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A journey along the Roman frontier.

“

The River Tyne was to be
my guide along Hadrian’s
Cycleway, leading me past
rolling farmland, deciduous
forests, open fields and the
occasional medieval village.

”

n 120 A.D. the Roman Emperor
Hadrian began the construction
of a wall in Britannia, designed
to consolidate the Empire’s lands
and protect its citizens from the
unconquerable wilds to the north.
Stretching for 80 miles across
modern-day England, it stood sentinel
for centuries and remains the largest
intact Roman artefact on the planet.
A thing of awe and wonder, travellers
have long been enticed to the wall,
not only to connect with history but
to explore the land it stands upon, one
of the last wild corners of England,
an enduring natural frontier. Hearing
about Hadrian’s Cycleway, a route that
follows the structure from coast to
coast, incorporating a vast network of
forested trails, winding gravel roads
and cobblestone lanes, I too couldn’t
resist the allure of Hadrian’s Wall.
To experience a country by bicycle
is a wonderful thing. You breathe
deeper, think slower and ﬁ nd your
senses heightened. You notice more birds in the trees and the rhythms of
waterways - and remain in complete
control, free to stop whenever and
wherever you choose. But, most
importantly, you also feel every mile,
working your body as you push and
pull yourself through a landscape,
appreciating its nuances all the more
in the process.
The River Tyne was to be my guide
along Hadrian’s Cycleway, leading
me past rolling farmland, deciduous

forests, open ﬁelds and the occasional
medieval village, and ﬂying into
Newcastle from Toronto, I couldn’t
wait to begin. However, upon
collecting my hired bike and gear
from The Cycle Hub, a cafe popular
with Newcastle’s cycling community,
I was promptly reminded that, when
it comes to cycling and the great
outdoors, things don’t always go
to plan.
This was never meant to be a
physically challenging trip, more of a
relaxing cruise across the countryside
with regular stops for photography,
food, scenery appreciation and
history. And Hadrian’s Cycleway
certainly can be leisurely, unless
you accidentally plan to ride from
Newcastle to a farm in the Pennines
in one day, on a touring bike, carrying
a week’s worth of kit. I was set to stay
at The Cowshed (one of the stunning,
character-packed holiday homes in
the Crabtree & Crabtree portfolio),
yet halfway through my second Cycle
Hub latte I realised I’d entered the
wrong postcode when plotting my
route. My four hour cycle had turned
into an 11 hour expedition - and it was
already 10 a.m.
About two hours out of Newcastle
you begin to sense the romance of
the English landscape. The streets
narrow, the woods thicken and the
buildings become fairy tale cottages.
After ﬁve hours, you reach Corbridge,
a charming village that was once
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the northernmost settlement of the
Roman Empire. Found beside the
Tyne, its stone bridge was built in 1674
as an earlier version had fallen victim
to border warfare. Refuelling at The
Angel of Corbridge, I felt I’d arrived
in the England of my imagination.
From the inn’s patio I could see down
the rise and over tightly-pitched roofs
to the bridge and up into the rolling
hills beyond.
I wish I had given myself more time,
because the ride from Corbridge to
The Cowshed is spectacular. The
road winds through craggy hills and
farmland, where sheep graze between
small lakes and stone walls. It’s here
that you’ll find the highest point of
the cycleway, the summit marked by a
steel cairn labelled with the distances
from Wallsend in Newcastle to
Wallsend in Bowness-On-Solway.
Most people take two or three days to
reach this marker, and here I was, a
little more than halfway through day
one, feeling the burn in my legs as the
rain clouds rolled in.
At 11 p.m., in the black of a wet
and windy night, I arrived at The
Cowshed and, walking in, found all
my pain and exhaustion immediately
forgotten. The renovated, three
bedroom, 400 year old barn feels
like a haven, centred around a cosy
living room where an ancient map
of the region hangs above a deep,
comfortable couch. In the fridge were
vegetables, fruit, salmon, beer, cheese
and eggs. I settled in, opened a bottle
of Black Grouse Stout and, exhausted,
became one with the couch.
The following morning, after a
big mess of eggs, cheese and fresh
bread, Neville Gill, the owner of The

Cowshed, arrived to show me around
his 1,000 acre farm. We explored the
grouse butts his great-grandfather
constructed for hunting and visited
the 600 year old shepherd’s cabin,
high on a fell, which the Gill family
still use during their annual grouse
shoot. He showed me the trees he’d
planted and the duck pond he’d dug
and explained his future plans, all
of which must pass stringent tests
to ensure no undue damage is done
to this antediluvian, interconnected
environment - something Gill is
passionate about.
As hard as it was to leave The
Cowshed, I was excited to travel
on, cycling west towards to sea. I
peddled, photographed and slept
deeply in Carlisle before continuing
to Bowness-On-Solway, the scent
of salt keeping me company along a
narrow track, the aroma growing with
every mile. In Bowness, I made for
the Kings Arms, a pub which is built
atop the remains of a Roman fort and
was undergoing renovations during
my visit. The cheerful woman behind
the bar explained that everything was
taking longer than expected as they’d
unearthed historically significant
remains, forcing them to stop work
until the authorities weighed in.
“That’s just how it is here,” she
laughed. “You can’t dig a hole in
your yard without finding something
important.”
I considered this later on the shore
of the Solway Firth, looking across
the water to Scotland, struck by how
lucky I was to be in such a fascinating,
time-marked place. Here I could
venture into the wild, swap stories
with local farmers and pop into pubs
in villages where the Romans had
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“

Hadrian’s Wall wound its
way, ser pent-like, as far
as the eye could see, across
the landscape, following the
natural line of the land.

”

ended their fortification lines and,
even today, a column of marching
soldiers wouldn’t have looked out
of place.

I felt similarly humbled at Sycamore
Gap, where I’d come for a sunset
view of the wall. Standing before the
fortification, completely alone, I was
amazed by its scale. Hadrian’s Wall
wound its way, serpent-like, as far as
the eye could see, across the landscape,
following the natural line of the land.
The wall is now only three to four
feet high, but during Roman rule it
measured up to 20 feet - and that’s on
top of the rocky slope it sits above.
Keen to understand more about this
structure, I paid a visit the following
day to Vindolanda, the wall’s largest
Roman fortification and an active dig
site overseen by Dr Andrew Birley.
At least 30 volunteers were working
away in the pit, a community of likeminded people, from all walks of
life, for whom archaeology was not
a profession but a passion. Everyone
was chatting as they excavated, keen

to share tales of their discoveries, the
thrill of seeing that first glint of light
in the earth. Vindolanda has proven
itself to be a rich source of artefacts
and, despite decades of digging, Birley
assures me they’ve only just scratched
the surface.

I ended my journey by travelling
backwards, to a village I’d been
thinking about since first stopping
there nearly a week ago. Corbridge
and The Angel were as charming and
picturesque as I remembered and
I spent two days cradling pints and
dipping my toes in the Tyne. This
change of pace felt necessary, a way of
calming the mind before returning to
the modern world, the chance to think
about those long-gone communities
shaped by this fortification, and those
drawn to it today. There are few places
left where past and present remain
so intertwined and the landscape is
allowed to dominate. Perhaps this
two-wheeled journey of mine should
continue, I think, feet cooling in the
river, for I sense there is so much more
to uncover.
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