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  Praise for The Postal Paths


  'A fascinating exploration of routes trod by generations of rural
  postmen and women – lovingly told and lively.'

  –Jack Cornish, author of The Lost Paths


   


  'A delightful exploration of one of our most important cultural
  figures in the community, the postman. Postal Paths journeys
  around the UK, unearthing forgotten stories . . . You will never
  look at a postman in the same way again.'

  –Rebecca Smith, author of Rural: The Lives of the
  Working Class Countryside


   


  'Charming . . . Cleaver brings to the life the lives of those who
  served their communities.'

  –Kiran Sidhu, author of I Can Hear The Cuckoo


   


  'Equal parts history, memoir and ode to the labour of the written word,
  this wryly funny book is something to write home about.'

  –Cumbria Life


   


  'Cleaver puts a human face to a largely anonymous role . . .
  With so many philatelic books to read, I rarely reread one.
  This book I shall revisit.'

  –Gary Wayne Loew, The London Philatelist


   


  'The Postal Paths is full of historical interest and
  Cleaver's style is an engaging one; he weaves some lovely
  descriptions of the landscapes he encounters with the histories
  of the communities he passes through.'

  –Kevin Boniface, Caught by the River
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INTRODUCTION


‘We used to be heroes,’ he said. ‘People wanted us. Everyone watched out for us. Everyone knew us. This was a great place, once. Once, we were postmen.’

—Terry Pratchett, Going Postal.



Where there is a path, there is history. Footpaths cover our landscape as grooves cover a record. Walk them and you can play them back, hear their stories and discover who created them and why.

The names for the types of footpaths to be found in Britain are almost as numerous as the footpaths themselves: trods, bridleways, drovers’ roads, corpse roads, lonnings, ginnels, holloways, meanderings, beggars’ walks, priests’ paths, military roads … Some are tiny cut-throughs just a foot or so wide. Others are several miles long and broad enough to be turned into minor roads. The origins of many path names are lost but most define the path’s purpose or character. The drovers’ roads were used by cattle herders to take animals to market; the corpse roads were used to carry the dead to the mother church for burial; beggars’ trods were walked by tramps on their way to the next poorhouse, and so forth. The names for paths can vary according to which part of Britain you are in. ‘Ginnel’ is a term used in Yorkshire and Lancashire for a narrow path between buildings, but in other parts of the country people might say ‘snicket’, ‘drangway’ or ‘alleyway’. Multiply the number of names for paths by the number of different dialects in Britain and you begin to understand how wonderfully complex this language can be. And once villagers decide their path is a lonning, trod, drovers’ road or something else, they might then distinguish it from others by giving it its own name: Ted’s Path, Billy Watson’s Lonning, Giggle Alley or Fisher’s Wife’s Rake. Such names, however, are frequently known only to the locals. For example, if you look on a map for Ticklebelly Alley you won’t find it, but talk to the locals in the village of Boot in Cumbria and they will point you to the path shortcutting from the village to the nearby campsite. The fact it cuts through a field once used to keep pigs, and home to long grass in the summer, might explain where the name ‘ticklebelly’ came from … but no one can say for sure.

Years ago, I began to jot all these names down in a notebook and, in my spare time, would try to discover their origin or the history of the path. My quest began in earnest in 2005 when I was searching for a path known as Rakes Lonning, near Beckermet in Cumbria. Neither Ordnance Survey nor Google could find any reference to it, but I knew that it existed because it is associated with a particular legend and had been mentioned to me by more than one person. Eventually I spoke to Kathleen Cook who worked in the nearby Tourist Information Centre. ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘it runs from the north of the village towards Egremont.’ She pointed it out on a map on the wall. I was intrigued that this lady seemingly knew more than Ordnance Survey or Google. How many other locally named footpaths had map-makers overlooked? I decided to explore further and quickly realised I was in a race against time. Fewer people seemed to be walking their local paths, opting to jump into the car instead; our footpaths were slowly being erased. I was fearful these names could disappear forever.

I will happily stop anyone on my rambles and ask them if they know of any local paths with a funny name or curious history. One summer’s afternoon in 2015, I sat and chatted with Tony Vaux who lives on a farm just outside the village of Caldbeck on the Northern Fells of the Lake District. We had been talking about the village’s history and, as I said my farewells, Tony suggested I ignore the obvious path back to the village and instead took the postman’s path. It takes a lot to stop me in my tracks. However, this was not a term I had come across before, despite being a collector of all things related to footpaths. It conjured up a wonderful image of a rural postman, smartly dressed in his military-style uniform and carrying a postbag laden with letters and parcels. I needed to know more. Tony told me that the postman, in years gone by, had delivered on foot to the farms around the village. This had meant long walks along the country roads, trudging back and forth down the long driveways – ‘lonnings’ as they are known in Cumbria – to each farm. The postman had realised he could save himself many miles – and much time – by shortcutting over the fields, thus creating a ‘postman’s path’. Tony even showed me the steps added into a drystone wall – probably in the 1950s – where the postman had once clambered over on his way to the next farm. The farmer had become so fed up with repairing the wall damaged by the postman’s boots that he decided the simpler option was to add in some steps. I later discovered this had been a common innovation by farmers who invariably referred to them as ‘postman’s steps’.

The path itself was nothing more than a ‘trod’ over the field to the next farm but it saved the postman walking back up the drive, along the main road and then down the neighbouring farm’s drive. Today all deliveries are made in a van, but the path remains as a public footpath.
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The postman’s steps at Caldbeck, created by the farmer to aid the postman climbing over the drystone wall.

What precisely were these postal paths I wondered? Was it a Cumbrian phenomenon or did they exist all over Britain? Were they all created specifically for postmen and women? And were they created officially, or just the product of an informal agreement with the local farmer? When did rural postmen stop delivering the post on foot and resort to vans? And who were these men and women who spent their working days traipsing over fields in all weathers?

There was another aspect of these paths that piqued my interest. I am one of the few people left in the world who still handwrites letters, so it is fair to say I have a soft spot for our postal service. Dotted across the country are thousands of bright red boxes into which you can drop a letter. A day or so later it lands in a slot barely 10 inches wide and an inch tall, perhaps hundreds or thousands of miles away. I write regularly to my friend Diane in New Zealand and there is still something magical about posting a letter in a box on one side of the planet and the letter arriving in a similar-sized slot on the other side of the planet a week or two later. The possible combination of two of my loves – posting letters and walking – was too good to ignore.

My first stop? Google. It is where all researchers begin – but sadly, where many also stop, believing it to be omniscient. The online search engine did not have much but at least confirmed they were ‘a thing’; dotted around Britain were indeed many paths referred to locally as ‘the postman’s path’. There was rarely any explanation for the name but there seemed little reason to doubt they were, like the Caldbeck one, paths created or used by a postman as a shortcut. The identity of the postman may have been long forgotten but the path and its name remained like some faint memory of an age long since lost. Top of the Google results was the postman’s path at Rhenigidale on the Isle of Harris. This seven-mile path along the coast was walked by a postman three times a week until 1990. That year, a road was finally built to the village but the old footpath was kept and turned into a tourist trail, and it has been hugely successful ever since, attracting thousands of visitors each year.

The postal service in Britain has, in the last few years, been in the news for all the wrong reasons: the Horizon Scandal saw hundreds of sub-postmasters wrongly prosecuted for theft due to a faulty computer system; Royal Mail has repeatedly missed its first- and second-class delivery targets; and the price of stamps rises inexorably. However, Britain’s postal service has a long history of which it can be rightly proud. In 1840, Britain led a worldwide revolution in postal services by introducing the Penny Black stamp, offering people a cheap and easy way to communicate with each other and resulting in a boom in letter-writing. By the end of that year, 160 million letters had been posted in Britain – double the number of the previous year. With the explosion in letter-sending, a new network of letter-carriers (later to be called ‘postmen’) sprang up. This revolution was akin to the 20th century’s arrival of the internet but instead of broadband cables being laid, it was a network of village post offices and thousands of postmen setting out on foot who provided the necessary infrastructure. The system was slowly streamlined and perfected in a way perhaps only the Victorian age could achieve. The icing on the cake came in 1887 when the Post Office decided to ingratiate itself with Queen Victoria by saying they would mark her Golden Jubilee by promising to deliver to every home in Britain, no matter how remote. Until then, distant homes paid extra for their mail or collected it from the nearest post office. This rash pledge to deliver to every home is now ensconced in law in the Universal Service Obligation which says Royal Mail must provide a delivery service six days a week to every household in the UK. Recent attempts by Royal Mail to drop Saturday deliveries have fallen foul of this obligation and, so far, been rejected.

Employing an army of postmen to deliver in towns was fairly straightforward. Delivering mail to rural homes, often spread miles apart, was a more complex and costly problem. Post was delivered by train to the nearest town or village, then Post Office managers worked with the local post office to devise the shortest routes for a handful of men or women to walk each day to individual homes. The boom in sending letters ensured rural postmen quickly became a necessity in Victorian Britain and it was understood that he or she was a creature quite distinct from the town postmen. Simon Evans, a rural postman who also achieved success as a nature writer, detailed in 1936 – albeit in a slightly romanticised way – the role of the rural postie:


‘There are two classes of postmen: the Rural Postman and the Town Postman. In the first class are the men whose duties take them into lanes and tracks that lead to the hamlets and the farms and to the remote places of the countryside. They are welcomed everywhere for they are known personally to all. They go out to the fishing villages and to the lighthouses; they go into the tree-clad hills and dales, and over the heath-covered moorlands. They tramp the highways. Frequently only the mountain sheep and the sleek browsing cattle witness their passing. Their daily round is through beautiful scenery. Meadowsweet and honeysuckle scent the air they breathe.’



It sounds idyllic but the reality was frequently a long, hard slog in all weathers, through muddy fields, for a minimum salary. The Post Office was always looking for ways to make it quicker, easier and cheaper. At the start of the 20th century, many postmen were given bikes. In the 1920s, motorbikes were tried, and from the 1930s, motor cars and vans were adopted. But rural postal routes completed on foot survived until the 1970s (and one or two beyond that), primarily because many of the routes through the country’s hills and mountains could only be accessed by footpath. Then, in the mid-1970s, the Post Office phased out walking routes completely and changed them to routes served by vans or bikes. And in 2014, bikes were finally banned for health and safety reasons. Today, trolleys may be used by postmen on walking rounds in towns but otherwise deliveries are all carried out by van.

The end of rural postmen walking their routes was just part of a major sea-change in the British postal service, accelerated by a move away from handwritten letters by the public. The digital age started in the early 1980s with the arrival of the worldwide web, and emails and messaging offered instant and cheap communication to anywhere in the world, hastening the decline of letters. The arrival of the worldwide web did result in more people buying goods online, but the resulting boom in parcel deliveries could not be handled by postmen carrying them in bags slung over their shoulders or on the front of a bike; only the van could cope with this demand. Today, if I ask anyone, ‘When did you last receive a handwritten letter other than a birthday or Christmas card?’ most people have to stop and think before admitting it was weeks or even months ago. The clatter of the letterbox now only means junk mail or bills; no wonder it is a sound losing its nostalgic magic.

I needed no more nudging. It was time to follow in the footsteps of our rural posties and to celebrate the service they provided day in, day out, for much of the 19th and 20th centuries. If people have opted to ditch handwritten letters in favour of digital communication, then let us at least write a proper obituary for the humble letter and the people who spent their lives delivering it.

Postal historians both online and in the real world proved very friendly and were keen to help me in my quest. They pointed out that rural postmen were issued with Route Instruction Cards (sometimes known simply as ‘Walks’) detailing, house by house, their daily trek and these would be invaluable guides. I fully expected to be able to call into the Royal Mail archives held at Mount Pleasant in London, pull open a filing cabinet drawer and take out a handful of these cards. Sadly, Mount Pleasant only had a few examples, the rest had not been deemed worthy of archiving. Fortunately, I did manage to find a couple of cards courtesy of local history societies and postal historians. Here, for example, is the route card for the Oddendale round in east Cumberland in 1956.

It is a route you can still walk today, although Shap sorting office no longer exists and a couple of farms have fallen into disuse.
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Route instruction card for Oddendale.

My next thought was to contact any retired rural posties and ask them about their old routes. This also proved a challenge since the routes were last used 50 or 60 years ago and so the chance of anyone still being alive was becoming increasingly slim day by day. Fortunately, I did manage to contact some of them.

Archives around the country supplied a few more routes. County councils in the UK maintain local history archives and, in addition to the legal documents they are obliged to store, they also take possession of other documents donated by private citizens or local history societies. There are also unofficial archives scattered throughout the country. These are largely the worthy endeavours of local history societies or parish councils but there is rarely a catalogue to tell you they exist or where you can find them (many are only open for a day a month or by invitation). Some are impressive, well-kept displays in the village hall while others are a few cardboard boxes at the back of a cupboard. These archives frequently provided vital information on old postal routes but also on the men and women who walked them. I cannot begin to thank the volunteers in charge of these valuable collections enough.

By hook and by crook, I began my research and started to learn more about how rural postmen and women worked. If these routes were to be of interest to a wider audience, I needed ones that were pleasant to walk or cycle so, sadly, I have had to ignore those which have been swallowed up by a neighbouring metropolis or are just plain dull. I have recorded routes from the 19th and 20th centuries but, of course, the further in time you go back, the more chance there is that the quaint country lane the postman used has become a busy main road.

The postman’s path at Caldbeck that had piqued my interest was of course just one part of the longer route the postman would have followed. This seemed true of most postal paths noted by villages throughout the UK. The postman or woman may have walked several miles each day to homes throughout the countryside, but there was often just one particular path remembered locally as the postman’s path, perhaps because that part was specifically created for the postman. I decided, however, to research the complete routes. Beginning and ending at the post office, they could be anything up to 25 miles long. This would make them perfect days out for fellow ramblers, as well as revealing something of the community’s postal history.

One other source proved invaluable in my research: social media. On 1 January 2023 I tweeted that my new year’s resolution was to pin down and walk these postman’s paths. Within 24 hours, 12,000 people on Twitter befriended me, excited at the concept. Many of my new Twitter friends provided family stories, memories of their rural postman or postwoman or just links to websites that might prove helpful. I even had offers of cups of tea if I was passing their way.

In addition to the walks or cycle routes being scenic or interesting, I laid down a few more ground rules. They certainly all had to be on public rights of way. It seems most rural postmen did use footpaths or roads already in existence but on other occasions shortcuts were added to speed the postman’s journey. In the Royal Mail archive, I came across official requests from the Post Office to landowners asking for a path to be created but it was also clear that there must have been countless shortcuts created by the postmen unofficially. Fortunately, most of these seem to have subsequently become public footpaths, probably by virtue of the fact that the King or Queen’s messenger was walking them almost daily.

The question of accessibility was an interesting one. It seemed wrong to rule out or amend the routes just because they might prove a challenge for less able walkers but fortunately this proved largely unnecessary. The Post Office had frequently employed war veterans or disabled people as rural postmen and the original routes had seemingly taken this into account and opted for the most gentle path. We shall encounter more than one postman with just one leg, one arm or other disabilities. There is a project being run by King’s College, London, called Addressing Health which is looking at the past and future health of postal workers. They have noted the use of disabled people in the Royal Mail throughout the ages and have highlighted some remarkable workers who have happily carried out tasks that even able-bodied people might struggle with. I opted therefore to include routes of all lengths and difficulties, while also ensuring that this included some short walks along some of Britain’s flatter terrains.

I could not have imagined what delights awaited. The paths covered all corners of the country and I would meet some of the few surviving rural posties who walked them. Posties who had been proud to serve their community hand-delivering mail. Posties who trudged up to 25 miles, 5 or 6 days a week in blistering heat, soul-sapping cold or ferocious gales. Posties who were determined letters reached the most remote farmhouse even if snow lay six or seven feet deep. Indeed, posties with some very grand tales to tell.




A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

When it comes to the language used to describe postal workers, the term ‘postman’ – which was in general use from the late 19th century – was understood to mean both men and women who delivered mail. Today, ‘postmen’ might be seen as deliberately omitting women so at times I write ‘postmen and women’ to remind readers both sexes fulfilled this role, or I use the neutral term ‘postie’ which is common in many parts of the UK.
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FIRST STEPS

There seemed an obvious place to start a search for the life and times of Britain’s rural postie: the Pillar Box Café in Haltwhistle. The Northumberland town (in the ceremonial county of County Durham) boasts it is in the centre of Britain: 290 miles from Portland in Dorset, 290 miles from North Orkney; 36.5 miles from Wallsend on the east coast and 36.5 miles from Bowness-on-Solway on the west coast. Perhaps literally and metaphorically, I could set out from here to search Britain for the routes and histories of the rural postmen and women who dedicated their lives to serving their communities. Besides, just down the road from Haltwhistle was a postman’s path that I needed to explore. My wife, Lesley, and I parked up in the town that nestles just beneath Hadrian’s Wall and headed to the café, which does indeed have a pillar box in front of it. I felt I should have the café special – a Pillar Box Burger – and over lunch we planned our first postman’s path walk.

I had come across this path in Alan Hall’s guidebook, Walking in Northumberland. Mr Hall said the Postman’s Path from Featherstone Bridge ‘was originally the route used by postmen taking mail from the South Tyne Valley around Featherstone Castle to the Haltwhistle train at Featherstone Park station’. He incorporates the path in a five-mile circular route starting at the Featherstone Park South Tyne Trail car park. It was a glorious late winter day with ice-cold blue skies and dazzling sunshine so we opted to walk the whole five miles.

The car park at the start is adjacent to the former Featherstone Park railway station (now a private house) where the postman must have collected and delivered mailbags before setting off to the farms and cottages in the vicinity. Our circular route took us first in a southerly direction, following the old railway line which had served this community from 1852 until its ignominious closure in 1976. The loss of the railway line is to be mourned but its legacy is an easy-to-walk footpath that led us to the southern-most point of the walk: the impressive Lambley Viaduct. This marvel of engineering stretches across the South Tyne river on nine impossibly thin piers. The viaduct reaches a staggering height of 33 metres above the river but is only 3.5 metres wide, having once carried the single-track railway line. The result is a structure that looks as though it will be blown over in the slightest of breezes, but Victorian engineering ensures it has stood firm for 175 years. It is open to any pedestrians who have a good head for heights.

Our walk did not cross the South Tyne river but turned back north, following the river bank. The path can be difficult to follow but it is a pleasant walk with a couple of surprises en route: there are the disused prisoner of war camp buildings and, set back from the path, the impressive Featherstone Castle – now a private residence. The original building dates back to the 11th century. After a mile or so, the riverside path widens into a well-made track but Mr Hall’s guidebook suggested crossing the river just after Featherstone Castle and following a footpath under Crow Wood. This proved to be a steep and difficult path. More than once we wished we had just carried on along the easier track. Eventually we dropped down from the Crow Wood path and arrived at Featherstone Bridge. Much photographed, it is an architectural delight and proof that artist William Morris was right when he said something utilitarian can also be something beautiful. On the northern side of the bridge is the intriguingly named narrow valley of Pinkings Cleugh where, according to local legend, you can see on 17 January each year the spectral bridal party of Abigail Featherstonehaugh. She and her wedding party were apparently slaughtered by a spurned lover. We were a couple of weeks late to see Abigail and her doomed entourage so turned south instead to the start of the postman’s path proper.

The path noted by Mr Hall as the postman’s path was signposted from the eastern edge of Featherstone Bridge and we crossed a charming stone stile to cut across a couple of fields and head to the coppiced ridge in the distance. We could see straight away why the postman used – or perhaps more likely created – this path. It acted as a shortcut from Featherstone Bridge to Featherstone Park station, crossing fields and woods in a determined straight line, irrespective of any natural features. This path was going to get the postman to the station in the most direct, fastest way possible with nothing being allowed to get in his way. Going the easier route by road would have meant heading south for half a mile and then east for another mile, taking him an extra 20 minutes or so. We struggled to climb the rather muddy and steep ridge and I wondered how the postman had coped in wet weather – perhaps he did, on those occasions, resort to using the road. Since the postman’s path does not follow any natural boundaries, we needed to keep our wits about us; it was signposted but cut across a number of fenced fields and the stiles allowing walkers to exit the fields were not always easy to spot. After half a mile, the path reached the former Featherstone Park station.

The path was not the prettiest of walks but it did illustrate perfectly the attributes of postman’s paths: a needs-must shortcut which, perhaps because it was being used by a postman, became recognised as an official public footpath. There was a problem, however. I wanted to find walks that incorporated the whole of the postman’s route and not just the occasional scrappy shortcut. The route of the Featherstone postman has been lost and all I was left with was this half-mile-long dash from Featherstone Bridge to the old railway station. I began to see the challenges ahead of me.

One particular characteristic of the Featherstone path struck me: its precarious nature. This poor excuse for a footpath seemed little walked and I wondered just how much longer it would survive before being erased owing to lack of use. Some footpaths can last for hundreds of years while others are quite transitory. Jim Leary, author of Footmarks, notes that archaeologists have dated a footpath in Kent to at least 1,000BC. ‘I can’t think of any other single feature, anywhere in the world, that was created so long ago and that is still used, and has been continuously, for the same purpose it began with. It is astonishing,’ he said. Perhaps surprisingly, no footpath has ever been given legal protection despite many dating back hundreds of years or being connected with important aspects of our country’s history. In the UK, historic buildings, monuments, gardens and even battlefields can be listed with government agencies to ensure they are protected from development, but footpaths are not offered the same protection. Indeed, many listings of buildings or historic sites specifically state the footpath is excluded. That seems a shame to me. Think about some of the great historical events that have involved important treks across the landscape: the flight of Bonnie Prince Charlie after his defeat at the Battle of Culloden in 1746; the Great Pilgrimage of the Suffragists in 1913; the Jarrow march from South Tyneside to London in 1936. Why not preserve, protect and celebrate these routes? The seed of an idea had been planted in my mind: to find a postal path worthy of celebrating and then make it the first listed footpath in the UK.

The Featherstone path had whetted my appetite and I was keen to put my boots on and make a start on my quest. I made a short note in my diary:


‘15 February 2020: An exhilarating and interesting walk along the South Tyne Valley today following a postman’s path at Featherstone Park. Hopefully, the first of many more postman’s paths – this is going to be a good year.’
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IN THE GRIP OF COVID

It began as a short report on the news: an outbreak of a flu-type virus in some distant part of some distant land. Poet Edward Thomas wrote of ‘rumours of the war remote’ which probably best sums up those early days when we thought the virus would never reach Britain and, if it did, it would be then so mild as to be nothing to worry about. But within weeks we had all become familiar with ‘Wuhan’, ‘Covid’, ‘Coronavirus’, ‘lockdown’ and other frightening new words. We could see it sweeping through Italy, Spain and France at the start of 2020 but we were in denial and continued life as normal. It was on the evening of Monday 23 March that reality finally hit and Prime Minister Boris Johnson appeared on television to order us all into lockdown. He said it would last three weeks. As I noted in my diary, the first day of lockdown was the first day of a strange, new time for Britain:


‘24 March 2020: What woke me up was not the noise but rather the lack of it. We live on a busy main road and from 6.30am the traffic going past our window will start to increase. After living here 17 years, it is a noise we are used to. It is not particularly loud; perhaps in some ways it is reassuring. So this morning, in its almost total absence, it was the silence that woke me. It was the first day of lockdown. This is an attempt to halt, or at least slow, the spread of Covid which has already claimed more than three hundred lives in this country. Eventually, there was some noise from outside and I got up to take a peek. Four police cars were in the car park opposite our house and a traffic officer was ordering the very occasional passing motorist to pull over. The driver was then being quizzed on where he or she was going and why. It was indeed the start of a time like no other.’



The world had changed and for the next few months – rather longer than Boris’s predicted three weeks – my wife and I were almost permanently at home. There were occasional nervous visits to the shops for food and, later, short walks outside were allowed but only in the immediate neighbourhood. It would be several tumultuous months later before life returned to anything like normal. My diary records all the horror and dread of those early days: the weeks of staying at home, the building of Nightingale hospitals in preparation for the ever-increasing number of deaths, learning how to keep our distance from people, the courage of doctors and nurses in the face of a rapidly diminishing stock of Personal Protective Equipment, and the fear that even a slight cough or sign of a sore throat might turn out to be Covid. There are also positive entries in my diary, such as people rallying round to help each other or the sound of pots and pans being banged on doorsteps to show support for all those fighting this disease.

The enforced time when we were told to stay at home did at least mean I was able to conduct online research about the history and routes of postal paths, making copious notes for me to follow up when life returned to some sense of normality. I managed to track down a few postman’s paths during those weeks. One was at Distington, just half a mile north of my Whitehaven home. An elderly lady, hearing of my interest in the subject, had emailed me about it. All she knew was that it had been called ‘the postman’s path’ for as long as she could remember. She did not know who had walked it or what postal route it was on. During one of the first relaxations in restrictions, I nervously stepped out of my front door to walk it. The path goes uphill for about a mile from Distington to reach the neighbouring village of Low Moresby. I could see straight away why the path existed and how, even without any other evidence, this was almost certainly a path created by the postman. The main road heads south out of Distington towards Whitehaven and a left turn takes you to the village of Low Moresby. This postman’s path, however, cuts that corner, and would have saved any postie ten or fifteen minutes. It is, like the one at Featherstone, a scrappy path with nothing else going for it, other than it gets you from A to B. I doubt many walk it today. Certainly not the postman. How strange that it was probably walked thousands of times by a postman or woman during the 20th century but now all that remains is the name – and that remembered by only a handful of people. I noted it on my postman’s paths map but was sceptical I would find out anything else about it.

More tempting was a note I came across among the many local history books and guidebooks on my shelves at home, many of which I searched through during Covid. I found one that mentioned a postman’s path in Cumbria’s Eskdale Valley; a book written by noted author and rambler H H Symonds. His detailed walking guides proved very popular in the early 20th century and in Walking in the Lake District, published in 1933, he made mention of a path called the Postman’s Route in Eskdale – a valley on the western edge of the Lake District National Park, a mere 40 minutes from where I live. Sadly, he is frustratingly vague on the path’s origin and route:


‘By Stony Tarn to Cam Spout or to Horn Crag. The Postman’s Route. A Boot postman first made this route known: in his flair for piecing up short ways into one route he was a lettered man.’



Boot is one of the few villages in Eskdale. Symonds did not say who the postman was, but I was keen to explore the route he had sketched out. However, it would not be until July that Covid figures showed a sufficient drop for restrictions to be eased which enabled me to travel any distance from home.

Eskdale is the forgotten corner of the Lake District. When you mention it, people nod knowingly while desperately trying to think where on earth it is. Dunnerdale, Wasdale, Ennerdale, Eskdale and the other Lake District valleys radiate from a vaguely central point in Cumbria, but few tourists trouble themselves with Eskdale. It is on the far western side of the Lake District which means it is nearly two hours away from the M6. Why bother travelling all that way when the honey pots of Keswick, Windermere and Coniston are so much closer to hand? And when you reach Eskdale, you discover it does not even have a lake. However, for those in the know, it is the remoteness of Eskdale that makes it so attractive. The valley’s steep sides are lined with smiling green fields bordered by crumbling drystone walls and there are only a few houses and farms scattered along the valley. Tucked into one corner is the village of Boot with a few dozen cottages huddled around a pub. The River Esk winds its way through the landscape and there are a number of inviting waterfalls, including the impressive Stanley Ghyll fall. Plus, the wooded sides on the south side of the valley are among the last refuges of the red squirrel. I have been fortunate to spot them on occasion running along the drystone walls or leaping between trees. Eskdale is also home to flocks of Cumbria’s famous Herdwick sheep, those feisty creatures that are supposed to be ‘hefted’. Locals will tell you this means the sheep stay on their own bit of the fellside where the flock have stayed for perhaps hundreds of years, each generation of sheep genetically, or perhaps magically, passing on to the next which bit of the slope belongs to them. In reality, the sheep go wherever they want. Herdwicks are renowned as the Houdinis of the sheep world, refusing to stay closed in by fences or drystone walls. As farmer and broadcaster Eric Robson (who lives nearby) pointed out to me once, ‘If you want a Herdwick sheep in a particular field, start by putting him in one two fields away.’

A five-mile single-track country lane leads from the town of Gosforth into Eskdale but I always opt for another route in: on La’al Ratty. This is the local name for the steam train that chugs its way into Eskdale from the coastal town of Ravenglass. ‘La’al’ is Cumbrian dialect for ‘little’, and ‘Ratty’ derives from the old name of Rat-trod or Rat-track for the original three-foot-wide railway. It was La’al Ratty that brought residents their mail for many years. The narrow-gauge railway was originally used by the 19th-century iron ore miners working in the valley but in 1915 the redundant line was taken over by two railway enthusiasts who restored it. During the 1920s the train carried the post and other goods to the station of Dalegarth for Boot at the head of the valley.

Over the next few decades, the steam railway became a popular tourist attraction and now carries sightseers rather than letters. I parked at Ravenglass and waited on the platform for the first train of the day. Sparrows nest in the wooden roof of the station; they have long learned that tourists will supply them with a steady stream of crumbs, so must have been puzzled when humans deserted them for several months during Covid. I was happy to reassure them with leftovers from my rock cake that we were back. They seemed as glad to see me as I was to see them. Eventually, one of the railway’s fleet of steam engines huffed and puffed its way out of a shed and pulled into the station, taking myself and a small number of tourists on a juddering seven-mile journey from Ravenglass to Dalegarth for Boot. It started with views across the estuary at Ravenglass but quickly took on a more typical Lake District feel as the train wiggled its way through the trees deeper into Eskdale Valley. Most of the wildlife seemed startled by the arrival of the Ratty after such a long absence. I have seen red squirrels and even deer on this journey in the past but today it was mainly Herdwick sheep who – rather reluctantly – stepped off the line at the last moment after a gentle toot from Ratty’s engine driver. After 40 minutes we arrived at the station of Dalegarth for Boot, the last stop on the track. I stepped off the train to gaze on the valley sides rising steeply up from the narrow floor. Then turning my gaze to the east, I could see the mountains – fells as they are called in Cumbria – where I would be heading.

I turned left out of the station and along one of the few stretches of straight road which took me to Boot village, where I stopped to take a photograph of the village shop. This was the former post office so seemed an appropriate starting point for any walk. It was here in the 1920s that the mail, having arrived on La’al Ratty, was sorted for delivery. Post offices were the heart of every village in Britain for over two centuries but many of them have, in recent years, quietly closed their doors. The country’s oldest (indeed the world’s oldest) post office can be found still operating in Sanquhar, in Dumfries and Galloway, Scotland. It first opened more than three centuries ago in 1712 but the heyday of the village post office was after the introduction of the Penny Black in 1840 when cheap postage led to a letter-writing boom. Initially, post offices were set up in the front room of the local postmaster’s home so the location changed as one postmaster died and another villager took on the role. This is the reason there are so many houses in Britain boasting the name ‘The Old Post Office’. It is a name that still evokes images of Mrs Gamp, Mr Pecksniff and other Dickensian characters queuing to post a letter, positively sizzling with all the latest village scandal and gossip.

Mr Symonds’s instructions took some deciphering as his book does not include a detailed map, but luckily this is a valley I know well. Leading from the village of Boot are a number of paths: the lonning leading to St Catherine’s church, the peat-cutter’s path taking you up the side of the valley and, diverting off the peat-cutter’s path, is the old corpse road which was used in medieval times to bring bodies from Wasdale Valley to the mother church in Eskdale. The path I intended to take crosses the fast-flowing river Whillan Beck, via a packhorse bridge beside Eskdale Mill. This 16th-century mill is preserved as a working tourist attraction by a charitable trust. I had walked this path several times before but had forgotten how steep it was. It rises up from the mill, past Hows Farm and Gill Bank Farm, before levelling out beside Eel Tarn. Like many tarns in the Lake District, this large pool of water lies in a shallow dip in the landscape and you do not see it until you are right on top of it. More than once, ramblers have asked me where Eel Tarn is, even though we were standing barely a hundred metres from it. But there were no tourists up here today. Covid restrictions had kept them away.

The footpath up to the tarn is clear and easy to follow but next I needed to get to neighbouring Stony Tarn so, with map and compass in hand, I marched confidently onwards. Once again, this was a tarn that was reluctant to show itself and I was just a few metres from it when it sprang into view. Stony Tarn was, according to Symonds, the start of the Postman’s Route. I was puzzled why a postman would visit Stony Tarn but during my research I discovered there had once been a holiday cottage beside it. Symonds said the path led from the tarn to Cam Spout or Horn Crag. These two rocky outcrops loomed large in the distance, sitting on the southern slopes of England’s highest mountain, Scafell Pike. I scrambled over the rocks and eventually reached a plateau where a more obvious path could be seen sneaking round the northern edge of a boggy plateau towards Horn Crag. This is a lesser-known route used by climbers tackling the Scafell range so, even with the enforced break of Covid, it had been walked enough to make it easy to follow. I took the opportunity to rest for a moment and jot down some thoughts for my diary.


‘21 July 2020: It is noon on July 21st and the world is in the grip of the Coronavirus pandemic. Around 600,000 have died across the world and Britain has sadly witnessed 45,000 of those deaths. There is still no cure and no vaccine. But here I am in the fresh air at a completely isolated spot on a mountainside on the northwestern edge of England. There is utter silence. Almost no planes fly now the world is in lockdown. The only sound is the occasional bleat of a Herdwick sheep or the call of a skylark. There are no other people up here. It is a time for reflection, a time for gratitude for good health and a time to appreciate this beautiful world. I don’t think I have ever been at a more peaceful spot. No doubt many others have felt the same peace at this location in centuries past and will do in the centuries to come. I feel that time has stood still and I am with them all. My message to them: all will be well.’



It was another hour’s walk to reach the base of Horn Crag. I was tempted to shortcut across the flat plateau before me rather than follow the path around its edge but a short distance in, I realised this would prove too marshy and the path was the safer – if longer – option. As beautiful as this path is, it was quite clear to me that no postman had ever walked it. There are no houses and it is a shortcut to nowhere. Did Symonds misunderstand when a local resident pointed out the postman’s path? Or was he suggesting that the postman had worked out the route to Scafell Pike via the fell and that is why it bore the title Postman’s Route? Whatever the explanation, this was a dead end for me. A very beautiful one and one I would undoubtedly return to walk many times, but I ruled it out as a postman’s path.

It was back to Square One. I realised I would need to concentrate more on recent history and hopefully find people who remembered the routes, perhaps even rural posties who were still alive. I put out a plea on the Eskdale social media groups for any information on the old postal routes in the valley or the people who walked them. There was some good feedback, including a suggestion to check the archives held at the Ravenglass & Eskdale Railway Museum, since the Ratty had carried mail in the 1920s. I had visited the museum many times in the past but was unaware that tucked away upstairs was a small but important collection of papers, news cuttings and photographs. I spent a morning rummaging through anything suggestive of postal history in the archive and remarkably found they had some of the Route Instruction Cards for Eskdale. I could see straight away that many of the homes still existed and they




[image: Two women and a little girl in coats, handbags and hats stand before a stone wall. The woman in front carries paper-wrapped packages.]
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