Romans' Once Walked This Way!

Peddar's Way  Mid June 1998

I had decided some time ago to complete a national trail that starts in Suffolk and ends at the coast in Norfolk.  The distance of this Roman Road (called Peddars Way) is only about 46 miles (with a little bit to add for extending the route to get to places  - around 55 miles in total).  I picked a relatively good spell of weather for this hike only experiencing a few showers on route.  The starting point is 5 miles out of Thetford and this meant a dangerous and hazardous walk along the A1066 Diss Road until I found the tranquil lanes that led to Knettishall Heath.  The first part is mostly wooded riverbanks and tree lined fields indicating a good choice of route.  After 2 hours walking I come across Stonebridge a small village with a nicely positioned pub.  I decide to have a quick drink, but this turns out to be the opposite as I get talking to a couple of 'worldly wise' and definitely 'mad' Geordie cooks from the MOD base nearby.  I am sure that if I hadn't made my excuses nearly 2 hours later I'd be still there today!  After that I have to make up time to the finishing point at Thompson a small hamlet 5 miles further on.  When I arrive at the B+B I discover I have been severely mauled by the local mosquitoes found in the area.  The host at the College Farm (c1390) is well spoken and later revealed her son is MP for Harborough, Leics!  At night I gain my supper and beer at the superb thatched pub in the hamlet and have the opportunity to try out the Norfolk dialect and real ale.  

The next day is a stretch to Castle Acre, about 17 miles in total.  The morning is overcast with the sound of gunfire all around (MOD activities!).  Again the terrain is wooded and open fields through Merton Park which is quite pleasant and the only village of note is Little North Pickenham for lunch in the pub. At 1.25p a pint I could have stayed awhile.  The last 6 miles is done along quiet country lanes to picturesque Castle Acre, which boasts an 11th century castle still surviving with massive earthworks and the richly decorated ruins of Cluniac Priory.  Some cousins of the famous Guinness Family run the B+B I stayed in, from Ireland.  Like all good things Irish my hosts have apparently vanished for the weekend and the guests (including a party of six from Preston) are left to fend for themselves. 

The bizarreness continues as I take my breakfast the next day at the café down the road and ask them to charge it to the Guinness's.

I leave on the third day for the long stretch to the coast about 23 miles I think.  The weather is fairly kind as I march out at 3.5mph!  I have quite a journey ahead of myself today so progress is necessary.  The route is clearly straight again, passing nearby Great and Little Massingham, pretty Norfolk villages, where new age travellers are camped on the path.  The next feature I encounter are bronze age tumuli spread across Harpley Common which are similar to the Marl Pits - 18th Century agricultural 'improvers' - I am taxed to recognise which is which?  Finally I reach a strange building at Sedgeford called Magazine Cottage built in 1640 as a powder store.  No smoking please!

The main hurdle is to reach the lunchtime pub at Ringstead, called The Gin Trap before the rain does.  After almost 18 miles of continuous walking I need subsistence!  The last few miles are easily accomplished to Holme next to sea (gaining spectatular views of lightning over the Wash) and then finally following the coast path to Hunstanton, finishing an exhausting 3 day schedule that would be considered by most people to be less than a break-a-way!

