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'He who contemplates a pilgrimage per lineam Valli, if he be imbued with a thorough love of 
antiquity and duly appreciate the importance of the great structure which invites his attention, will 
not lightly enter upon the enterprise. Before adopting the scallop-shell and adjusting his 
wallet. .... '(Bruce 1907). 

These are the first words of the Reverend Doctor John Collingwood Bruce in his introduction to 
his 'wallet book', later to be called The Handbook to the Roman Wall and subtitled 'A Guide to 
Tourists Traversing the Barrier of the Lower Isthmus'. The scallop-shell was the badge by which 
people recognised medieval pilgrims to the shrine of St James of Santiago di Compostela in northern 
Spain. The 'wallet' was another name for the 'scrip' or bag in which the pilgrim carried his provisions. 
Dr. Bruce was a passionate promoter and, in his own words, 'Expounder General' on the subject of 
what we now call Hadrian's Wall. He instituted the first Pilgrimage with what was the Victorian 
equivalent of his evening class in 1849. It became institutionalised by the end of the nineteenth 
century, and now occurs every ten years - a 'Mecca', to use another religious metaphor, for both 
amateur and professional archaeologists specialising in Roman Britain; the Twelfth Pilgrimage was 
as recent as 1999. 

In 1994 the idea of a National Trail, a continuous footpath following the line of Hadrian's Wall 
from the Tyne to the Solway, became reality and was opened in 2003. The Trail could be seen 
simply as a planning initiative, a desire to spread the tourist load and distract visitors from 'honey
pot' sites; however, its inception also recognises a deep-seated psychological, cultural and maybe 
even spiritual need amongst human beings of all ranks and beliefs to go on a journey. In the 
Medieval period such journeys were mainly inspired by religious belief. The consummation of the 
journey came in the form of a shrine to a saint or holy person. Such pilgrimages are still undertaken 
today; however, for most people, the journey is for pleasure not, ostensibly, the outcome of religious 
devotion. We see ourselves today as 'tourists' rather than pilgrims. The drive to go on a tour, to 
become a 'tourist' plays a significant part in most contemporary lives and has been, in consequence, 
a subject of sociological research. The fundamental nature of this 'tourist gaze' is perhaps not as 
remote from the mind-set of the Medieval pilgrim as might appear on the surface. 

Speaking of 'tourists' in this context is, perhaps, a misnomer. We are not speaking of those who 
go on a tour - that is, a 'round' or 'circuit' - but of those who travel in a line to a specific destination 
and this for many people had, and has, a peculiar attraction. For the Canterbury pilgrims with whom 
Collingwood Bruce identified, this destination was the shrine of St Thomas a Becket. On Hadrian's 
Wall the destination is, to state the obvious, the other end. To go from sea to sea, per lineam Valli, 
along the line of the Wall is a challenge with a long history. The sources of its inspiration are the 
subject of this article. 

The Wall is a monument set in a distinctive landscape which is both functional and aesthetic. The 
central sector follows the Whin Sill, a protuberance of hard rock exploited by Roman engineers to 
elevate the Wall for strategic reasons. The Romans, however, cannot have been unaware of the 
psychological impact on a native barbarian population of this combination of function and form. 

11 



The Wall still dominates its surroundings and its monumentality continues to exert a powerful 
influence upon the visitor's imagination. This unique, linear alliance of rock, moor-land, huge vistas 
and ancient ruin sandwiched between two major cities has created one of Britain's major tourist 
attractions and justified its designation as a World Heritage Site. 

The first person to claim to have walked the whole length of the Wall was William Hutton, a 
Birmingham antiquarian, who, aged 78, walked the Wall in 1801 and published his account in 1802. 
Although his claim may possibly be true, it does not stand alone. In the same year the Rev. John 
Skinner, a Somerset rector and antiquarian, also left a, till recently, unpublished account of his 
journal which documents a solo journey leaving London on 19 August, taking nine days to sail to 
South Shields on the Tyne and finally reaching Carlisle on 26 September. His is a meandering and 
rather lugubrious account of remains visited, agricultural improvements observed, accommodation 
procured and local personalities met, some more welcoming than others. 'At Haddon on the Wall, 
where I stopped to enquire the distance, I was insulted by a drunken fellow who declared I was a 
spy' (Coombs and Coombs 1978, 27). There are two strands to the Reverend Skinner's account 
which perhaps place him at a watershed of two traditions of travel and pilgrimage. The first is his 
careful and, literally, measured description of the Wall's remains which was combined with detailed 
drawings of the Roman fortifications, inscriptions, altars and statues. These were just beginning to 
be uncovered by antiquarians such as John Clayton, the new owner of the Chesters estate near 
Chollerford , who is mentioned in the journal. The second strand relates to the more introverted 
passages which interweave throughout his journal. He concludes his journey thus: 'The country I 
have just walked over once echoed with the hurry of busy men, and streets once were thronged 
with multitudes ...... They fancied themselves secure in their fortifications ....... But death has 
swept them away; time has continued the work of desolation and scarcely left enough to say 'this 
once was Roman'. What am I then, who now contemplate the wreck of ages? ... an insect, a breath 
of wind, will sweep me away as it has millions before me' (Coombs and Coombs 1978, 60-61 ). 

Skinner may have been a depressive, but his musings express his journey in terms of a spiritual 
quest with an underlying message that this was his escape from the reality of the everyday life of 
a country vicar. His journal, unlike that of Hutton who was a professional antiquary and historian, 
was not for publication. William Hutton's purpose is explained in the title of his account, 'The 
History of the Roman Wall, ........ describing its ancient state and its appearance in 1801' and it was 
for popular consumption. John Skinner's journal was in many ways a private discourse with himself. 
Thus these two traditions - the personal and the intellectual - underlie Skinner's account; the latter 
he shares with Hutton and this justifies the journey's purpose as the quest for knowledge, not of 
self but of the material world out there in the landscape amongst the ruins. 

To find the origins of this tradition we need to go back to William Camden (1695 edn), an 
Elizabethan scholar and teacher who 'perambulated England', according to the description of him 
by John Leland, a fellow historian. His record of his findings was published in book form as 
Britannia. This was a groundbreaking work, both factually and metaphorically. Camden moved the 
study of history on from the premise of Renaissance learning which perceived knowledge as relying 
solely on an uncritical faith in the rediscovered texts of the classical authors of Greece and Rome. 
He set out to relate this abstract historical record to the material landscape of Britain. He was one 
of the first to 'boldly go' where few scholars had gone before, to discover new worlds, not across 
the Atlantic but in his own island, and Britain was an island for which the concept of a United 
Kingdom was far in the future. The political idea of England was (and still sometimes is) a source 
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of ambiguity which could, in the view of patrons such as Lord Burleigh, perhaps be overcome by 
the creation of a coherent history of England based on its surviving antiquities. Camden therefore 
went out, looked and recorded. 

As a classical scholar, in his Britannia, he places most emphasis on the identification of the remains 
of the Roman Empire - in particular its most substantial and extensive feature, the Wall. He visited 
it in 1599 and the Britannia included a chapter entitled 'Muros Picticus' (the Pictish Wall). Perhaps 
the most famous description of the Wall written by any author comes from a slightly later translation 
from the original Latin. 'Verily I have seen the tract of it over the high pitches and steepe descents 
of hills, wonderfully rising and falling ..... ' Its fame is rather ironic as this vivid and personal 
description is greatly at variance with the more formal and distant tenor of the bulk of the book. It 
also disguises the fact that much of the information was, in fact, supplied by a number of locals, 
people who would now be called field assistants. 

Men such as Reginald Bainbrigg who was headmaster of Appleby Grammar School travelled the 
Wall twice in 1599 and 1600. Some of his letters to Camden still survive. They reveal a man in 
search of words, preferably Latin words. The majority of the letters start 'I found this inscription' 
followed by a record of the letters and words observed. For example, 'I found this imperfect 
inscription at Castlesteads, wiche was digged upp this last yeare by a country man, that buylded a 
square howse neare unto that place.' He refers to 'faire and strong walls' built on 'manie little arches 
wiche was blacke with fire' (Haver.field 1911, 354). The inscription includes the letters and number 
LEG XX enabling him to identify this as a 'hypocaustum Romanum', built by the Twentieth Legion. 
It is the written word that remains sacrosanct, objects and structures are of limited interest. Camden 
uses such information to synthesise the literary texts of the classical historians, such as Tacitus and 
Caesar, with the inscribed evidence to be discovered under the new houses of the up-and-coming 
gentry. It was to be found recycled in garden walls and the fabric of ancient buildings such as 
Lanercost Priory, near Carlisle. Where possible these inscriptions were carried away. Bainbrigg had 
a collection of inscribed stone, including altars, arranged in his garden in Appleby. These were 
given to his school on his death and some were still there when the noted historian of Roman 
Britain, Francis Haverfield, visited in 1911. 

Another local antiquary who was Camden's host at his house, Netherhall, in Maryport was John 
Senhouse who turned out to be the first of a long line of collectors of antiquities. Much of his 
collection survives today and is accessible to the public in its own prize-winning museum. This 
converted 'Battery', built to train Victorian naval volunteers, is adjacent to the Roman fort. It houses 
the surviving collection accumulated over four hundred years and includes the greatest assemblage 
of Roman altars ever discovered in Britain. 

For any collector and traveller the most desired souvenirs were coins. Portable and encrusted with 
the record of a great empire they told of emperors, battles, and conquests. Many ended up in 'cabinets 
of curiosities' for the entertainment of wealthy cognoscenti. These 'cabinets' and private collections 
were, in effect, the accumulation of knowledge made visible. They reflected an undisciplined view 
of knowledge which was yet to be compartmentalised into such disciplines as science, history, 
archaeology, ethnography, geology. Evidence of this approach is still to be found today. Until 
recently John Clayton's collection, which was begun at the tum of the nineteenth century and housed 
in its purpose-built museum at Chesters Roman fort, still had huge samples of haematite and other 
minerals on display. Natural objects quite happily coexisted with the ordered debris of Roman 

13 



civilisation. The significance of 'context', so important for a modern archaeologist in assessing the 
value of archaeological finds, was not appreciated until the twentieth century and many of the coins 
and inscriptions collected previously have unfortunately not survived the vagaries of time. 

The journeys or 'pilgrimages' undertaken by travellers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
were, in a sense, secular in that they were concerned with the here-and-now rather than the hereafter. 
They set out to record what was there. This not only included inscriptions but also details of 
dimensions, topographies - (there is much about the sources and confluences of rivers) - and the 
names given to both natural and man-made features. The relationship of language to place was 
something that particularly interested Camden who was a speaker of Welsh as well as English and 
Latin. This secular tradition which started with Britannia was developed in later accounts of the 
Wall. 

The most comprehensive record of the archaeology of the Wall, one which still inspires respect, 
even awe, amongst twentieth-century Roman historians, was John Horsley's Britannia Romana, 
published in 1725. This is full of plates of inscriptions, plans and maps and reflects the depth of 
scholarship of this Presbyterian minister from Morpeth. His book is the factual bedrock of most 
succeeding county histories and tourist guides. A popular History of Cumberland by William 
Hutchinson, a Durham attorney, was published in 1794. He is worthy of mention if only for the 
story (quoted by J. C. Hodgson) of his three daughters, known by his friends as Faith, Hope and 
Charity and 'by those who loved him not' (Hodgson 1916) as Plague, Pestilence and Famine. His 
other publications are of a rather contrasting nature and include A Romance after the Manner of 
the Castle of Otranto. This suggests the genesis the second tradition embodied in Rev. Skinner's 
account of his journey of 1801. The spiritual, introspective approach embodied in what modem 
scholars would call the Romantic Movement. 

An improvement in communications accompanied the political settlement of the border regions 
following the Rebellion of 1745. The 'wastes' infested with brigands and moss-troopers were, at 
last, being tamed. A turnpike road, initially for military purposes was built from Newcastle to 
Carlisle (Lawson 1973). Shortly afterwards the French wars broke out and those who might 
previously have 'done' Europe on the 'Grand Tour' combined with those, less wealthy, but still 
wishing to travel for pleasure, set forth to discover the beauties of their own island. People such as 
Thomas Hutchinson provided guidebooks to the 'Lake District and the Northern Counties' and drew 
not only on the accumulated knowledge of past antiquarians, but also gave guidance on how to 
look at the landscape through which the travellers passed. An ancient remain now figured only in 
as much as it contributed to the whole picture and was judged by its degree of ruination rather than 
its capacity to provide historical information as to its builders and creators. The 'picturesque' tour 
required the traveller to experience the 'sublime', the 'beautiful' and even the 'horrible'. This 
approach, combined with increasing access for greater numbers of people to the wilder and remoter 
parts of Britain such as Cumberland and Northumberland, transformed the ways in which travel 
was perceived. 

The inspiration for undertaking a journey and the expectations of what could be achieved by it 
gained many more dimensions. Literary associations played a part in this. One of the architects of 
the new romanticism was Sir Walter Scott who met his future wife at Gilsland, a spa town close 
to the Wall, and toured the Wall in his youth. His poem, To a Lady, with Flowers from the Roman 
Wall of 1797, evokes feeling and sentiment rather than archaeological exactitude! 
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Take these flowers which, purple waving, 

On the ruin'd rampart grew, 

Where the sons of freedom braving, 

Rome's imperial standards flew. 

Warriors from the breach of danger 

Pluck no longer laurels there; 

They but yield the passing stranger 

Wild-flower wreaths for Beauty's hair. 

Two underlying themes implicit in this romantic perception of the past are present in this poem 
and they also feature in the Rev. Skinner's account. First, there is the need to come to terms with 
the passage of time and one's own mortality symbolised by the material evidence of ruined greatness 
at one's feet; secondly, the impulse to reconstruct in one's imagination the distant past, in this case 
to populate the inanimate ruins of the Wall with warriors both Roman and barbarian (sons of 
freedom). 

Later recorded journeys along the Wall tend to become motivated by impulses to reconstruct rather 
than record the past and to do this as part of a personal quest or pilgrimage. There is evidence for 
this in both the later guidebooks and the published accounts of personal journeys. A minor example 
might be a guide of 1898 with the rather challenging title, 'A Thousand Miles of Wandering Along 
the Roman Wall, the Old Border Region, Lakeland and Ribblesdale. Vol.11' written by the 
appropriately- named Edmund Bogg. As the Introduction states, 'We ... scan the circling landscape 
of the old Borderland, resonant with echoes of vanished heroes and deeds of wild and lawless 
daring, the clang of armour, glittering of sword, lance and spear .... '. Many of these images rely 
on the nature of the landscape in the central sector of the Wall where the Whin Sill overlooks Crag 
Lough, giving an uninterrupted view of the Border 'wastes'. 

Accounts of traverses on foot of the whole Wall have been mostly ostensibly inspired by William 
Hutton. They include Jennie Mothersole's rather madcap account of 1922 of her adventures on 
'Hadrian's Wall' illustrated with her own paintings, David Harrison's more erudite Along Hadrian's 
Wall of 1956 and Hunter Davies' more journalistic account in A Walk Along The Wall of 1974. In 
all of these the concept of 'pilgrimage' is implicit though not specifically discussed. All draw on 
the complex accumulation of past archaeological research, anecdote, personal association and 
cultural baggage which influences the way in which visitors view this unique ruin in a unique 
variety of landscapes, both rural and urban. The mere act of physically walking the 73 miles requires 
a personal commitment and intimate physical and emotional involvement with a monument which 
has no parallel anywhere else in Britain. 

Much has happened since 1801: the Wall is different. Pilgrims of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries embarked on a journey traversing land that had only recently ceased to be inhabited by 
people operating outside the law on land for centuries disputed by Scotland and England (Fraser 
1971 ). They were, however, secure in their status as gentlemen who could, if necessary, access the 
estates and hospitality of other like-minded gentlemen whose land the Wall traversed. To Hutton 
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and Skinner, English Heritage, the National Trust, the Northumberland National Park would have 
been inconceivable institutions. The technologies supporting such pilgrims have also changed: 
Hutton travelled in a black suit carrying only a bag and an umbrella. 

Today's era of mass tourism presents new problems which require new solutions. People now visit 
not just the 'Roman Wall', but a 'World Heritage Site'. They have expectations and preconceptions 
of what 'heritage' is, who the Romans were, what the landscape is like, where they should be able 
to go, and, most importantly, where they should be able to park their cars! The planners are dealing 
with notions of 'conservation', 'sustainability' and 'regeneration'. They also realise that 'The Wall is 
a living, farmed and constantly changing landscape, it also provides a window on the past, a glimpse 
of a foreign country which is still far from fully understood' (McGlade 2001). 

The Hadrian's Wall Path National Trail is, in my view, a noble enterprise which has provided access 
to both landscape and ruins. All who wish to may follow the line of the Wall without fear of 
landowners, bureaucrats, wardens, bulls, dogs, barbed wire, crumbling masonry and all the other 
afflictions to which the modern Wall is heir. Those who journey will carry a trekking pole instead 
of a pilgrim's staff and a rucksack instead of a 'wallet'. The beard will probably be optional but 
there is nothing to prevent them searching for a scallop shell at journey's end at Bowness on Solway 
as the medieval pilgrims did on the beach at Santiago. There will be no shrine at the end, so maybe 
a sunset over the Solway will have to do. What is important is that modern pilgrims should be 
aware that they have a responsibility: they travel in the company of the spirits of William Camden, 
William Hutton, the Reverend John Skinner, William Hutchinson, The Reverend John Horsley, 
John Collingwood Bruce, Hunter Davies and all those others about whom there is no space to write, 
including myself, who have set off per lineam Valli and stopped to ask themselves 'What am I 
doing here?' The imperative, however, is that they travel as responsible tourists, understanding the 
archaeology and the landscape and seeking to preserve it, rather than inadvertently to damage it. I 
should like to suggest that all, both past and present, are seeking truth and understanding, both of 
themselves and of the environment through which they pass on their pilgrimage. 
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