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WITH THE TIDAL TYNE

SOUTH SHIELDS TO HEDDON-ON-THE-WALL

allsend... now shouldn’t that be Wall’s beginning? In

fact, the frontier system’s easternmost station was

Arbeia, situated at the mouth of the Tyne in present-
day South Shields. It was established as a coastal supply-base and
first garrisoned by Mesopotamian bargemen, transferring their skills
from the Tigris to the Tyne. These were the forerunners of the keel-
men with their shallow colliers’ barges, remembered in the folk
song ‘The Keel Row’. The port, an anchorage for Agricola’s expedi-
tionary fleet in AD80, grew in importance forty years on as the Wall
came into being and kept up a 278-year connection with continen-
tal Europe. Today the site, which, at one time, succumbed to the
ravages of onrushing brick terraces, has, like Segedunum a little fur-
ther upriver, been exposed again and now features a fine recon-
struction of a wall-fort gate.

Between these two forts the industrialisation of the Tyne is sore
apparent, although ‘Bede’s World’ at Jarrow does give visitors a
glimpse into the distant rural past and the life of the Anglo-Saxon
monastery of St Paul. The Venerable Bede, famed for his scholar-
ship, died in 735 and was buried at Durham Cathedral, his tomb
having the inscription ‘here lie the venerable bones of Bede’...
Subsequently it would seem that some Dark Age historian skipped
‘the bones’ to give the eminent priest his distinctive tag! Bede’s
other world was Wearmouth, the present-day Sunderland, where
the locals are known to Tynesiders as ‘mackems’. The connection
with shipbuilding is uncertain but the most likely explanation
seems to be along the lines of ‘they mackem, we tackem.’

The imposing cranes of Swan Hunter’s famous shipyard at
Wallsend, which claimed the ground where Hadrian’s Wall once
reached the banks of the tidal Tyne, are silent and will soon be
gone. Sitting in sharp contrast beside them is the vibrant, futuristic
and forward-looking exhibition of Segedunum. With precious little
of the fort’s stonework remaining, the Tyne and Wear Museum
Service has created a fabulous visitor experience, and, at the edge
of the site, built an imposing replica bath house, with white-
washed walls and rich orange pantile roof. The interior, painted
with maritime motifs and fresh colours, even contains a shrine to
the Goddess Fortuna.

FACING PAGE:

The brightness of the warm colours, emphasised by the touch of blue,
suggests the physical heat of the caldarium, or hot room, at the bath
house within Segedunum Roman Fort

FROM TUDOR TIMES coal was dug in Tynedale and traded down
the coast to London, but only with the invention of steam pumps
were the thick seams more fully worked. Wallsend was the scene
of one such deep shaft pit and an old print survives showing a
flame stack, indicative of the pit’s noxious emissions. It is said that
Tsar Nicholas | of Russia paid the colliery a visit and, looking down
the main shaft, declared "Ah my God, it is the mouth of hell; none
but a madman would venture into it!” — the luxury of a privileged
birth.

The course of the Wall towards the metropolis of Newcastle can
only be surmised today by such names as ‘Fosseway’ for the ditch-
lined Roman military way and ‘Walker’ which means ‘the alder
marsh (carr) beside the Roman Wall’.

The city of Newcastle is the throbbing cultural heart of the
North-East of England, much of the interest gathered around the
Quayside. For all the smart new developments on the north bank,
most of the more recent attractions are based in Gateshead: among
them Baltic contemporary art gallery, The Sage music centre and
the innovative ‘blinking eye’ Millennium Bridge. Newcastle man-
ages to be sturdy and dignified, as well as famously vibrant and fun.
On the north bank, it has two fortresses — St James’ Park, for
Newcastle United fans, and the Castle Keep. The keep is squarely
sited, as is Carlisle Castle, amid a Roman fort, in this instance Pons
Aelius - ‘the bridge of Hadrian Aelius’.

The prosperity of the 19th century brought huge physical
changes to the city. (The last visions of the pre-industrial age and
rural outlook survive in the exquisite etchings of Thomas Bewick,
who worked in a drawing office at Amen Corner beside the
crowned cathedral of St Nicholas.) The Stephenson family’s engine
works, located beside Central Station, ushered in the age of steam
in the 1820s which soon swept away the medieval core of the city.
In its stead came the imperious architecture of Richard Grainger
and John Dobson exemplified in streetscapes such as Grey Street,
rising by the Theatre Royal to the Grey monument.

The city has long fostered the enquiring mind. The Lit and Phil
Society library, the largest outside London, is always open and sits
at one end of Westgate, right on the lost Wall. Roman heritage
enthusiasts can look forward to the Great North Museum, set to
open in 2009, which will house the University’s Museum of
Antiquities’ collection of Roman finds from Northumberland and a
good slice of natural history from the Hancock collection. The
University of Newcastle is also at the forefront of future life thinking
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and aims to become a world leader in hybrid embryo stem-cell
research for potential cures for such debilitating conditions as
Alzheimer’s Disease and Parkinson’s. Their Centre for Life has a pub-
lic arena with exhibitions aimed at inspiring people of all ages.

UPSTREAM FROM TYNE BRIDGE the riverside has undergone
considerable change over recent decades, all trace of William
Armstrong’s prodigious hydraulic crane and armament works, for
which the swing bridge was built, now lost. Intriguingly Armstrong
advocated the use of renewable energy. Declaring that coal ‘was
used wastefully and extravagantly in all its applications’, he predict-
ed in 1863 that England would cease to produce coal within two
centuries. As well as advocating the use of hydro-electricity, he sup-
ported experimentation with solar power, and believed that the solar
energy received by one acre in tropical areas would ‘exert the amaz-
ing power of 4000 horses acting for nearly nine hours every day’.
The brick terraces of Elswick and Scotswood are also being pro-
gressively replaced. High on Benwell Hill, the Roman fort of
Condercum has now gone, beneath a reservoir no less, but the tem-
ple of Antenociticus and the unusual Vallum-crossing gate sites have
survived, now safe within a suburban close. The West Road charg-
ing out of the city lies almost full square on the Wall’s foundations.
Only a few residual portions have been left beside the way in
Denton Dene, among which is the only complete Broad Wall-based
turret — 7b — standing within the originally intended Broad Wall.
From the Tyne Bridge the river has, over the last century, been
dredged from its many channels to a single waterway which runs
by Newburn, today a merry scene of recreation. On 28 August
1640 it was far from such. At the Battle of Newburn, during the
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ABOVE!
Modern architecture at its best. At night, the Sage Centre resembles a
gigantic spacecraft hovering over the Tyne.

RIGHT:

Segedunum Roman Fort sits in the shadow of the now-defunct Swan
Hunter shipyard. Both are former giants of their times, whose power
and influence have now been consigned to history. But while the
familiar Tyneside view of Swan Hunter’s massive cranes will soon be
a thing of the past, the ancient ruins of the fort will be preserved.

Second Bishops’ War, a Scottish Covenanter army led by General
Alexander Leslie took on English royalist forces commanded by
Edward, Lord Conway. Conway, heavily outnumbered, was defeat-
ed, and the Scots went on to occupy the port of Newcastle and
obtain a stranglehold on London’s coal supply. Charles | had no
choice but to agree to a truce, under which the Scottish army in
northern England would be paid daily expenses, pending a final
treaty of peace. To raise the necessary funds Charles had to call the
Long Parliament, thus setting in motion a process that would lead
to the outbreak of the English Civil War two years later.

The Tyne’s tidal limit comes close to Wylam, from whose col-
liery a tramway used to carry coal to coke works in Newburn
which stood where the popular Keelman pub and Big Lamp
Brewery stand today. The tramway boasted the very first twin-drive
traction locomotive — Puffing Billy — built in 1812 by William
Hedley, running on a track gauge of 4ft 8%in, exactly the width of
a Roman chariot’s wheelbase.



ALONG THE BROAD WALL

HEDDON-ON-THE-WALL TO HEAVENFIELD

he westward adventure brings us to long country horizons,
with fields of golden corn replacing the red brick terraces. A
lattice of hedgerows and rural walls now chequer the land-
scape. Unshackled from suburbia, the remnants of Hadrian’s Wall
break free too and make their most confident appearance yet at
Heddon - a tantalising hint of great things to come — before anoth-
er two dozen miles largely barren of the characteristic tooled stone.

Heddon certainly had its moment in history. The name Heddon-
on-the-Wall meant ‘heather-clad hill beside the Roman Wall’ and
sited right on top of that hill is the old church of St Andrew.
Reputedly it was here, in the year Ab630, that St Cuthbert officiat-
ed at the wedding of Oswald, King of Northumbria, at the time the
joint most powerful kingdom in Britain. Four years on and 14 miles
further along the old Roman frontier Oswald enters history with a
bang at the momentous Battle of Heavenfield.

A stroll beside the low remnant Wall in Heddon reveals a shal-
low bend in its course and, at its western end, the medieval adap-
tation of a pottery kiln. After the departure of the Romans, the Wall
did not immediately fall prey to stone thieves, as the years that fol-
lowed were characterised by a return to timber building. Only with
the advent of the great monasteries, defended halls and castles did
the stones really start to disappear, carrying on through the
medieval era. After this came another pause until the advent of
stone-built bastles (or defended buildings), and, later still, the hum-
bler cottage, barn and field wall.

The Wall at Heddon conforms to the ten-foot gauge that anti-
quarians term the ‘Broad Wall’. When they first began the legion
working on the early course from Pons Aelius towards Cilurnum
simply followed orders and advanced unflinchingly. But over time,
it was clearly decided that the time taken to bring stone and mor-
tar on site was too long and the structure was judged to be solid
and stable enough at a slightly narrower width of eight feet. The
point of change survives and we must wait to see it on the descent
to the North Tyne. They had to work fast as they were working in
hostile country. The Celtic Brigantes, or Barbarians as the Romans
called them, were none too pleased at having their tribal territory
severed and the natural order of their lives crazily disrupted, with
unrecorded petty incidents an inevitable by-product.

Beyond Heddon the course of the Wall is represented by a road,
with faint traces of the Wall ditch in the arable field to its right.
Although the modern A69 takes a diagonal swipe through its line,
there is little doubting that the Roman line persists. This is the

Military Road, not in itself Roman but constructed after Bonnie
Prince Charlie’s Jacobite Rebellion of 1745, although it never func-
tioned as the speedy route for marching armies east to west that it
was intended to be. It was a mixture of tragedy and triumph for the
ancient archaeology of the Wall. To make the road, what was left
standing was thrown down to form a coarse metalling, with tarmac
later enshrining the foundations for posterity. As the modern trail-
walker will notice, the roadside bank can be seen, from within the
adjacent field, to contain the odd unconsolidated Wall stone. There
is a certain romance in spotting such tumbled Wall masonry (or
‘rubble rigg’) fallen from ordered grace.

The first out-of-town Roman fort is Vindobala at Rudchester
Farm. What a perfect situation for a Wall museum complex, wel-
coming visitors fresh out of Newecastle. The modern road slices
through the middle of this cavalry fort and only the fenced enclo-
sure hints at its original outline. After a sharp dip and a rise we
arrive at Iron Sign. Here, a whitewashed dwelling has been built,
its striking red roof catching the eye from a distance. There is evi-
dence, found at Milking Gap, that the Roman Wall itself was also
rendered and whitewashed, to achieve the same impact. Travellers
will notice various place-name references to ‘red houses’ in the
vicinity of the Wall, hinting to traces of pantile roofing that might
plausibly relate to lost Roman structures.

THE NEXT LONG SWOOP of the Wall passes the entrance to
Albemarle Barracks, home of the 39th Regiment of the Royal
Artillery whose current frontier theatres are Iraq and Afghanistan.
Crossing the hilltop hamlet of Harlow Hill again the frontier sweeps
downhill, this time running through the flooded headwaters of
Whittledene. Here sits a set of glistening reservoir compounds.
How the Romans would have approved of them! They were mas-
ters of water management themselves, as demonstrated by the
aqueducts at Housesteads and Great Chesters and the bath houses,
water-header tanks and latrines at all their forts. Cleanliness was
not a matter of fussy sophistication; disease was then the greatest
killer and cleanliness kept soldiers healthy and fit for the rigours of
patrol and combat.

Coarse anglers play their lines into these waters, which are also
beloved of birdwatchers. The species list is long and lengthening,
and includes the sea duck, the Smew, Whooper Swans passing
through from northern Russia and Iceland and vagrant Ospreys
from Africa. Even an American Widgeon drake has been spotted.
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After the Robin Hood Inn, the wall rises again. (There is a long
tradition of the more isolated inns taking his name and he crops up
again two chapters hence at Sycamore Gap, with a further modern
twist.) Nearby is a telling farm name —Vallum. Traces of the Vallum
do remain here, for all the intensive tilling of the area, although
there is also a striking Wall ditch to the right of the road, so big that
a footpath needs a purpose-built footbridge to cross it. Halton
Shield brings the first really stunning example of the Vallum on
Down Hill, skipping left and right. Near the first of those Red
Houses is the drive entrance to Halton Castle. Here, the irregular
surface of the field on either hand of the open drive protects the
remnants of Onnum Roman Fort. One can only speculate as to why
it was called ‘the place of the rock’.

Halton Castle itself is no mean pile. It is a delightful glorified
castellated pele tower clearly built of Wall fort-stone. The curious
traveller will wish to venture further south along the winding lanes
to find the hidden treasure of Aydon Castle. Sir Walter Scott’s
Waverley novel Ivanhoe was brought to dramatic life here in the
1950s film. The English Heritage notice claims this to be the finest
example of a defended medieval manor house in England. Perched
on a fierce spur above the Cor Burn, the setting attests to the trou-
bled Tudor times of its owners, the Carnaby family.
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Above Prudhoe on the Military Road and straddling the Hadrian’s
Wall Path are the Whittledene Reservoirs. The culvert between two of
the reservoirs on a still winter dawn creates an intriguing detail.

THE COR BURN flows swiftly on towards the Tyne, its point of
arrival coinciding with the site of the biggest stone bridge of Roman
Britain. Search in vain today for the ten-arched structure, which
long since succumbed to torrent and flood, although recent dredg-
ing has salvaged much of its massive tooled masonry. The road it
carried was Dere Street, the main Roman road from Eboracum
(York) to the Wall and on north to Trimontium (Melrose) and the
Antonine Wall.

Adjacent is Coria, present-day Corbridge, with a multiplicity of
fascinating detail and museum exhibits, including its famous Lion
of Corbridge sculpture. Like so many Roman artefacts this was
casually found and incorporated into a domestic situation as a civic
water feature. One tenth of the Roman settlement is revealed in a
compound west of the modern town. Running through its heart is
the Stanegate, the principal east/west Roman road and effective
frontier line at the time that Hadrian made his one and only visit in
AD122. To this day the tiny lane leading from the town beside the



ENTERING CLAYTON COUNTRY

HEAVENFIELD TO SEWINGSHIELDS

he course of the Wall now pitches down in steady stages

into the verdant corridor of the North Tyne, passing

Planetrees Farm — the name referring to the sycamores that
the Romans introduced to Britain. In 1801 William Hutton passed
this way on a solo pedestrian expedition from Birmingham, to and
along the Wall. He was horrified to happen upon the farmer, Mr
Tulip, pragmatically loading ready chunks of Wall masonry onto his
cart for a new barn he was building. Hutton pleaded for its preser-
vation and must have managed to save at least one tiny portion but
it is easy to understand why any practical man of that time would
have seen no harm in reusing a sad heap of apparently insignificant
stone. It is only by happy accident that the junction of the Broad
and Narrow Wall here survived — an important record of the
Roman rethink of the grand design. Lower down another portion of
Wall survives at the edge of Brunton House grounds, this time with
a turret intact. Like all the turrets west of here, its Broad Wall wings
show that it was built in advance of the Wall, and will have there-
fore had to be awkwardly sewn into the new, narrow design.

The road meets the North Tyne at the handsome Chollerford
Bridge (from ‘coele’ meaning ‘gorge’). Upstream the weir holds a
great body of water which fluctuates not merely as a result of nat-
ural downpours but also irregular discharges from Kielder Water.
The valley has great beauty and any traveller who gives themselves
the time to look northward will find pleasure in visiting the little
communities of Humshaugh, Simonburn and Barrasford and their
surrounding countryside. Barrasford is notable for its active whin-
stone quarry, which shows the eastern trend of the Great Whin Sill,
beyond the Wall, bound for the Northumbrian coast and re-
emerging dramatically at Bamburgh Castle and Lindsfarne.

TO THE SOUTH, Chesters naturally demands attention, but
before crossing the river it is worth considering the valley back
towards Hexham. A confined path leads to the eastern abutment of
the great bridge which carried the Wall and Roman chariots over
the river to one of the most agreeably sited forts on the entire fron-
tier — Cilurnum. The river must have raged through here on occca-
sion — two great stone bridges succumbed to its force before the
end of the second century. The path runs alongside the old railway
line to Bellingham, which used to carry the famous Dipper train —
the nickname a reference to the fact that it had had the misfortune
to be on the Tay Bridge near Dundee in 1879 when it collapsed in
a high wind. The engine was subsequently dredged out and

brought back into commission here — obviously made of tough
stuff! The faint trace of the Stanegate’s ancient ford can also be seen
near here, although a bit distant from the Wall. At the southern
edge of the village the Hadrian Hotel inn sign is dignified by a
depiction of one Primus Pius, the senior legionary centurion. The
river draws down below Warden Hill, crowned with a massive Iron
Age hill fort, and comes to meet the South Tyne and double its vol-
ume at a stroke. This place must always have been a significant
landmark.

Just downstream from here, the river arrives serenely at Tyne
Green in Hexham. Just as Cilurnum was a favoured garrison loca-
tion in its time, nearby Hexham is a favoured location today, a
well-connected and well-endowed country town. The old town has
an air of civic pride, not least through the activities of the Historic
Hexham Trust, and is to all intents and purposes the capital of
Tynedale. Well set up from the river it boasts a lovely mix of build-
ings, new and traditional shops and market facilities. The Market
Place is overlooked by the Moot Hall gatehouse, and through the
arch in Hall Gate sits the Old Gaol. Constructed in 1330, this was
the first purpose-built prison in England, and now, as the Middle
March Centre, houses the Border History Museum, vividly depict-
ing that terrible era.

The centrepiece of the town, and its parish church, is Hexham
Abbey. When St Wilfred built the original Benedictine monastery in
AD675, his biographer Eddius described it as the finest building of
its kind this side of the Alps. The crypt beneath housed a holy relic,
in this instance a fragment of St Andrew’s clothing and pilgrims’
offerings help fund the shrine. Coria and the Dere Street Roman
bridge were quarried for the majority of the original monastic
building, perhaps the first large scale use of the remnant Roman
masonry. One particular inscribed stone catches the eye in the ceil-
ing of the crypt, recording a rebuild of the horrea (granaries) at
Coria. When first inscribed it gave the names of Septimius Severus’
two sons Caracalla and Geta. The sons were joint emperors,
Caracalla based in Rome and Geta holding a roving commission
with the army. Jealously was rife and Caracalla had Geta ‘disposed
of’, whereupon his name was, somewhat ineffectively, erased from
the stone. The crypt was lost when the present abbey was built and
was only rediscovered by accident during rebuilding work in the
18th century. The present parish church has a multitude of historic
detail, artefacts and architectural riches, befitting the dignity of a
great holy place.
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The setting sun beyond the Mithraic Temple at Carrawburgh early
one spring evening

HASTENING BACK TOWARDS THE WALL by Warden Bridge,
you pass the little church of St Michael with its authentic 11th-
century tower. The churchyard contains an unusual manacled grave,
a reminder of the grave-robbing activities of resurrectionists, and
also the modest grave of John Clayton of Chesters, the first heritage
conservationist of Hadrian’s Wall. The by-road leads north to come
by Chesters Walled Garden, nurturing the national collection of
thyme and marjoram, and meets up again with the Military Road.
Across the way and belonging to Chesters House, stands a grand
Vanbrugh stable block, appropriate for a place that used to be a cav-
alry fort. English Heritage’s Chesters site, from the riverside bath
house suite to the low-walled fort compound within the gracious
parkland setting, is unique among the Roman frontier forts and a
delightful and fascinating place to visit. Of particular interest is the
newly revamped museum which houses John Clayton’s many dis-
coveries: sculptures, centurial stones, milestones, inscriptions, stone
deities and altars all gathered from the span of the Great Whin Sill
to Carvoran, including Vindolanda. There is even a small dog of the
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kind symbolically thrown into wells at their abandonment; this one
Clayton found in Coventina’s Well at Brocolitia (Carrawburgh).

John Clayton’s father began the great house in the late 18th cen-
tury in the manner of his age by clearing unsightly rubble from the
meadows to create an uninterrupted vista towards the tree-lined
river. John’s classical education later alerted him to the awful folly
and, over the course of the forty years from 1834 when he took
over the Chesters estate, he set about the recovery of both the fort
and many other sites and lengths of Wall all the way to Cawfields.
Every Monday of his working week was dedicated to the task, with
William Tailford, his foreman, entrusted with managing the on-
going excavation and consolidation works.

AS THE MILITARY ROAD CLIMBS WALWICK BANK it rests
squarely on the Wall’s foundations, as depicted in an etching of
1862 before the advent of tarmac. As it climbs and enters the
Northumberland National Park, the landscape changes rapidly from
ploughed fields to pasture and we are into a widening landscape of
cattle and sheep. Just beyond Tower Tye sit the rough, unprotected
earthen banks of Milecastle 29, while to the south, hidden in Carr
Edge Plantation, stands a memorial of another kind, to the site of



