because I was just walking. 
To see the landscapes changing as 
you go, to feel the ground moving 
underneath you and you always feel 
present where you are.”

Before the trail, Gail’s life was far 
from dull. Working in education in 
London, life was a little more difficult 
by living in Cornwall. Each week 
she would take a sleeper train from 
Falmouth to London, spend four nights 
in a youth hostel and then travel home 
on a Friday to spend the weekend in 
Cornwall. “Looking back, I think I was 
desperate for some kind of escape,” she 
says. “Pushing that dopamine hit or 
achieving something. Living regular 
life wasn’t enough, I had to make 
regular life really complicated to feel 
satisfied. That is when I knew that I 
needed to go and do something that 
was truly challenging and out of my 
comfort zone, rather than continuing 
to make my normal life so complex.” 
Inspired by Bill Bryson’s 1998 book, 
A Walk in the Woods, Gail decided to 
walk The Appalachian Trail. She had 
first read it when it was first published 
and couldn’t imagine a big enough 
wood to walk in for so long. The idea 
of carrying all the things she needed 
in a backpack, to stand still and absorb 
the wilderness. “Reading that book 
made me realise that you can be free,” 
says Gail. “He wasn’t going home to a 
hotel every night, he wasn’t going to be 
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picked up by someone or going back to 
his car, he is just walking, and he is out 
of his comfort zone. He had never done 
it before; he could have this freedom 
to wander and meet who you meet and 
the kindness of strangers. A fire was 
lit inside of me way back then. When I 
finally got my body back and was able 
to use it and move it, I promised myself 
I would. All through my illness after 
seeing people who had fit bodies but 
not necessarily using them, who would 
just come home from work and sit in 
front of the sofa, moaning about X Y 
and Z – I remember thinking, come on 
you have got a body that could do stuff 
that I am desperate to do.”

Today Gail is feeling well. She swims 
regularly in the sea, which is part of 
her coping strategy. “I have learned 
over the years about my body,” she 
says. “Any kind of stress or mental 
load takes its toll. I have a very busy 
brain and must keep on top of that 
and check in with myself. The pain 
begins to rise again because we are 
all holistic connected beings, what 

and what she does. She is currently 
applying for a master’s to keep her 
hand in academia and education is 
her passion. Like many adventurers, 
the pandemic put a stop to her plans, 
which is how the book came about. “I 
would like to take on more tutoring 
and writing projects,” she says. “I want 
to also build something to get more 
women outdoors, into the woods and 
building resilience. For my next book 
I am looking at doing something for 
young women, tying it into things 
they face at school and linking it to the 
outdoors.” Listening to Gail’s plans and 
life sounds brilliant but exhausting. 
Does she ever relax? “I do find it hard 
to relax, but when I do, I am usually 
moving which sounds silly doesn’t 
it,” she says. “But it is when I am in 
moving meditation when I am  
walking by myself or dunking in  
the sea. Being in flow that doesn’t 
require over analysis. Concentrating 
on something that is beyond your  
own busy brain, those things  
are fabulous.” 

happens in our head affects our body, 
so I must be mindful of that. Things 
like swimming in cold water can 
really help us control our busy brains. 
I find going into the sea in Falmouth 
really useful and I know it has been 
said a million times, but it is!” Gail 
has always lived by the sea, growing 
up she would be sailing, paddling, or 
surfing. “Being in the water isn’t alien 
to me but seeing it as therapeutic is 
something I came to after I came back 
from the trail – realising how deeply 
healing and soothing being in nature 
is. When I came back to Cornwall, I 
didn’t have big wild forests to explore 
where you don’t see anyone, but you 
can shock your system into the same 
kind of feeling by being in touch with 
the elements by going for an early 
swim when no one else is around. 
There you can find the wilderness. Sea 
swimming has given me that feeling of 
connection and freedom that I found 
on The Appalachian Trail.”

Life is still busy for Gail. She 
admits it is hard to describe herself 
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