
 
The author, Eric Dean, poses in front of a portion of Hadrian's Wall in Britain. (Colin Robertson ) 
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Our readers share tales of their ramblings around the world. 
 
Who:  Eric Dean of Heathsville, Va. (author) and Colin Robertson of Taunton, Somerset 
in Britain. 
 
Where, when, why:  Some people retire to golf courses, others travel.  Then there are 
those of us who enjoy physical challenges, such as traversing hiking trails, rivers and 
mountains. 
 
Since my university days, walking Hadrian’s Wall has been on my bucket list.  But after 
my Stage 4 lymphatic cancer diagnosis, surgery and treatment, it became obligatory.   
Seventy-three miles long and a designated UNESCO World Heritage site, the wall 
extends west from Wallsend on the River Tyne near the North Sea, Northumberland, to 
the shore of the Solway Firth, ending a short distance west of the village of Bowness-on-
Solway on the Irish Sea.  This April, it took my fellow Royal Navy rambler and I five days 
to complete the journey, averaging 14 miles a day. 
 
Highlights and high points:  The views were spectacular. Northumberland is one of 
the most diverse English counties, with a varied coastline of mud flats, salt estuaries, 
sand dunes and cliffs; agricultural lowlands, mires, lakes, and woods; and the wide and 



often boggy moorlands, which rise along the border with Scotland into the high summit 
of the Cheviot Hills.  It consists of a lowland east and hilly west, penetrated by valleys 
and by the River Tyne.  This is beautiful hill country, towering 350 feet above the 
majestic gorge.  About 71 percent of the agricultural land is either grassland or rough 
grazing for cattle and sheep.  We could see 20 miles as we worked our way west through 
the foothills to Humshaugh, near Hexham.  It was the start of lambing season, and 
hundreds of lambs were covered in clear plastic jackets to prevent premature death by 
cold the first week after birth.  Along the way we encountered cob and hen swans, 
flushes of mallards and parliaments of magpies.  The rhythm of the seasons dictates the 
lives of the people. Think Heathcliff in “Wuthering Heights.” 
 
Cultural connection or disconnect:  As an avid Anglophile, my favorite part of the 
trip was visiting Washington Old Hall, near Sunderland, in Tyne and Wear, County 
Durham, and to Sulgrave Manor, Northamptonshire County in the East Midlands, both 
ancestral homes of George Washington’s family. American Independence Day is marked 
each year by a ceremony at Washington Old Hall.  It was built by William de Hertburn, 
who moved to the area in 1183.  As was the custom, he took the name of his new estates, 
and became William de Wessyngton. By 1539, when the family moved to Sulgrave 
Manor, the spelling “Washington” had been adopted.  We also made the pilgrimage to 
Grassington, County Yorkshire, the ancestral village of my family tree, before we 
immigrated to Virginia in the mid1600s.  The village’s St. Michael’s Church dates to 
1150, and is still used for Anglican services.  This was also the week of Queen Elizabeth’s 
90th birthday, as well as the 400th anniversary of Shakespeare’s birth. As the British 
say, I was “gobsmacked” with delight. 
 
Biggest laugh or cry:  I developed a painful case of gout halfway through our trek.  I 
felt like “Hobbelina,” hobbling down the cobblestone streets of Haltwhistle, 
Northumberland, to visit the National Health Service.  This was preceded the night 
before at the 18thcentury Center of Britain Hotel with a superb dinner of tawny port, 
roast venison and spotted dick — a dish made from suet mixed with flour, molasses, 
corn syrup and nutmeg — for dessert.  Old age and bad habits ain’t for sissies! 
 

 
Hadrian’s Wall, a UNESCO World Heritage site, stretches across 73 miles of British 
countryside. (Colin Robertson) 


