
A JOURNEY  
THROUGH HISTORY

Alan Douglas steps into unknown territory as he takes INFINITI’s 0 crossover for a closer look  

at Hadrian’s Wall – enjoying some of Northumberland’s fantastic driving routes along the way

0

I’ve always been fascinated by the story of Hadrian’s Wall. 

That’s possibly because, as a Scot, I find it amazing that the 

Romans travelled all the way to the wild northern frontier of 

their Empire to build a wall 80 miles long to keep out that 

rough crowd of barbarians, my ancestors the Picts.

But as a motoring journalist, I also feel I owe a debt of 

gratitude to those pioneers because, as well as leaving an 

amazing historic monument, they’ve also passed on some 

great roads for those of us who actually enjoy driving rather 

than simply endure it as a way of getting about.

Go anywhere near the remains of the wall, head into the 

Northumbrian countryside and you’ll find some of the best 

driving to be had anywhere in Britain, with dead straight, well-

surfaced roads often running along the line of the wall itself.

So when INFINITI Centre Newcastle loaned me their very 

latest 0 crossover, I was delighted to have the opportunity 

not just to take a closer look at the wall itself, but more 

importantly enjoy some of the roads first laid by those early 

Roman engineers. Only I’d be doing so in the very latest 

technology, with four-wheel-drive, seven-speed automatic 

transmission and an eager 2.0 diesel engine. 

Though I spent three years of my working life in Cumbria, 

near the western end of the wall, the eastern side is unknown 

territory to me, so I went back to basics and consulted a map 

to trace out a circular route I reckoned would take under 

two hours complete. To keep me, literally, on the straight and 

narrow I turned to the latest technology, programmed the 

0‘s sat nav with waypoints and a series of destinations, 

and was on my way.

First of all, I was on one of the newest roads in this part of 

the country, the dual-carriageway A69. The surface is great, 

most of the heavy stuff keeps to the inside lane, and there’s 

plenty to look at in the rolling countryside, especially when it’s 

the sort of sunny morning I was enjoying.

AN ASTOUNDING FEAT
My first thought as I headed west was how much of a 

challenge the Hadrian project must have been, even for the 

mighty and innovative Romans. Almost 2,000 years on, 

we can acknowledge that the wall is an astounding feat of 

engineering, with the creators conquering fast-flowing rivers, 

the hard rock of the escarpment on which most of it is built, 

mile upon tough mile of rolling hills and fearsome weather –  

all without the benefits of modern machinery.

They certainly did a good job. In spite of everything that’s 

been thrown at it in the subsequent 20 centuries, it’s still 
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possible to see a fair bit of the wall, the foundations of the 

garrisons, forts, houses and even flushable toilets. 

My first stop came pretty quickly, and I was soon peeling  

off to Heddon-on-the-Wall, less than 10 miles from the  

centre of Newcastle.

It’s a sleepy little place in contrast to the bustling city on its 

doorstep, with groups of neat bungalows and smart cottages. 

Life seems to go at a slower pace here, and in the narrow main 

street near the seventh-century St Andrew’s Church – much 

of which was built using stone ‘borrowed’ from the wall – I 

was brought to a halt by a funeral procession. Complete with 

top-hatted undertaker and priest walking at the head of the 

cortège, the gleaming Mercedes hearse and two limousines 

passed by at a dignified pace.

It may be named after the wall, but Heddon keeps its 

best-known asset pretty well hidden. There are some signs 

referring to it and there are lots of clues like Centurion Way 

and Antonine Walk, but it was only after parking the 0 

and setting off on foot that I actually found the narrow gap 

in a hedge leading to one of the best preserved and longest 

sections of unbroken wall at its original and planned width 

of 10 feet – the so-called ‘broad wall’. Further east, the wall 

narrows to about eight-feet wide, which was supposedly to 

keep down costs and speed up construction.

This length of the wall is remarkably intact, the outer 

sections beautifully finished in squared-off stone blocks with 

rubble and smaller stones used for the infill. It was amazing to 

look at the craftsmanship and try to picture those who had 

carried it out. What must they have thought at being posted 

to this furthest bleakest outpost… and how did they cope with 

weather which at times must have been a complete contrast 

to that they were used to back home?

ESCAPE TO THE COUNTRYSIDE
Traces of the original Roman road go right through the heart 

of Heddon-on-the-Wall, but it’s a lot quieter since the A69 

bypass was built around it. I opted to stay on the minor road, 

the gently flowing B6528, and the 0 swept on through 

the village of Horsley, past the immaculate 400 acre grounds 

and golf course of 18th-century Close House hotel.

The sat nav took me back onto the busy dual carriageway 

of the trunk route and with the open countryside of rural 

Northumbria stretching out before me, I was very shortly 

being urged again to peel off onto the two-mile-long minor 

road into the village of Corbridge. It is pretty narrow, and 

made even more tricky by cycle lanes which have been laid out 
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on either side and seem to take up an inordinate amount of 

the limited space. The result is that traffic has to share what 

is effectively just one lane, and it’s made worse by parked cars 

ignoring the painted sections.

Corbridge is a gem of a place with some lovely old buildings, 

starting with 18th-century former coaching house, The Angel 

Inn, on the right as you enter. It was proving popular, with 

lunchtime customers enjoying the sunshine on the terrace. 

The narrow streets aren’t good for modern traffic, but the 

trim 0 isn’t as bulky as some of the other 4x4s squeezing 

through them. Parking is a bit of an issue, but the place 

seemed to be thriving with small independent shops and 

tearooms rather than the usual landscape of charity shops  

and estate agents.

Football managers Steve Bruce and Alan Pardew have 

both lived here and it’s also been home to several well-known 

writers including Catherine Cookson.

Coming out of the town, you cross the bridge which gives 

the place its name. Built in the 1600s, it’s an impressive stone 

structure with seven arches, but quite narrow and controlled 

by traffic lights. It’s actually the ‘new’ bridge – the original 

dated back to the 13th century, at a time when raids were 

commonplace and locals would bring their livestock over the 

River Tyne and into the town to keep them safe.

The main town around here is Hexham, just a couple 

of miles further on, but I wasn’t sure if as a Scot I would 

be welcome. Like many towns near the Scottish border, it 

suffered from conflict, including a 1297 attack by William 

Wallace, who burnt down most of the place. Just a few years 

later, King Robert the Bruce used a different approach by 
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demanding, and receiving, the enormous sum of £2,000 from 

the town and monastery for them to be spared a similar fate. 

It turned out to be a poor investment. Thirty years later, the 

monastery was sacked by King David II of Scotland. 

TIME FOR TEA
The bad behaviour of my ancient countrymen is long past and 

fortunately hasn’t affected the appearance of the place. It was 

looking splendid, with the main thoroughfares winding around 

the 12th-century Abbey while from every lamppost, banners 

proclaimed the 150th anniversary of Beaumont Street, built to 

handle the town’s booming trade.

I could happily have lingered but I wanted to get onto the 

route of the wall, to the north, so it was back onto the A69 

again to Haydon Bridge, and time for a spot of lunch. The 

General Havelock pub in the main street was a good choice 

and makes a big play of being dog-friendly, which is good if 

you’re spending a day in the countryside with a furry friend.

Now for the serious business of tracing the Roman routes, 

so I headed north out of the town and did a sharp right onto 

the B6319 beside the classic railway signal box, past some 

fertile allotments where the local green-fingered brigade were 

enjoying great results in the vegetable patches.

The road is pretty narrow, rising up to a ridge to give some 

fine views down to the River Tyne, but you have to watch 

out for lycra-clad cyclists, especially where it darkens under 

thick woodland and later is funnelled between high roadside 

hedges. With the 0‘s windows down and the temperature 

on the dash display reading a pleasant 20 degrees, the sounds 

and smells of the countryside wafted into the cabin.

There are some lovely stone cottages and farm buildings 

round every bend, but one of the quirkiest is the Fourstones 

Service Station which won’t just fill your tank, but is also – 

according to its slogan – ‘Your traditional village store, which 

offers a warm and friendly welcome’.

The sun was shining, the sky was blue with fluffy clouds and 

the farmers were making hay, or at least working hard at the 

harvest while the weather was favourable. Stopping at some 

roadworks where a fresh tarmac surface was being laid, I had 

to quickly shut the windows again as a combine harvester 

working in the adjoining field sent clouds of chaff onto, and in 

my case, into the cabins of the waiting traffic.

The fields were full of contented cows as I approached  

the entrance to Chesters Fort, considered to be the best 

preserved Roman fort on the wall and now maintained by 

English Heritage.

There’s a small car park, where on this occasion the pay and 

display meters were out of action and covered in black plastic 

bags, but you have to cough up £6.20 to get into the museum 

exhibiting artefacts from the site, which was excavated and 

exposed in the mid-19th century.

After the next group of houses at the village of Chollerford, 

you cross the river again and the road climbs onto a ridge 

where you follow the line of the wall. The landscape opens 

out and you are treated to great views of the surrounding 

countryside both left and right. From here, the legionnaires 

patrolling on the wall would have been able to see for many 

miles and watch what the barbarians were up to. Nowadays 

the most significant feature was a group of wind turbines 

swirling in the far distance.

By now it was clear I was on the line of the wall, the road 

stretching dead ahead of me as I passed over Acomb Fell. 

Groups of walkers were enjoying the fine day and fresh air  

as they made their way along the Hadrian’s Trail, although 

it was disconcerting to see one sign pointing the way to 

Hangman’s Hill.

ON THE STRAIGHT AND NARROW
The road here isn’t just straight as a die – the Romans were 

renowned for taking the most direct route – but it also has a 

great smooth surface which allowed the INFINITI to stretch 

its long legs. The road rises and falls like a roller coaster over 

every contour, but you have to pay attention to the solid 

white lines – there are lots of blind summits that can hide an 

oncoming car or slow-moving tractor.

Worth a quick stop is Vallum Farm, a community of food 

producers who have gathered together with a commitment to 

selling traditional local produce, down a short lane off to the 

right. It takes its name from the name from the Latin for wall, 

and sits bang on top of its route, describing itself as the ‘foodie 

gateway to Hadrian’s Wall’.

The B6318 is still known as the Military Road and is 

virtually dead straight for almost 15 miles, having evolved over 

the centuries since the Romans first laid the foundations.

Off to the left is the road to Albemarle Army Barracks, on 

the site of the former RAF Ouston airbase. For the past year, 

it’s been home for the Third Regiment Royal Horse Artillery 

since they transferred back from Germany. These days its 

runways are used by Northumbria Police for driver training 

and, I’m told, as a stop-off point for nuclear warhead convoys 

en route between Faslane on Scotland’s west coast and the 

Atomic Weapons Establishment at Aldermaston in Berkshire. 

It was then just a straight run back to modern life and 

the heart of Newcastle, joining the busy A69 as it bypassed 

Heddon-on-the-Wall once again.

If I’d had time, I would have gone a bit further west to the 

village of Bardon Mill, to look at the remains of the Roman 

fort at Vindolanda – now a major museum. It has exhibits of 

Roman boots, shoes, armour, jewellery and coins, as well as 

the most spectacular find on the site 10 years ago of a richly 

detailed bronze and silver brooch modelled with the figure 

of Mars, on which Quintus Sollonius had carefully punched 

his name in the early second century. The museum is set in 

gardens, which include full-sized reconstructions of a Roman 

temple, shop and house and I’m told it’s worth a look. 

Returning the 0 to its base in the city, I reflected  

on a lovely drive on a beautiful day. My modern chariot also 

seemed to enjoy itself on some great roads which we owe  

to the enterprise and hard labour of those Roman legions 

2,000 years ago. n
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