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Haltwhistle, England – We drove here to the north of England on a rainy day.  As we climbed into the highlands there were very obvious small white dots on all of the hillsides on both sides of the M6 motorway…..and some of them were slowly moving about.   Upon closer inspection we realized that we were seeing sheep.   
We did not choose to visit northern England to investigate grazing sheep (although I did learn quite a bit about these animals during our stay on a working farm), but rather to do some walking along Hadrian’s Wall.  Although we had lived in England for two years during the mid-1970’s and had previously served on a U.S. submarine which made patrols out of Holy Loch, Scotland from 1971-74, I had never seen (nor frankly heard of) Hadrian’s Wall.  My interest was recent and stemmed from my fascination with hiking.  What better place to hike than one of the most famous walking paths in all of Britain?
The wall is 73 miles long and runs east-west in northern England from Bowness-on-Solway to Wallsend where the river Tyne empties into the North Sea east of Newcastle.  The idea for the wall came from the Roman Emperor Hadrian, who visited this part of his realm in A.D. 122.  Just imagining such an incredibly long and challenging trip from Rome two thousand years ago boggles the mind!  Yet here he was inspecting some of the far reaches of the Roman Empire.   Soldiers, and even sailors, were brought to this northern region from posts throughout Britain to undertake this incredible feat of engineering.  The plan was to construct the wall using high mounds of turf in the west and stone in the east protected by digging a moat on the north side whenever the natural lay of the land made a man-made ditch unnecessary.  Forts were also built nearby to house the soldiers who worked over 10 years to complete the wall.  The current theory is that Hadrian ordered the wall to be built to consolidate Roman conquests by keeping the “savage” hordes to the north out of their prosperous land and to have absolute control of all goods being traded into and out of their empire.   
The Romans decided to build gates every mile (a Roman “mile” was slightly shorter than the current value of 5280 feet) with turrets for soldiers to gaze north to monitor any pending trouble.  During the operational time of the wall’s existence of nearly 300 years (longer than the period since the United States came into being), an entire Roman civilization flourished to the immediate south of the forts.  Roman soldiers were not allowed to marry, but when they “retired” after the mandatory 25 years of service, many chose to have families with local women and begin farming and other work pursuits.  But it certainly was not an entirely peaceful period.   Tribes to the north, such as the Picts, would periodically storm the forts, with battles raging for days.  When the Roman soldiers were not building, digging, or fighting, they did rigorous training, marching, and drilling.  During their time in Britain the Romans used their superb engineering skills to build over 9000 kilometers of roads leading outward from Londinium (London) to all parts of the island, including north to here along the Scottish border.
Today Hadrian’s Wall remains in relatively good condition along most of its length.  It is now one of the major tourist attractions in Britain, especially for the Brits themselves.  I talked to several groups of ladies who were walking the length of the wall by hiking 25 kilometers each day and then staying in a bed and breakfast or other local lodging during the nights.  I also saw a few backpackers, but most Hadrian walkers choose to do day hikes using pubs for dinner and inns for a good night’s sleep.  
In our case, we spent the better part of two days walking along segments of the wall.  The paths provide easy walking and there is frequent signage to provide insight and context.  And there is no shortage of sheep grazing in pastures along the trail.  Because the earthen sections of the wall are now covered in grass, I saw a lot of enterprising sheep which were having no trouble using the wall as their local diner.  It is advisable, I learned the hard way, to ensure that you always have rain gear and some waterproof boots during your walk.  In this part of England, the odds are that you will encounter frequent rain showers as you follow in the footsteps of those Romans who controlled this region for over three centuries two thousand years ago. 
It certainly appears that Hadrian’s rationale for this Roman wall sounds somewhat similar to arguments being made by President Trump for the border wall currently being proposed for the U.S. border with Mexico.  Hey, it worked for the Romans for over 300 years!
I thought you might like to know.
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