
WANDERING HADRIAN'S WAY 

''You want to do what?" 
"I want to walk across 
England along Hadrian's 

Wall, from the North Sea to Solway 
Firth," said Reidun. "It's an easy 
eighty-four miles, full of history. 
Imagine walking in the footsteps of 
Roman legionnaires!" I shouldn't have 
been surprised- my wife has been a 
student of English history since before 
we met. When she explained that an 
English outfitter could book B&Bs 
for us--pretty much the only option 
for lodgings--and transport our duf-
fel bags, leaving us to carry only day 
packs, I quickly signed on. 

And that is how, on the morning of 
May 3, we found ourselves at a trail
head that resembled nothing on the 
Long Trail: the Wallsend Metro station 
in Newcastle-upon-'fyne. From the 
metro and the remains of Segedunum 
Roman fort, we turned downward 
towards a modern shipyard and head
ed westward along the River 'fyne. For 
the first day-and-a-half, we could have 
been on the Burlington bike path as 
we strolled along the river, past indus
try, bridges, and upscale housing, 
interspersed with yellow gorse and 
broom and pink clematis. From pave
ment to dirt footpath, the route was 
designed to get us out of Newcastle, 
where urban development had oblit
erated Hadrian's Wall. Finally, after 
fifteen miles, we arrived at Heddon
on-the-Wall, where the remains of the 
wall suddenly appeared out of the 
ground, seemingly from nowhere. 
Now, with a few exceptions, we would 
follow its actual course. 

So what is Hadrian's Wall? It was 
built on the order of Emperor Hadrian 
who came to Britain in 121 A.D. to 
inspect the northern reaches of his 
empire. Fifteen thousand Roman 
legionnaires built most of the wall in 
ten years, to delineate the border of 
the empire and control the traffic of 
people and goods across the frontier. 
The barrier consisted of a deep north 
ditch, a stone wall ten feet wide and 

and tumbling in the grass. While the 
sheep scattered, the cows remained in 
the middle of the path, unimpressed 
by pedestrians. Hadrian's Way is a 
beautiful trail under an enormous 
sky. We admired the lush greens of 
springtime England, profuse bluebells, 
and yellow rape fields. For several 
days, halfway across England, the 
wall followed a succession of rocky 
and desolate crags, rising to its high
est elevation of 1, 000 feet and visible 
from horizon to horizon. Some of the 
wall is in Northumberland National 
Park, but much is on private land, 
requiring easements for the path. 

Instead of the white blazes of the 
t; Long Trail, we followed white National 
"" Trail acorns and yellow arrows on 
~ 
~ wooden signposts, stiles, and fences. 
- Signs were present only when nec-

fifteen feet high, a military road, and 
then another deep south ditch with 
earth embankments on both sides-all 
84 miles long. There were fortified 
gateways every mile, now called 
milecastles, two observation towers 
or turrets between milecastles, and 
twelve military forts. An impressive 
piece of work in any age, and still 
awe-inspiring today. 

In 1987 the area was designated 
a World Heritage Site by UNESCO. 
Tuday it is managed by English 
Heritage and the National Trust. That 
ended almost 2,000 years of raiding 
Hadrian's Wall for building-stones for 
houses, churches, barns, and fences . 
Fortunately, many miles of wall and 
ditches still remain, as do the outlines 
of milecastles, turrets, and forts. 1Wo 
years ago, Hadrian's Wall Path was 
made a National Trail; several detailed 
guidebooks are available. 

Most of Hadrian's Way is pastoral 
and open, much as Vermont was 
a hundred years ago. We followed 
hedgerows, climbed stiles, and 
wandered through pastures among 
sheep and newborn lambs. We often 
paused to enjoy the lambs darting 

essary, which could mean many in 
a row as we climbed over stiles, or 
infrequently when continuing in the 
same direction. With close attention, 
we found the signage reliable, but 
momentary inattention could lead one 
astray. The pathway followed pave
ment, stone steps, flagstones, packed 
dirt, muddy farm yards, country 
lanes, and grass.You could certainly 
complete Hadrian's Way in six days, 
and some hikers do. We chose to take 
ten days - we wanted ample time to 
study ruins and visit museums and 
churches. The history is what makes 
this path so absorbing. 

The Long Trail, rugged and forested, 
is designed to insulate the hiker from 
civilization. In contrast, Hadrian's 
Wall Path National Trail, more open 
and less demanding, passes through 
a working landscape of farms and 
villages where almost two millen
nia of history is in evidence. Both 
trails are protected, well marked, and 
require advance planning for food and 
shelter. Both offer the hiker a reward
ing, though very different, experience. 

- Andrew S. Nuquist 
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