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I have a horrible habit of ending up in surgery on 
milestone birthdays. I spent my 40th having a 
smashed knee reconstructed (skiing) while my 
50th left me with a titanium plate and six screws 

topped by a cheery eight-inch scar (the other knee, 
skiing again).

So, as Friday the 13th of March loomed this year – 
yep, that was the date of my 60th birthday – my 
husband Robert was understandably keen on 
directing celebrations himself, preferably somewhere 
that involved fluffy white bathrobes and champagne 
rather than private health insurance.  

In her unforgettable, knife-sharp book about 
women and ageing, I Feel Bad About My Neck, Nora 
Ephron observed that the only way to deal with a 
birthday of this magnitude is denial. I couldn’t agree 
more – so announced I wanted us to walk Hadrian’s 
Wall together, all 73 miles of it. In winter. After one of the 
wettest Februarys on record. What could possibly go wrong?

Well, let me say this upfront: outside the summer walking 
season this isn’t a long-distance hike for the faint-hearted. We 
walked almost 15 miles a day for five days, sometimes in 50 
mph winds, through rain and sleet, and ended up ankle-deep 
in icy mud more often than I care to remember. 

We ate our lunch on the hoof – you can’t stop and picnic in 
mud – and I learned a few new skills out of necessity (not one 
public loo in the handful of villages we passed through was 
unlocked for out-of-season hikers). 

It was, without doubt, one of the most physically 
challenging things we have done together – as well as one of 
the most exhilarating and unforgettable. 

This elation has stayed with me as I think back to us 
clambering up ancient stone stairs and striding monolithic 
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Looking for a challenge after lockdown? 
Paola Totaro found the perfect way  

to celebrate a milestone birthday 
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crags, our backs to the jaw-clenching wind, the pure joy of a 
few minutes of blue sky or sunshine and the unexpected relief 
of finding company – even if it was just blackface sheep, sweet, 
trusting and curious. 

As the days unfolded we fell into a companionable, easy 
silence and our initial despair and dismay lifted as we began to 
work as a team, taking turns to negotiate the driest paths, eyes 
peeled for tussocks, footsteps ever-more confident and nimble. 

I’m sure I’m not alone in my apprehension at what the 
mirror shows as I age – the visible signs of encroaching 
decrepitude – nor that inside my head I still feel like a teenager 
unable to compute just how much – and how quickly –  time 
has passed. But the walk put all that stuff into perspective, as 
my mind had the freedom to contemplate time and nature in  
a different way. I could gaze back 2,000 years and imagine 
what a sight this incredible Roman feat of engineering must 
have been, especially to the barbarian invaders from the north.

The fact that I am Italian-born, grew up in Australia, and 
now live in Britain gave the trip a particular poignancy.

It seems incredible though that this wonder of the Roman 
world was pretty much forgotten for centuries – and nearly 
disappeared as farmers plundered its stones to build their 

Travel

Paola, far left, and Robert, 
below, on their marathon  
trek along Hadrian’s Wall
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own homes, churches, drystone walls and even a road during 
the Jacobite rebellion. Indeed, it wasn’t until the 19th century 
that a local landowner, John Clayton, lobbied for its 
protection. He spent years and much of his wealth buying land 
that ran its length and today it is a Unesco World Heritage Site 
and a National Trail.

Archaeologists agree now that the wall was originally about 
10ft wide and 16-20ft feet high, with a parapet on top. There 
is some evidence too that it was painted white to make its 
presence even more imposing in the hilly, verdant 
Northumberland landscape. 

It was the most heavily fortified border anywhere  
in the Roman Empire, made the more 
impenetrable on the south side by the 
Vallum – a colossal ditch flanked by mounds 
of earth. Milecastles – small guard posts 
spaced a Roman mile apart – were built 
along its length together with a series of 
large forts every seven miles or so where the 
topography allowed. 

Auxiliaries, in regiments of 500 or 1,000 
men, manned and guarded the frontier 
which ran through the narrow gap in the 
Pennines between the Solway Firth in the west to, of course, 
Wallsend in the east, following the natural topography of the 
crags and cliffs. 

The Emperor Hadrian ordered the Wall’s construction in 
122AD, and it took an estimated 24 million stones and 
30,000 legionnaires some six years to build. Unlike his 
immediate predecessor Trajan, who had expanded Roman 
territory in the east, Hadrian was more concerned with 
establishing defensible borders and unifying the many 
disparate peoples within the empire. He was also determined 

to see its extent in person, and spent more than half his reign, 
which lasted 21 years, outside Rome.

Before we embarked on our own journey we were given  
a piece of brilliant advice by Mickledore, the walking-holiday 
travel company, which booked our bed-and-breakfasts along 
the route: ‘If you walk west to east, the wind will be with you,’ 
said James, our young consultant. And how right he was.

James also suggested we avoid the final, paved section 
through Newcastle – where the wall is no longer visible – and 
instead directed us to stay on the final night, my birthday, in 
the little seaside village of Tynemouth. There we clambered 
down a 100 or so stairs onto a beach lit by moonlight and ate 

the most delectable, freshly caught char-
grilled fish dinner in an old sea container-
turned-eatery. 

Riley’s Fish Hut attracts queues a mile 
long in summer after The Observer’s Jay 
Rayner gave it a rave review. In winter  
we got a seat (and a blanket) almost 
immediately, sat in front of our own tiny 
wood fire and ate and drank like Vikings.

For the record, the average time summer 
hikers take to walk the wall in its entirety  

is seven days, though you can do it over longer, say ten days 
during spring break if you are not maniacal like us. 

We chose to stay overnight in the old Roman town of 
Carlisle; at Lanercost, near a crumbling priory constructed  
 of  Roman stone; in the wonderfully named village Twice 
Brewed, which leads to the most exhilarating parts of the 
walk; and in Humsaugh, before finishing in Corbridge, from 
where we took a train to Tynemouth.

Walking out of season meant that not all the B&Bs on the 
route were open, so our choices were rather more limited, but 

Left to right: the wall snaking over the hills; looking 
through a gap for invading barbarians; one of the 
many milecastles where Roman soldiers were 
stationed; the famous tree at Sycamore Gap; 
journey’s end at Riley’s Fish Shack in Tynemouth

‘If you walk  
west to east,  

the wind will be 
with you’

50-53 HADRIANS WALL WALK 15 May.indd   5250-53 HADRIANS WALL WALK 15 May.indd   52 08/05/2020   13:3108/05/2020   13:31

15 MAY 2020 | THE L A DY   53

PI
C

T
U

R
ES

: S
H

U
T

T
ER

ST
O

C
K

Travel

we loved each and every one we stayed in, particularly  
those with big baths to soak in at the end of the day’s miles.  
All our hosts were warm and welcoming, cooked up a storm 
for breakfast and provided a packed lunch for a small 
additional cost. 

For us, the true highlight came on the third day, when we 
climbed two particularly vertiginous crags and then dropped 
down a steep verge to reach the jaw-droppingly beautiful and 
photogenic Sycamore Gap, with its famous tree. 

Further along the highest reaches, where the wall looks like 
a monolithic dinosaur’s spine snaking its way up and down the 
cliffs, provided the most powerful sense of Hadrian’s Wall at 
its most mighty. The Birdoswald Roman Fort, also on this 
stretch, is perched above the River Irthing, and walking high 
above the it, through woodland and moss-covered logs, was 
beautiful – and must be paradise in the warmer months. 

The fort itself is an intriguing stop: it housed up to 1,000 
soldiers at a time and its perimeter offers a glimpse of just  
how immense the whole venture was. The museum was open 
(as was the loo, thankfully) and a computer animated film  
and explanation of its role during the Roman Empire was 
helpful in envisaging the whole complex in use. It also revealed 
how the fort was adapted once the Romans had left by the 
local population.

Today, as I sit in my study in London writing this during this 
interminable lockdown, the enormity of those Northumbrian 
skies and landscapes all seem far away – a tiny moment when 
we were shielded from the grim realities of the world and were 
oblivious to the never-ending onslaught of bad news.

Yes, I embarked on the trek in Nora Ephron-style denial 
because, let’s face it, free bus and tube travel has its attractions 
but official classification as ‘senior’ really doesn’t. But I 
finished up in a very different frame of mind, dancing a little 
happy jig on the train station platform as my husband videoed 
my smiles. 

Somehow a birthday usually celebrated as a milestone 
passed had turned into a gateway for the experiences and 
adventures that still lie ahead. n  

WALKING THE WALK
Mickledore Travel
This company specialises in self-guided walking 
holidays and cycling trips for those who like to 
travel independently. The staff booked our 
B&Bs, organised the pick-up and delivery of our 
luggage each day, and provided us with fantastic 
Cicerone guidebooks and maps.
u mickledore.co.uk

STAY
Lanercost Equestrian and Country
Lanercost
Warm and welcoming mother-and-daughter 
hosts whose love of fresh, local produce  
means they cook up a storm both for supper  
and breakfast in this remote but beautiful 
18th-century country house. Ask them to  
show you the coloured ryeland sheep they are 
returning to the area, and the tough little native 
horses. The room had a big, deep bath with  
a view.

Tynemouth 61 
Tynemouth
An historic house that was once home to Lady 
Byron with romantic rooms and gorgeous views 
over the harbour. Fantastic breakfast in the 
tearoom downstairs. Our delightful host 
Stephen directed us to the nearby Alfie and  
Fin’s Gin Bar, which has just four or five tables 
and a gazillion fabulous gins. 

EAT 
Sannas 
Carlisle
Delectable fresh pasta, cheeses, smoked meats 
and traditional desserts from Sardinia to start 
the walk with a flavour of Italy, if not quite Rome.

Riley’s Fish Shack
Tynemouth
The menu is simple: the best of what comes  
in on the boats each day. Freshly made 
sourdough and griddled potato sides cooked  
on a smoky barbecue were unforgettable.
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