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Our eyes met across a
pitch-black country lane.
I’d slid open the van door,
desperate for a now
customary wild pee, when

my head torch shone directly into the 
back of their Land Rover Defender. Hair 
frizzed with passion, cheeks flushed to 
match her Barbie-pink fleece, they shot 
me a glance and carried on.

Welcome to Yorkshire’s most beautiful
hook-up hotspot. What had started out
as a joyful six-week camper-van break 
around the UK with my boyfriend, Jon, 
seemed to have spiralled into an X-rated 
episode of Emmerdale. 

Keen to embrace the freelance life,
last summer Jon and I decided to take a
big trip. Not Bali, America or Brazil, but 
England, Wales and Scotland, from the 
faded piers of Weston-super-Mare to 
abandoned lighthouses in the Outer 
Hebrides. Sure, we could book hotels,
but a camper van would give us more 
flexibility and the freedom to park up 
anywhere. Like dodgy dark lanes.

Tell people you’re going to spend six 
weeks living in a van with a relatively
new partner and you’ll get a mixed 
response. A few thought it would be 
romantic: sunsets, snogs and 
sausages on the barbecue. 

Most thought it would be a shortcut to
the end. 

To give us the best chance of not 
strangling one another in a small metal 
box on wheels, we made sure ours was a 
snazzy one. Cool camper-vanners buy an 
old banger and spruce it up. We didn’t 
have the skills or patience for that, so we 
borrowed one. Our spanking new VW 
California Ocean had a roof that popped 
up to become the sleeping space, a
two-ring gas hob and a fridge. It costs 
£51,000 to buy — or you can hire one 
from £55 a day (quirkycampers.co.uk).

There was just one crucial thing 
missing: a loo. Nobody wants their bum 
tickled by heather on the first al fresco 
squat, so my advice is to ease yourself into 
the art of outdoor toilet-going. Buying a 
£51 annual membership of the Caravan 
and Motorhome Club helps. For the first 
week — London to northwest Wales — we 
revelled in the luxury of their campsites: 
electric hook-ups (meaning we 
wouldn’t run down the battery 
down listening to Magic 
FM), large sinks 

and proper loos, complete with seats
and flushes. They weren’t great places
to make friends, though. Most couples 
were tucked up in their motorhomes, 
watching TV, by 6pm.

We decided to branch out. We weren’t
actively seeking dogging dalliances, but 
neither did we want cul-de-sacs of 
caravans. So we used coolcamping.com,
a website packed with rustic sites that 
nicely balance big views with basic 

facilities such as showers where you
have to press the button every 20

seconds to get a trickle of water.
Nant-y-Big, on the Llyn
Peninsula, was a highlight.

We bagged a spot in a
field overlooking one

of the prettiest
bays in

Wales. Cue smug Instagram pictures
of our van against a dusty-pink sunset. 
Cosily tucked up in bed that night, we 
realised we’d parked on an invisible 
incline. By 3am, blood rushing to our 
heads, we couldn’t ignore it any longer,
so we started the engine and reparked, a 
process we’d repeat 20 times during our 
trip. Should have packed a spirit level. 

For six weeks, the good was laced with
brief moments of bad. At first, everything 
— from finding clean knickers to boiling
an egg — took an age. We got stuck in mud. 
For the first week, we didn’t sleep well.
I had stress dreams: sleeping in a van in 
the middle of nowhere causes anxiety 
that’s hard to suppress, even after a bottle 
of red wine. We bickered about what 
biscuits to buy because we were so tired.

Yet we soon found our roles and 
routine. I took responsibility for making 
and packing down the bed, Jon did the 
cooking and driving. I was in charge of 
directions, until I messed it up and was 
stripped of my navigation duties. Then I 
just did the bed.

By the time we reached Scotland, about
four weeks in, we were, if I dare say, 
camper-vanning pros. Wee in the woods? 
No problem. Lunch in an Asda car park 
because it has the cheapest diesel? You 
betcha. Quick kip at a service station? 
Sure. (The best is at Tebay, on the M6. 
There’s a lovely farm shop, too.)

Camper-vanning comes into its own 
in Scotland. Its “freedom to roam” rule 
means it’s legal to wild camp, even at
the side of roads. One 2am knock on the 
window from a drunk stranger in a 
parking bay near Glasgow was nearly 
enough to put me off that, so it came as
a relief that the Outer Hebrides are 
virtually people-free. You have your pick 
of park-up spots, and there’s nothing like 
waking in a field, inches from a stretch of 
sand, without another person in sight. 
Truly, they are some of the best beaches 
I’ve seen: Luskentyre on a sunny day beats
the combined efforts of the Caribbean. 

Being a camper-vanner makes you 
think differently, too. Not in profound
life-appreciating terms, but logistically. 
And, once we’d sorted the logistics out,
Jon and I got on — surprisingly well. 

Most good camper vans, including our
VW California, will have a hose shower
at the back, but we didn’t really fancy 
soaping our bits while a herd of sheep 
looked on. So we developed a radar for 
public facilities. In fact, the small wooden 
shed of the Calmac ferry “terminal” on 
tiny Barra island, in the Outer Hebrides, 
was home to my life’s most memorable 
shower. Slot in an old £1 coin and it 

delivers five minutes of boiling water
so strong, it virtually jet-washes
you clean. Of course, with only
one coin between us, we had to
huddle in there together, sharing
the torrent of water. Who said
romance is dead?

That dogging site, if you’re
interested, was just off the
A171 outside Scarborough.
You’re welcome.

Hannah Summers was a guest
of the Caravan and Motorhome

Club (caravanclub.co.uk), 
Cool Camping (coolcamping.com)

and Visit Scotland (visitscotland.com). 
The VW California Ocean was lent to her 
by Volkswagen (volkswagen-vans.co.uk)

Hannah Summers took her new boyfriend 
for a long drive in a small camper van. 
Was it the road to romance — or regret?

SIX WEEKS 

ON WHEELS

Hannah and Jon 
at Flamborough 
Head, Yorkshire

At first, everything took
an age, from finding clean 
knickers to boiling an egg 

HOW TO SURVIVE 
LIFE ON THE ROAD
Do embrace socks and flip-flops: 
much easier than shoes.
Do take a small cordless vacuum: 
tidy van, tidy mind.
Do use earplugs: wind is surprisingly 
loud. So is snoring.
Don’t pass up the opportunity for a 
shower: you don’t know when your 
next one will come.
Don’t overpack: halve your bag, then 
halve it again. And again.
Don’t forget a picnic rug: it extends 
your living space.

DREAM MACHINE Hannah’s VW California Ocean


