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Western Lake District Offers Three Ways to Appreciate The Fifth Wonder of Britain

Head to the Western Lake District this year and discover the fifth wonder of Britain for yourselves is the message for anyone with a fascination for the history associated with the Roman Empire, a love of the great outdoors and the ability to go weak at the knees upon an encounter with simply awe-inspiring scenery.

In September 2008, the RAC released details of a national poll to find the Seven Wonders of Britain.  Well-known names like Loch Ness, Whitby Abbey, Hadrian’s Wall and Stonehenge filled places one to four, but at position five Hardknott Pass was probably the most unfamiliar name.  The fact it beat the Angel of the North and The Houses of Parliament was seemingly even more remarkable.

Anyone who has ever visited the Hardknott Pass can testify that it’s a simply stunning place to visit – something the locals in the Western Lake District have long known.  For this reason, those ‘on the patch’ offer tourists several options when it comes to climbing a geological feature first appreciated by Hadrian and his foot soldiers.

Option one is to attempt to drive or ride by motorcycle up the Hardknott Pass, testing one’s motoring skills to the max, crashing the gears and praying for the ascent to end.  This drive is truly spectacular, but is always bumpy, nerve-racking and sometimes icy and blustery.

The reward comes through stunning scenery, fabulous views of Scafell to the North and Harter Fell to the South and a true sense of achievement.  It takes either a very brave or very foolish motoring visitor to tackle this drive.

For this reason, the Ravenglass and Eskdale Railway makes it easier for those wanting to explore the very foundations of Hadrian’s Britain, without having nightmares about the drive up this largely inaccessible road.

Every Wednesday between April 22 and October 28, Britain’s most scenic railway is running Steam and Romans experiences that take passengers on a journey encompassing both steam rail trip and luxury mini-bus transport, to the Roman fort of Hardknott, half-way up the sinuous Hardknott Pass.

Passengers meet at Ravenglass at 10.30 am and take a short stroll to the Roman bath house of Glannaventa, to discover a point on the old Roman road of the 10th iter that ran from this coastal fort, up the Eskdale Valley and then to Hardknott, before continuing over the Hardknott and Wrynose Passes to other Roman forts at Ambleside (Galava) and Kendal.

Passengers depart from Ravenglass at 11.20am, taking their steam train journey to Dalegarth, where they enjoy lunch and tour the Roman exhibition in the Eskdale Room.  They then travel to the fort at Hardknott (Mediobogdum) by minibus, admiring the scenery to the full, before touring the Roman fort.

This was one of the most isolated and remote outposts of the Roman Empire, built in such a position, at 815 feet above sea level, as to offer marvellous views down Eskdale and repel any invasion by the Scots and Brigantes.  

The fort breathes a history that involved a force of 500 men stationed at Hardknott – the fourth Cohort of Dalmatians – infantry soldiers from Croatia, Montenegro and Bosnia-Herzogovina.  The fort was built in AD120 and occupied to AD135

The 375 ft square fort covered an area of 2.75 acres, this including soldiers barracks, the commander’s house, granaries and a sequence of three bath houses – the ruins of which can all be explored.   National Heritage have well-labelled the fort, but the Ravenglass and Eskdale tour offers interpretation of all that can be viewed here, as the ravens chatter overhead.  

Passengers will also see the Roman parade ground – an artificially levelled patch of land higher up the mountainside.

This trip, which concludes with return journey by minibus and train back to Ravenglass, costs just £19.90 per adult or older child, representing tremendous value.  Visit www.ravenglass-railway.co.uk for more details, or call 01229 717171.

The very fit and ambitious can attempt to walk up Hardknott, tracing the route of the road from Brotherkeld Farm, on the farm access road to the foot of Hardknott, on to the fort and then continuing up to the top of the pass.  This walk can be continued along the crest of the mountain and ends in Lingcove Beck, where a number of waterfalls delight.

The other option available is to visit Hardknott as part of a six-day riding holiday – with literally a huge difference.  This relates to the horses that are ridden – beautiful, well-schooled and very fit Clydesdale and Shire horses from Cumbrian Heavy Horses. 

The six-day riding holiday, organised by the only BHS Approved riding centre in the world that offers rides solely with Clydesdales and Shires, encompasses both beach and fell riding and is for experienced riders only.

The holiday starts at Chappels Farm, near Millom, Cumbria with spectacular gallops and rides on the beaches of West Cumbria.  The itinerary then leads riders into the heart of the Lake District, to Eskdale and beautiful Wasdale and on to the Hardknott Pass.  The descent to Dunnerdale then commences, for a fabulous last night.

The cost of this six-day experience is £1200, including the horse and equipment, a guide, all meals (packed lunch and dinner) and 7-nights accommodation, luggage transfer and laundry.   More details can be found at www.cumbrianheavyhorses.com  or by calling 01229 777764.

Hardknott Pass is the must-do location for 2009 for anyone seeking adventure and a truly memorable experience who has not yet experienced Britain’s fifth wonder.  The Western Lake District offers a wide variety of accommodation options with details at www.western-lakedistrict.co.uk 
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Notes to Editors

Editors wishing to experience Hardknott for themselves may be able to arrange press trips to the area, subject to dates and other conditions.  Please note that Steam and Romans can only be experienced on a Wednesday between April 22 and October 28.

