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The Wall

The pay & display car park at Steel Rigg is reached by turning off the 
B6318 (Military Road) at Once Brewed and heading north along an 
unclassified road. The first part of the walk follows Hadrian’s Wall along 
the crest of the Great Whin Sill for 3¼ miles (5¼ kilometres). A finger sign 
shows a link to the Wall, which is then followed east, passing the remains 
of an un-numbered turret at Peel Gap, built to guard a weak point between 
turrets 39A and 39B. Heading up a stepped path beside the dramatic cliffs 
of Peel Crags, there is a significant sense of exposure (indeed, some might 
prefer to follow the Roman Military Way to Milking Gap, with a parallel track 
in the lee of the ridge). Reaching the crest, the path continues alongside 
the Wall. Looking ahead, Crag Lough can be seen pooling at the foot of 

An inspiring walk following Hadrian’s Wall along a cliff-
edge path above the Great Whin Sill. After a detour to 
Housesteads fort, the route crosses the wilderness area 
to the north of the Wall before finishing on good tracks 
and quiet roads, visiting Greenlee Lough along the way.
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Highshield Crags. The path crosses a couple of nicks, the first being the 
site of the well-preserved remains of Milecastle 39, the second being the 
famous Sycamore Gap.

The Sycamore Gap
The Sycamore Gap is one of a number of dramatic notches in the 
‘crags’ ridge . It was formed as a glacial melt-water channel, and 
takes its name from an old sycamore tree at the bottom of the gap. 
The tree’s young heir has taken root in an adjacent stone enclosure. 
This evocative location was featured in the movie ‘Robin Hood, 
Prince of Thieves’ - drawing attention to Hollywood’s poor grasp of 
geography!

Switching to the north side of the Wall, the path heads back uphill, before 
continuing above Highshield Crags. For some way it runs precariously 
along the edge of the 200 feet (61 metre) high cliffs. The Wall itself 
appears as an overgrown dyke, surmounted by a drystone wall. Heading 
into a stand of scots pine, the path runs gently downhill towards the 
Milking Gap, where it continues to the right of the defensive ditch. Crossing 
straight over a hardcore track, a finger sign points north-east, towards 
Hotbank farm and the site of Milecastle 38. As height is gained the Wall 
reappears to the left, rolling gently along the crest of the ridge above 
Hotbank Crags. Greenlee Lough, Broomlee Lough and Grindon Lough are 
all on show. Sewingshields Crags can be seen in the distance, looking like 
waves petrified in the moment of breaking. Passing the site of Turret 37A, 
head down into Rapishaw Gap, where a finger sign shows the Pennine Way 
parting company with the Wall (1 = NY 781 686).

Crag Lough
At the foot of Highshield Crags stands Crag Lough, its reedy banks 
bounded by willow trees. There are several of these shallow lakes 
in the area, the others being Greenlee Lough, Broomlee Lough, 
Grindon Lough, Folly Lake and Halleypike Lough. They were scoured 
by the passage of ice during the last Ice Age. Unfortunately, they are 
being progressively in-filled with sediment, and are now about a half 
the size they were at the time of the Roman occupation. Indeed, old 

maps of the area also show Caw Lough and Peel Lough, although 
these have disappeared.

Housesteads Fort

Here it is possible to shorten the walk by 1½ miles (2½ kilometres). 
However, even if there is insufficient time for a proper visit to Housesteads 
fort, a circuit of the perimeter is well worth the effort. Heading steeply 
uphill beside Cuddy’s Crags, continue along the ridge. Crossing another 
gap, the path runs above Housesteads Crags, passing Milecastle 37 before 
entering a sycamore wood straddling the ridge. Arriving at Housesteads 
fort, head down some steps to join a path running below the north 
ramparts. Heading down beside the Wall, Knag Burn gateway is soon 
reached (2 = NY 791 689).

Milecastle 37
Milecastle 37 is one of the best examples on the Wall, with the 
well-preserved remains of the north gateway and the footprint of 
the internal buildings visible. The gateway was narrower than at 
other milecastles, the steep slope to the north making use by carts 
impractical.

Knag Burn Gateway
Knag Burn is a rare example of a gateway in the Wall itself, rather 
than at a fort or milecastle. It was built during the 4th century to 
provide an alternative to the steep ramp that led up to the north 
gateway at Housesteads fort. A pair of gates created an ‘air-lock’, 
permitting carts to be checked before being allowed through the 
Wall.

Passing through the gateway, instead of continuing along the route signed 
for Sewingshields Crags, cross a slab bridge and head up a track towards 
the east side of the fort. Continuing around the perimeter, the way ahead 
passes through the remains of the civilian settlement. If you wish to 
visit the fort itself you will need to pay the admission fee. Otherwise, a 
permissive path starting at the west gateway follows the Roman Military 
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Way across fields back to Rapishaw Gap. At the bottom of the gap, a finger 
sign shows the Pennine Way crossing a drystone wall by a ladder stile (3 = 
NY 781 686).

Housesteads (Vercovicium) Fort
Vercovicium (‘place of able fighters’) is perhaps the most impressive 
of the Wall forts. The visible remains generally relate to the 3rd / 
4th centuries. Stone ramparts 5 feet (1½ metres) thick enclose an 
area of five acres (two hectares), and in addition to the four double 
gateways, many of the internal buildings can be seen. The fort 
housed a full cohort of up to 1,000 auxiliary infantry. To the south 
are the remains of a ‘vicus’ - a civilian settlement - which included 
shops, a bronze workshop, a tavern and a house where the skeletal 
remains of a woman and a middle aged man were excavated (the 
latter with a knife still embedded in his chest). To the east of the fort 
was a bath-house, fed from Knag Burn. The Armstrong clan of Border 
Reivers used the semi-ruinous fort as their den, and cattle-thieves 
were said to inhabit the place as late as the 17th century.

Ridley Common

From here the Pennine Way crosses Ridley Common, 1½ miles (2½ 
kilometres) along the route of a droveway. Pausing to look back, the 
dramatic cliffs of the Great Whin Sill can now be fully appreciated. Ignoring 
a path leading to a lime kiln, head north-east over rough grazing to join 
a rutted track running north. Crossing straight over a hardcore track, the 
route zigzags downhill before passing through a rushy mire. Here a sign 
marks a sharp turn, with a faint path heading north-east up the side of 
a low ridge. Turning north, cross the gully of Haughtongreen Burn, then 
another low ridge, to arrive at a hardcore track (4 = NY 780 707). Here the 
Pennine Way heads into Wark Forest, although we turn left.

Greenlee Lough

Following the track south-west, East Stonefolds farm and West Stonefolds 
farm are passed. When a finger sign marks a choice of ways (5 = NY This walk is reproduced with permission from Circular Walks on the Pennine Way by Kevin 

Donkin, published by Frances Lincoln.

770 701), this time take the permissive path to the remote bird hide 
at Greenlee Lough. From the hide, the path follows a long section of 
boardwalk running across a mire of tall reeds at the west end of the lake. 
Passing through a gate, a faint path heads north-west on rough ground, 
with marker posts confirming the route. Joining a hardcore track, continue 
past Gibbs Hill farm, this time ignoring the route signed for Wealside farm 
(6 = NY 748 691). The remainder of the return route follows quiet roads, 
1½ miles (2½ kilometres) back to the starting point. There are fine views 
over the wide area of pasture between the Great Whin Sill and Wark 
Forest. Arriving at a ‘T’ junction, turn left and follow the road towards the 
massive bulwark of Windshields Crags.


