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Warning
The Military Road from Greenhead to Heddon-on-the-Wall (Stages 5–8) is a 
potential death trap for walkers as it is used and abused by drivers as a rat run to 
avoid the A69. Please avoid using it to create ad hoc circular walks.
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rOute suMMary table  

ROUTE SUMMARY TABLE

Places in bold are stage start and end points. Distances are rounded to the nearest 
¼ mile (or ½ kilometre).

Location Distance on
miles (km)

Distance from 
western end 
miles (km)

Distance from 
eastern end 
miles (km)

Page

King’s Arms, 
Bowness-on-Solway

0 91 (146.5) 36

Port Carlisle canal outflow 1¼ (2) 1¼ (2) 89¾ (144.5)

Highland Laddie 1½ (2.5) 2¾ (4.5) 88¼ (142)

Drumburgh Castle 1½ (2.5) 4¼ (7) 86¾ (139.5)

Dykesfield cattle grid 2¾ (4) 7 (11) 84 (135)

Burgh-by-Sands church 1¼ (2) 8¼ (13) 82¾ (133) 52

Beaumont church 1½ (2) 9¾ (15.5) 81¼ (130.5)

Grinsdale 1¾ (3) 11½ (18.5) 79½ (128)

Eden Bridge (Carlisle) 3 (5) 14½ (23) 76½ (123) 66

M6 Linstock 2½ (4) 17 (27) 74 (119)

Crosby church 2¼ (3.5) 19¼ (30.5) 71¾ (115.5)

A6071 Newtown 4¾ (7.5) 24 (38) 67 (108) 76

Walton 1½ (2.5) 25½ (40.5) 65½ (105.5)

Hayton Gate 2½ (4) 27¾ (44.5) 63¼ (102)

Pike Hill Signal Station 1½ (2.5) 29¼ (47) 61¾ (99.5)

Birdoswald Roman Fort 2½ (4.5) 32 (51.5) 59 (95) 91

Polross Burn Milecastle 1½ (2.5) 33½ (54) 57½ (92.5)

Thirlwall Castle 1¾ (2.5) 35¼ (56.5) 55¾ (89.5)

Walltown Quarry ¾ (1.5) 36 (58) 55 (88.5)

Cawfields Quarry 3¼ (5) 39¼ (63) 51¾ (83)

Steel Rigg 2¼ (4) 41½ (67) 49½ (79.5) 113

Housesteads Roman Fort 2¾ (4.5) 44¼ (71) 46¾ (75)

Sewingshields Farm 1¾ (3) 46 (74) 45 (72.5)

Location Distance on
miles (km)

Distance from 
western end 
miles (km)

Distance from 
eastern end 
miles (km)

Page

Carraw Farm 2½ (4) 48½ (78) 42½ (68.5)

Brocolitia 1 (1.5) 49½ (80) 41½ (67) 137

Walwick 3 (5) 52½ (84.5) 38½ (62)

Chesters Roman Fort ¾ (1) 53¼ (85.5) 37¾ (61)

Heavenfield 2½ (4) 55¾ (90) 35¼ (57)

Portgate 3¼ (5) 59 (95) 32 (51.5) 155

Halton Shields 2 (3) 61 (98) 30 (48)

Vallum Farm 2 (3.5) 63 (101.5) 28 (45)

Harlow Hill 1¾ (3) 64¾ (104.5) 26¼ (42)

Iron Sign 1¾ (2.5) 66½ (107) 24½ (39.5)

Rudchester 1 (1.5) 67½ (108.5) 23½ (38)

Heddon-on-the-Wall 1½ (2.5) 69 (111) 21 (34) 170

Newburn Country Park 3½ (5.5) 72½ (116.5) 18½ (30)

Lemington Community 
Centre

1¾ (3) 74¼ (119.5) 16¾ (27)

A1 Denton Dene ¾ (1.5) 75 (121) 16 (26)

Newcastle Quayside 4 (6) 79 (127) 11 (18) 185

St Peter’s Marina 1¾ (3) 80¾ (130) 10¼ (16.5)

Segedunum Roman Fort 3¼ (5) 84 (135) 7 (11) 199

Tyne Tunnel A19 bridge 2 (3.5) 86 (138.5) 5 (8)

Albert Edward Dock 1¼ (2) 87¼ (140.5) 3¾ (6)

North Tyne Ferry landing 1¼ (2) 88½ (142.5) 2½ (4)

Shield Ferry journey ½ (.5) 89 (143) 2 (3)

Arbeia Roman Fort (South 
Shields Metro station*)

1 (2) 
(2 (3.5))

90 (145) 
(91 (146.5))

1 (1.5) 
(0)

203

* From Arbeia to South Shields Metro station via Little Haven Beach for the ceremonial 
dipping of the boots in the sea
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HADRIAN’S WALL: 
INSPIRED AND INSPIRING

The creation of Hadrian’s Wall was 
the masterstroke of Emperor Hadrian 
Aelius, who thereby achieved two 
things all rulers dream of – contem-
porary acclaim and lasting renown. 
Hadrian had come to power in ad117, 
inheriting a volatile situation at the 
northern edge of his empire. After 
failed attempts to conquer Scotland 
under Governor Agricola, Rome 
established a frontier road between 
the Tyne and the Solway Firth; two 
important forts at Corbridge and 
Carlisle were linked by road (the 

Stanegate), and additional forts were 
built along its east–west route.

Hadrian’s startling idea was to 
construct a wall from coast to coast. 
Predominantly of stone, this linear 
divide would run 80 miles (128km) 
from the tidal River Tyne at Newcastle 
in the east to the Solway Firth, west of 
Carlisle. Such a monumental depar-
ture from existing Roman thinking 
was quite simply inspired. He may 
have seen, and been influenced by, 
the great pyramids of Egypt; but he 
is unlikely to have known that the 
Emperor of China had lighted upon 
the same solution to quell Mongol 

Housesteads Crags from Cuddy’s Crags (Stage 6)

Sewingshields Crags from King’s Wicket (Stage 6)  
INTRODUCTION
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natiOnal trail

tribes to the north of that great empire 
some four centuries earlier.

The Stanegate was thus replaced 
with a physical frontier – a defensible 
line of control that interrupted the 
erratic movement of the Pictish tribes 
which so troubled the Romans. As 
Tacitus, Hadrian’s biographer, put it: 
‘the Wall was to separate the Romans 
from the barbarians’ (the term ‘barbar-
ian’ comes from the Greek for a primi-
tive and uncivilised people).

The Wall appeared to be the 
perfect ‘grand scheme’ to enhance 
Hadrian’s standing at the helm of the 
Roman Empire. However, as the only 
stone-built frontier in the history of 
the empire, it also represented a seis-
mic change in thinking – as the usual 
timber structures of an expanding 
empire were replaced by a permanent 
frontier suggesting a policy of inward-
looking containment.

Such tacit acknowledgement 
of the end of the hitherto limitless 
expansion of the Roman Empire was 
not Hadrian’s intention. To him, the 
Wall was a statement of authority, 
not an admission that the empire 
had reached its limit (‘limit’ comes 
from the Roman word limes, mean-
ing ‘a frontier’). It was also a way in 
which he could express his delight 
in architecture; he was greatly influ-
enced by the Greeks – a factor that 
led him to grow a beard rather than 
remain clean-shaven in the typical 
Roman manner. Hadrian was indeed 
a trendsetter.

frontier work from any part of the clas-
sical Roman Empire, was recognised 
when it was inscribed on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List. From 2005 it 
became part of the transnational 
Frontiers of the Roman Empire World 
Heritage Sites and in 2003 a desig-
nated National Trail was opened.

The romantic notion of establish-
ing a continuous trail along Hadrian’s 
Wall had been an aspiration since the 
19th century, as scholars, the inquisi-
tive and, later, a more leisured soci-
ety rediscovered this relic from clas-
sical times. They wanted to visit it, to 
sense and to see the monument in its 
entirety and in the fullness of its won-
derful landscape setting.

The establishment of a similar trail 
accompanying the later Saxon divide 
of Offa’s Dyke in 1971 did nothing 

Hadrian’s Wall defined the north-
ern edge of the province of Britannia 
but not the extent of Roman Imperial 
influence in the north. For over 300 
years, from the early second century 
ad to the early fifth, it was the focus 
of life for those stationed upon it and 
those living alongside it.

After this time people continued 
to live in the shadow of this former 
monumental frontier, even though no 
money ever came again from Rome to 
maintain it. For generations to follow, 
the Wall was both a source of stone 
and a mystery of a time gone by; peo-
ple remembered the Romans but they 
had become confused as to why the 
Wall had been built.

Over the centuries the require-
ment for farmland led to the Wall’s 
destruction by the plough. Today only 
a portion of it remains visible – mostly 
in the central sector – and much of 
that was restored in the mid-19th 
century or consolidated between the 
1930s and 1980s. It was the conser-
vation of one such section of Wall 
in 1974 that led the author Hunter 
Davies to comment that it was ‘a liv-
ing wall, not just for the local inhab-
itants, but for tourists and archaeolo-
gists, a living, breathing, expanding, 
growing wall’. Over 40 years on, that 
‘living wall’ still breathes, grows and 
evolves.

NATIONAL TRAIL

In 1987 the cultural significance of 
Hadrian’s Wall, the finest surviving 

to hasten the arrival of its northern 
counterpart. However, Hadrian’s Wall 
Path National Trail was opened some 
30 years later in May 2003, mark-
ing a harmony of purpose between 
Natural England and English Heritage. 
It stretches a total of 84 miles (135km) 
from Bowness-on-Solway (Maia) in 
the west to Wallsend (Segedunum) in 
the east.

Great efforts have been made to 
keep the Trail close to the line of the 
Wall itself. There are a few short steep 
gradients in the central Whin Sill sec-
tion – some have stone-flag steps, as do 
places where the Path briefly crosses 
marshy ground. At either end the Trail is 
composed almost exclusively of unfor-
giving tarmac, but the predominant 
surface is a greensward. Throughout, 
the gradients and nature of the Path 

The Trail approaches Beck Farm (Stage 4)
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encourage a flowing stride, making 
this an excellent exercise for anyone of 
normal fitness and a fine warm-up for 
something more adventurous.

No charge is made to walk the 
Path, which takes the walker past a 
string of fascinating Roman and later 
historic sites, each in turn furthering 
one’s understanding of the context of 
the walk.

Throughout the walk you will 
encounter intriguing ‘born-again’ 
Roman names on modern road signs 
for various sites, such as Segedunum 
and Vindolanda. The original Roman 
names of most sites along the Wall 
have been deduced and brought back 
into currency. If only we knew what 
they called the other constituent fea-
tures – the milecastles, turrets and so 
on – we would have an even better 
understanding of the frontier from a 
Roman vernacular perspective.

The site is not only the best pre-
served of all the Roman Empire’s fron-
tiers, it is also the most complex. As 
well as encompassing the remains 
of Hadrian’s Wall itself (namely the 
stone structure, with its forts, mile-
castles and turrets) from Segedunum 
in Wallsend to Maia at Bowness-on-
Solway, the site includes:
• Arbeia – the coastal fort at South 

Shields at the mouth of the River 
Tyne

• numerous structures and features, 
including the Wall ditch, the val-
lum and the counterscarp mound

• civilian settlement sites (vici)
• Roman quarry sites (such as 

Combe Crag)
• the Stanegate (which came into 

being around the mid-80s ad, 

One magical window on the past 
has been revealed in the Vindolanda 
‘Writing Tablets’, which alone make 
this site an absolute must-visit place. 
The tablets give a glimpse into the 
daily conversations of the Roman gar-
rison and their families in the period 
leading up to the building of the Wall 
(ad80–122).

PRESERVING THE HERITAGE

The World Heritage Site
In 1987 Hadrian’s Wall became a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. The 
first principle of designation is to fos-
ter peace in the minds of men and 
women by sharing an appreciation 
of the diverse heritage of cultures that 
make up our world, and the author 
is proposing that the Wall be granted 
WHS Peace Trail status.

from which date there was a 
continued Roman presence in 
the area), with its attendant forts 
south of the line of the Wall – 
most famously Vindolanda

• outpost scouting forts such as 
Fanum Cocidii at Bewcastle

• various defences down the 
Cumbrian coast by Maryport, as 
far south as the Roman port of 
Glannoventa at Ravenglass.

English Heritage sites
Along the Trail, English Heritage owns 
Prudhoe Castle, Aydon Castle, Chesters, 
Corbridge Roman Site, Housesteads, 
Birdoswald, Lanercost Priory and 
Carlisle Castle; Newcastle Castle Keep 
belongs to Newcastle City Council; 
Segedunum and Arbeia belong to 

Roman bathhouse complex Cilurnum  
(Stage 7), seen from across the North Tyne

Lanercost Priory (Stage 4)
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STAGE 1
Bowness-on-Solway to Burgh-by-Sands

Start Maia Fort Visitor Centre, Bowness-on-Solway
Finish St Michael’s Church, Burgh-by-Sands
Distance 8¼ miles (13km)
Walking time 4½hr
Refreshments Bowness-on-Solway: Maia Fort Visitor Centre, The Kings 

Arms (ph); Port Carlisle: The Hope & Anchor Inn, Solway 
Chapel self-service, Highland Laddie (ph); Drumburgh: 
Grange Farm – self-service refreshment bar in brick 
outbuilding; Burgh-by-Sands: The Greyhound Inn

Accommodation Bowness-on-Solway, Port Carlisle, Drumburgh and 
Burgh-by-Sands

Within the Roman Empire, Maia Roman Fort was the furthest from Rome. 
As all roads are said to lead to Rome this first leg to Port Carlisle has some 
significance. Indeed, to start from here one may be expected to walk 
on to Arbeia (South Shields) and catch an imaginary boat bound for the 
Mediterranean – well, you will at least catch the Shields Ferry, at the mouth 
of the Tyne, linking North Shields with South Shields!
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BOWNESS-ON-SOLWAY

The quiet community has long revolved around its church, school, pub and 
community centre (Lindow Hall). The main street thoroughfare, which is 
underlain with beck-stone cobble, sadly reveals no hint of its Roman foun-
dation. Immediately east of the mid-town pub, encounter Midtown Farm. 
A major private initiative has converted it into a much-needed focal Maia 
Fort Visitor Centre. The centre is open all year round, providing accom-
modation, refreshment in the Garrison Bistro/bar and interpretation, most 
notably a huge scale model of Maia Roman Fort created by Bill Brown. 
As an introduction to the Roman Wall, this sets the mind racing, eager to 
track down the component parts of the frontier as they appear over coming 
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3The first duty of the Wall-wide walker is to visit the 
Path Pavilion on The Banks. The alley approach is promi-
nently signposted off the main street. In late winter The 

For 1:25K route 
map see booklet 

pages 4–8.

Banks are a great drift of snowdrops, and in spring, daf-
fodils. The spot where the Wall would have merged with 
the northern rampart of the Roman fort has been well and 
truly stolen by the sea. The very Roman timber structure 
sits above a well and garden; this is quite appropriate, 
for the name derives from the Latin papilio, meaning 

THE BOWNESS ESTUARY

Should you stroll westwards out of the village, you may visit the Bowness 
Nature Reserve, NY 206 617, a mile west of the village. (A leaflet to a mile-
long nature trail has been produced by the Cumbria Wildlife Trust.) The 
RSPB has a large interest in Campfield Marsh and has recently added the 
200-acre Rogersceugh Farm to its estate on Bowness Common. The botani-
cal diversity of this area of raised lowland peat bog is, without question, 
precious, the product of many thousands of years of development; it is a 
monument to protect every bit as carefully as the comparatively ‘recent his-
tory’ of the Roman frontier works.

En route, notice a blunt promontory from where an iron railway via-
duct once spanned the estuary to Annan – an impressive feat of Victorian 
construction. At 5850ft (1.8km) it was then the longest in Britain. Although 
officially only a railway bridge, it was more than tempting on Sundays 
(when Scotland was ‘dry’) for those requiring ‘a wee dram’ to simply wander 
over; but as the bridge became unsafe, so too did this pedestrian practice, 
and inevitably someone did come ‘off the rails’. The bridge, a crucial link 
between the Cumberland coalfield and the Lanarkshire ironworks, closed in 
1921. Its ultimate demise came during the particularly cold winter of 1934, 
when ice floes fatally damaged the central pillars. It was demolished in 1936.

The estuary was also the last resting place of the Bowness church 
bell. In the days of reiving high jinks a raiding party from Middlebie in 
Dumfriesshire sneaked across and removed the bell. However, they were 
not rewarded, for the inhabitants of Bowness rowed after them with such 
vigour and in such a rage that it caused the bandits to throw the bell over-
board. The men of Bowness sought reparation, and audaciously stole the 
Middlebie church bell. So, to this day, each new minister at Middlebie is 
obliged to write a futile letter requesting the bell’s return – shades of the 
Elgin Marbles? However, the story took a new twist only a dozen years ago 
when Dornock church in Annan borrowed the bell for a flower festival and 
happily returned it to Bowness. It is now a friendship bell.

days. However, you won’t see much on your first day’s march, apart from 
hints of Roman rubble stone in the parish churches, both here in Bowness 
as well as Burgh and Beaumont and most emphatically Drumburgh Castle. 

On the street-flanking side wall of the Centre see a replica stone altar 
dedication to Jupiter Optimus Maximus; the original, dating from ad251, 
was found in 1739 SE of the fort and later built over a barn door at this 
point. The Kings Arms, it should be stated, stands at an internal intersection 
of the Roman fort. There is a visitor’s book in Lindow Hall (and loos) along 
with the all-important Trail Passport stamping station. Should you find the 
hall is closed (usually 8pm), then you can apply by mail order for your 
purple badge, requesting that the missing stamp is put in the card; this is 
then returned to you.

Further down the lane, beyond the churchyard hearse house of 1782 
and Vallum House, is the old rectory, now appropriately called Wallsend. 
So, indeed you can walk from Wallsend to Wallsend.

The Kings Arms
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‘butterfly tent’. There is access down onto the beach over 
the sea wall for that ceremonial start/finish and a long 
gaze over the sparkling waters, striking home the sense of 
being at the far-flung edge of the Roman Empire.

The Solway Firth means ‘the ford marked by a pil-
lar fjord’. The pillar in question is thought to be the 
Lochmaben Stone at the mouth of Kirtle Water near 
Gretna. Ordnance Survey maps suggest a boulder 
of Criffel granite, which marked the Scottish end 
of the ford, was the last remnant of a stone circle. 
For geologists the Solway is an interesting feature 
in itself: comprising the estuary of two great rivers, 
the Esk and the Eden, supplemented by Annanwater 
and the Nith, it owes its existence more to a great 
coming together of land masses – the same blocks 
that formed Ireland, although at this point the union 
was not completed.

The graceful mountain form of Criffel stands 
to the west, sheltering the mouth of the River Nith 
near Dumfries. Northwards there is the site of the 
former Chapelcross power station, opened in 1955 

as a Magnox station on an old airfield site. This was 
closed in 2005, with the cooling towers demolished 
two years later, the long process of decommissioning 
taking a crucial turn in 2013 when the reactors were 
defuelled, although the site is not scheduled to be 
cleared until 2095! North-east is the old market town 
of Annan, where Thomas Carlyle, the Victorian man 
of letters, taught at the Academy. When lit by a late 
afternoon sun, the low horizon of pillow hills looks 
so inviting – a land of promise, not the foreboding 
of the Roman and Reiver ages. A coast path is being 
developed along the Scottish shore to Stranraer.

Leave the Pavilion by the eastern side path to re-
join the village street opposite the former Wesleyan 
Home Mission Chapel, going left through the narrows by 
Shore Gate House to come alongside the foreshore road. 
Occasionally, you can see debris on the railings, which 
shows how high the tide can reach (waist high in fact). 
There is no option at present but the grassy verges beside 
Bowness Marsh, but the mile to Port Carlisle is a happy 
mix of stops and starts.

This is an early opportunity to study the running 
waters, with occasional sightings of basking shark 
and harbour porpoise. However, you are more 
likely to see the marvellous diversity of birds that 
use this as a conduit along the length of Hadrian’s 
Wall to the Northumberland coast and the North 
Sea. Spot waders, including heron, oystercatcher, 
redshank and curlew, along with barnacle and 
greylag geese and ducks, including shelduck, as 
well as a variety of gulls and skua. The range of 
birdlife, migratory and vagrant, is quite unpredict-
ably exciting.

Entering Port Carlisle, spot Hesket House. Above 
the front door lintel is a tiny fragment of Roman altar 
stone; the hard-to-decipher inscription, MATRIBUS SUIS 
MILITE, is apparently attributed to a mother goddess.

Path Pavilion – ‘good 
luck go with you’
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Hesket House was built as the Steam Packet Inn, 
where people bound for Whitehaven en route to 
Liverpool and emigration via Ellis Island to the 
United States lodged while waiting for their pas-
sage. The parents of Thomas Woodrow Wilson 
stayed here: he was a first-generation American 
citizen when he became the 28th Democratic 
President, holding office from 1913 to 1921. A 
Nobel Peace Prize winner in 1919, Woodrow 
Wilson was the founder of the League of Nations, 
although the US senate refused to support it. During 
his presidency he came to Britain just the once, 
in 1918, making a ‘pilgrimage of the heart’, as he 
put it, visiting his parents’ last home in England in 
Botchergate, Carlisle.

Along the main street is a fine terrace of ‘port’ 
houses. Facing the old navigation basin built by the Earl 
of Lonsdale in 1819, now with a bowling green in its 
midst, is Solway House, another boarding house for erst-
while ocean-going travellers. The Hope & Anchor Inn is a 
more than welcome Trail-side hostelry.

Pursuing the roadway, pass the former Customs 
House, which became the Station House on the arrival of 
the railway. A track leads by a low stone building, stand-
ing on the site of the original haaf fisherman’s dwelling 
known as Fisher’s Cross – the only building in this vicinity 
prior to the development of the port community.3

Beyond the sea-lock bridge, from where a wooden 
steamer pier once extended, wander by cottages con-
verted from Dandy horse stables facing directly out upon 
the breakwater island.

For 22 years, from 1821, the canal had an important 
commercial life when Fisher’s Cross Quay became 
the bustling Port Carlisle. The canal ran from the 
vicinity of the Carrs/McVities factory in Carlisle to 
this spot. Shifting sands and the emergence of the 
great age of steam spelled an end to its commercial 

Contemporary with 
the canal basin, 

this later building 
was originally a 

bathhouse to refresh 
passengers newly 
disembarked from 

the high seas.

fortunes; the canal was drained and a rail track 
installed. At a stroke Port Carlisle was no more.

This railway line was considered to be nothing 
more than a very minor branch line, subservient to 
the more lucrative development of Silloth – a curious 
town name which translates as ‘sea-laith’ (sea-barn) 
– which catered to the Victorian passion for elegant 
resorts and bracing sea air. The Scottish, North British 
Railway Company that ran to Port Carlisle ceased 
freight in 1899. However, the one horse-drawn 
coach, ‘Dandy No. 1’, dating from 1859, survived 
and remained in service until the onset of the Great 
War in 1914. Dandy No. 1 is currently on display at 
the York Railway Museum. A steam locomotive plied 
the line for a short period thereafter, but the tracks 
were lifted and Port Carlisle duly lost all rail connec-
tion, the track bed becoming either farmland or a 
haven for wildlife and a reed bed.

4Coming upon a container, housing a lovely, little 
oared boat, the Bowness Belle, you can slip right by the 
hand gate to visit Solway Methodist Chapel. In the summer 
season this offers refreshment for Trail walkers (honesty 
box). On its walls see some fabulous old photos showing 
the railway viaduct that crossed the estuary to Scotland, 
some haaf-netters and the horse-drawn Dandy standing at 
the station with a throng of people. You may also relish 
picking up one of the painted stones available at the chapel 
to carry to another suitable place en route, an ancient cus-
tom charmingly rekindled here. A cosily confined path 
leads on beside the reeds in the canal-cum-railway sec-
tion, with sneak views left of the open tidal estuary. The 
Trail crosses the road to come to the entrance to Cottage 
& Glendale Holiday Park, bearing left within a green lane 
to Glasson – an Irish name that would appear to mean ‘the 
green homestead’. Barracks House, immediately right of 
the pub, is constructed of red sandstone blocks to Roman 
Wall specification.

Solway Chapel offers 
summer-season 
refreshment for Trail 
walkers, with a field 
campsite adjoining.
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As a place for en-route refreshment, the Highland 
Laddie serves the walker well. The Jacobite 
Rebellion rings in the pub name: reputedly it was 
near here that Bonnie Prince Charlie stepped off 
English soil for the last time, headed for Scotland.

Follow the village street south to find a kissing gate 
left, then advance in the pasture, with a hedge close right, 
to a double kissing gate. Bear half-left to another kissing 
gate and follow along the edge of a field, latterly paved, 
to a footbridge. Continue by Walker House on a gravel 
track in a quiet farm lane, keeping left where a lane from 
Moss Cottage joins from the right.

The great expanse of Drumburgh Moss and 
Whiteholme Common is difficult to see. It is one of 
the last remaining raised mires, or peat bogs, on the 
Solway Plain – a mosaic of peat, birch woodland and 
grassland. This National Nature Reserve accounts for 
two per cent of the total area of this lowland moss 
habitat in England; it contains 13 species of sphag-
num moss, as well as the carnivorous sundew and 
a wealth of cotton grass. Lizards and adders find a 
comfortable haven, as does a wonderful diversity of 
birdlife, from red grouse and curlews to redshanks, 
short-eared owls and grasshopper warblers. Huge 
winter flocks of geese are a speciality. The rare 
large heath butterfly and the impressive day-flying 
emperor moth frequent this special place; Hadrian 
would have approved of the presence of the latter! 
Evidence of the peat cutting in the parish waste is 
identified by the bracken growth.

The name Drumburgh (pronounced ‘drum-bruff’) 
contains Celtic and Old English terms and means ‘the 
flat ridge with fortifications’, alluding to the Roman 
fort of Congavata, set unusually close to the Wall-end 
fort of Maia; the Roman name is enigmatic.

Stand and admire Drumburgh Castle: a farmhouse 
with panache; witness the Wall in a new form.

In his 1539 itinerary, the poet and antiquary John 
Leland referred to Drumburgh Castle as follows: 
‘Drumburgh ys in ye mudde way betwixt Bolness 
and Burgh. At Drumburgh the Lord Dacre’s father 
builded upon old ruins a pretty pyle for defence of 
the country. The stones of the Pict Wall were pulled 
down to build it.’ So there you have it – straight from 
the folklore of the time. In 1307 Edward I granted a 
royal licence to crenellate the older building, which 
explains why the farmhouse is called ‘Castle’.

A fine flight of stone steps leads to the main 
door, replacing the original wooden ladder that 
could easily be withdrawn, thereby making the 
accommodation awkward for invaders. This is a 
high-status bastle house – bastles were usually of a 
far more modest scale. The castellated west end of 
the roof is a viewing platform commanding a mag-
nificent prospect over the Solway, and south to the 
Lakeland fells.

The wall beneath was in danger of collapse, so 
in 1978 it was meticulously rebuilt, removing the 
internal floors and inserting concrete blocking to the 

Drumburgh Castle
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inner wall, thus making it secure for another 1000 
years at least! Notice the painted Roman altar and 
a second one below – artefacts gathered in times 
past from the site of Congavata. Above the door the 
decaying stone coats of arms of the Dacre family, 
griffins with spread wings, are perched; they once 
included the initials ‘TD’ for Thomas Dacre. The 
same family built Naworth Castle near Lanercost.

The hamlet of Drumburgh is otherwise less memo-
rable. Walkers will be pleased to know that Grange Farm 
has set up a self-service stop for their refreshment – most 
particularly welcome for westbound walkers, after the 
section along the marshes road. The facility is located 
on the left after Lowther House (former pub, hence 
Spirituous Liquors over the door); coincidentally, The 
Old Post bungalow was once a clay-dabbin house tight 
to the road. Go up the lane, forking left before Grange 
farmhouse to the brick farm shed. Notice the large erratic 
of Kirkcudbright granite removed from an adjacent field.

The road crosses the flood bank and line of the old 
canal/railway as the Trail begins the three-mile traverse of 
Burgh Marshes. At the Easton junction the sign includes 
the intriguing name Finglandrigg, which means ‘the 
finger-shaped long ridge associated with a Viking ting 
or assembly’. There is a cattle grid where Fresh Creek, 
draining the meadows to the south via Grass Dike, slips 
through to the join the Eden. It is amazing the distance 
from which one can hear vehicles crossing the far-off cat-
tle grid at the Dykesfield end.

The road rises up short ramps at the Easton and 
Boustead Hill road junctions. Easton means ‘eastern 
farm’, as in east of Drumburgh, while Boustead means 
‘farm with a store house’.3

The cattle grid marks a transition point. We leave 
behind the free-roaming cattle and marshland horizons; 
hear now the discordant chatter of rooks from the tall trees 
in the vicinity of Dykesfield House as we embark on the 
farmed landscape of the Solway Plain. The minor road 
leading right to Longburgh crosses a metal parapet bridge.

Boustead Hill has 
many distinguished 

farmhouses and 
cottages from its 

development as a 
colony of merchants 

connected with 
the canal.

Take a look – the lower portion of the stone walling 
is curved with signs of rope wear on the east side, 
a legacy of its life as a canal. It was constructed 
in 1823 (11¼ miles/18km long) and connected 
Carlisle with coastal trade shipping. The adjacent 
cottage was built with the canal; there was evi-
dently much heated resentment, for the property 
was burnt down in 1823 and the culprit never dis-
covered, despite the handsome reward of one shil-
ling and six pence! Interestingly, the property has 
always remained in the same family.

Despite the spelling, Burgh-by-Sands is pronounced 
‘bruff’. It is a village with a highly developed sense of com-
munity purpose and vitality. On the way in from the west 
there is little hint of anything remotely Roman, excepting 
‘Vallum’, the house on the left just before the footpath to 
Watch Hill. After the new house ‘Stackyard’, with its name 
harking back to the days of corn- and hay-ricks, is a par-
ticularly handsome pale green house down a drive to the 

WARNING: TIDES, FLOODING, AND DOGS
Signs stating potential flood depth along the road might look like petty scare-
mongering, but they are there because at times the salt marsh is inundated as 
far as the flood-bank up to the various depths indicated. This tends to occur 
when spring high tides coincide with heavy rainfall in the hills and a strong 
westerly wind. Advice on tide levels is readily available: there is a signboard at 
Dykesfield, tidal information leaflets at local B&Bs and TICs, and information 
on Natural England’s website: www.nationaltrail.co.uk/hadrianswall. Indeed 
there is no excuse to be caught out – just remember to allow one hour either 
side of high tide for your marsh-side march.

At two points, signs direct visitors to the distant foreshore with the nec-
essary warning: danger from fast-flowing tides and quick sands. The tidal 
Eden comes within view only latterly, so most of the diverse birdlife will be 
encountered as it flies overhead. The marshes are a Site of Special Scientific 
Interest, a bird reserve of major importance, so please keep this in mind 
should you be in a large party or exercising your dog.
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right with an architecturally intriguing outbuilding. Note 
the giant sundial on an early 20th-century house.
3As the village street narrows, note Cross Farm’s 

cruck symbol nameplate, hinting at the clay-dabbin 
barn which survives still and can be glimpsed through 
the archway into the backyard.   Somewhat obscured 
by a tall hedge opposite is Lamonby Farm, a substantial 
white-washed clay-dabbin dwelling with a comparatively 
new thatch roof. Fauld Farm almost opposite the pub – 
the village post office (01228 791541) – is also of clay-
dabbin construction, dating from the mid-15th century. 
These were the characteristic dwellings of the Solway 
Plain from Caldbeck to Burgh since the Vikings settled 
in the area from Ireland. At their core they were cruck-
framed structures, with quick-build walls of clay bound 
with straw; lime-rendered inside and out for weather-
proofing, they were set on a boulder plinth to resist rising 
damp. The roofs were thatched with either turf, heather or 

reed, invariably now replaced with corru-
gated iron sheets. A superb scaled-down 
reconstruction was built in 2016 at the 
RSPB’s Campsfield reserve at North Farm, 
west of Bowness, initiated by the Solway 
Wetlands Landscape Partnership. Being a 
landscape of glacial till, the Solway Plain 
has always had plenty of clay and pebbles 
to compensate for the absence of bedrock 
for building material, which led to this 
inventive building technique. Sadly, the 
number of clay-dabbin houses and barns 
has drastically reduced in the area over 
the last century. 

After this, on the left, spot a thatched 
cruck house; another exists 100 metres up 
the Sandsfield road. These are increasingly 
rare examples of vernacular architecture.

At the village crossroads note the brown 
sign pointing left along the Sandsfield 
road to the King Edward I Monument. 

The Greyhound 
pub is a mainstay 
for refreshment in 

the village for Wall-
walkers. Admire 

the handsome 
bronze statue of 

Edward I, erected to 
commemorate the 
700th anniversary 

of his death.

Known as the ‘Hammer of the Scots’ 
and instigator of the major stone-built 
castles in England and Wales, this is a 
king who reigned down with a passion. 
He died of dysentery on Burgh Marshes 
on 7 July 1307 after he had instructed 
his army to carry his body into action 
to make yet one more assault on his 
most hated foe, Robert the Bruce; 
instead, the army turned back. It is a lit-
tle ironic that Robert’s father was born 
at nearby Holm Cultram Abbey.

Edward’s body was carried to the 
church at Burgh to lie in state before 
transfer via Lanercost Priory to his last 
resting place at Westminster Abbey. 
Probably the ablest soldier king 
England ever had, Edward left a legacy 
of the most terrible border warfare.

Fort House, short of the churchyard, is a reference 
to Aballava Roman Fort. This house, along with others, 
reveals the red-and-white-chequered diaper brickwork 
distinctive of the Carlisle area.

ST MICHAEL’S CHURCH AND ABALLAVA ROMAN FORT

A visit to St Michael’s is almost obligatory; a metal hand gate gives entry into 
the churchyard, a timeline of stones drawing you to the church door. For best 
effect go round to the south side and observe the red and grey sandstone 
blocks of genuine Roman masonry. 

The church was largely built in the 13th century, perhaps a foot or two 
higher than the Roman Wall, but what you see is a ‘living reincarnation’ of 
the Wall that once ran up to, and from, Aballava Roman Fort, which was situ-
ated in this immediate vicinity. (There is evidence of three forts in the Burgh 
area.) The fort name, referring to ‘an apple orchard’, may seem unlikely, but 
it has been calculated that average temperatures in Roman times were five 
degrees higher than today – even with global warming. When the Romans 
came, only crab apples grew in Britain. Hence, we must deduce then that 

Edward I’s statue in 
Burgh-by-Sands
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the orchard identified in the fort name was of the succulent variety derived 
from the east. What did the Romans ever do for us? Well, they certainly 
brought tasty apples, relished by active Romans and modern trail-walkers as 
handy nourishment on the move!

St Michael’s is not just a church; it is a social-history record from times 
when there was a greater fear than the fear of God. Following the death of 
Edward I, the entire Anglo-Scottish border erupted into violence, and people 
sought every means by which to protect their lives and property. When the 
folk of Burgh fortified their church, they were in such haste that some parts 
collapsed during the process. Hence, with Roman Wall stone still abundant 
in the vicinity, they raised a stoutly buttressed tower with arrow slits, the only 
access being from within the nave via a ‘yatt’ or iron gate. Medieval bands of 
thieving, pillaging and murdering Border Reivers met their match here.

The church merits a careful look: inside, on the east wall of the chan-
cel is the carved head of a Roman pagan god, and the most beautiful fea-
ture of the entire church is the series of stained-glass windows in the north 
aisle, depicting St Cuthbert with Durham Cathedral, St Aidan with the ruins 
of Lindisfarne, St Kentigern with St Asaph Cathedral, Edward I with Burgh 
Church, and St Ninian with the ruins of Whithorn Abbey. St Michael’s is one 
of the East Solway Churches with Bowness and Beamount, Kirkbampton, 
Great Orton and Aikton, projecting the long-standing heritage and life of 
these communities. See www.eastsolwaychurches.org.

WESTBOUND: BURGH-BY-SANDS TO BOWNESS-ON-SOLWAY

From Burgh Church (see boxed text, above) follow the road through the vil-
lage. It’s a tarmac mile to Dykesfield and a further three more beyond the 
cattle grid, traversing the low-lying Burgh Marsh, wedded to the open road. 
The Trail-walker may stick with the road or its verge, or even the tidal bank 
up to the left if encounters with lumbering loafing cattle would be consid-
ered unwelcome – particularly an issue when you are accompanied by a 
dog. (See ‘Warning: Tides, flooding and walking with dogs’ above)

The open road remains the unfailing guide across the marsh to 
Drumburgh. Pass up into the village, turning left with the lane signed 
‘Whiteholme’. This opens into a broad droveway on a gravel track; keep 
right where a cattle grid intervenes, with Drumburgh Moss NNR signboard 
adjacent. Follow the gravel lane to Walker House, passing on by the farm 
buildings to a small plank bridge and hand gate. Stone flags minimise the 
potential for mud along the edge of the field. After a kissing gate bear half-
left to a double kissing gate beside a cattle holding pen. Advance with the 
hedge to a kissing gate onto the road.

Turn right into Glasson. Opposite the Highland Laddie go left with the 
lane to reach the entrance to Cottage & Glendale Holiday Park, then turn 
right with the access road. At the T-junction go over and through the hand 
gate, following the narrow path beside the old canal, sheltered from the estu-
ary by trees. Passing Solway Chapel, proceed via hand gates; keep to the 
shore path and cross the bridge over the former sea lock from the old canal 
basin to join a roadway which draws back onto the open road leading out 
of Port Carlisle. This road is an unerring guide to Bowness-on-Solway, a little 
under a mile-long estuary-edge saunter beside Bowness Marsh, with atten-
tion transfixed on the great tidal swathe of the Solway.

Expect no great fanfares on entry into this quiet, historic coastal vil-
lage (see ‘Bowness-on-Solway’ and ‘The Bowness Estuary’ above). Turn right 
opposite the Wesleyan Home Mission Chapel, along an alley leading to The 
Banks – a modest promenade centred upon the Path Pavilion and the formal 
western end point of the Trail. The continuing path leads back into the village 
street, turning right to reach the King’s Head junction. This is many walkers’ 
last port of call – although the ‘call’ is more likely to be that of real ale or 
sparkling water than port!



Carlisle to Newtown
Start: Eden Bridge, Carlisle
Finish: Newtown
Distance: 9½ miles (15km)
Walking time: 5hr

Carlisle to Burgh-by-Sands
Start: Eden Bridge, Carlisle
Finish: St Michael’s Church, Burgh-by-Sands
Distance: 6¼ miles (10km)
Walking time: 3½hr
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