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A FORGOTTEN 
MASTERPIECE

Britain has many great walks 
but the greatest walk may never 
have been made public if it 
hadn’t been for the persistence 
of two long-distance walkers.
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Left: Hadrian’s Wall 
features prominently  
on the Pennine Journey.
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AUSTRALIANS may not be familiar with the 
name Alfred Wainwright (1907-1991) who is 
regarded as the grandfather of long distance 
walks in Great Britain. Wainwright was a British 
fellwalker, guidebook author and illustrator. His 
seven-volume Pictorial Guide to the Lakeland 
Fells, published between 1955 and 1966, 
consisting entirely of his own notes and hand 
drawn maps, has become the standard reference 
to 214 of the fells of the English Lake District.

Among his 40-odd other books is the first 
guide to the Coast to Coast Walk, a 300km 
long-distance footpath devised by Wainwright 
which remains popular today. But there is one 
long-distance walk he designed that almost 
never made it to the public eye, the Pennine 
Journey and this is where our story begins.

The winds of war
In September 1938, Alfred Wainwright 
(then 31) made a solitary walk through the 
Pennines as the storm clouds were gathering 
over Europe. “There seemed no escape from 
the atmosphere of gloom and despondency... 
things were getting worse day by day. But I 
was fortunate in having a fortnight’s holiday 
due, and I fled the familiar scene”, wrote 
Wainwright a year later.

Wainwright had taken a break from his 
job as a clerk at Blackburn Town Hall and 
headed to Settle in North Yorkshire for 
his walk “....which should take me by way 
of the Yorkshire Dales and Durham along 
the eastern flanks of the Pennines as far 
as Tynedale, from which faraway valley I 
planned to return along the western slopes 
of the range.” During the walk he sent back 
postcards on which were probably his first 
landscape sketches.

Often said to be the “backbone of England”, 
the Pennines form an unbroken range 
stretching from the Peak District in the 
Midlands, through the Yorkshire Dales, parts 
of Greater Manchester, the West Pennine 
Moors of Lancashire and Cumbrian Fells to 
the Cheviot Hills on the Scottish border. Their 
total length is about 400km.

Above: Limestone cairns on the 
Yorkshire Dales. GETTY IMAGES

Above right: Alfred Wainwright. 
STOCK SHOT

“DURING THE WALK 
HE SENT BACK 
POSTCARDS ON WHICH 
WERE PROBABLY HIS 
FIRST LANDSCAPE 
SKETCHES.”
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Halfway along the route, Prime Minister 
Neville Chamberlain came back from Munich 
declaring “peace in our time”, and like 
everyone else’s, the heart of Alfred Wainwright 
suddenly lifted. But by the time he had 
completed the walk, that peace had been torn 
up and Britain was at war.

Back home in Blackburn, Wainwright 
switched off the radio filled with the daily 
news of impending conflict and committed his 
Pennine walk to paper, writing a book titled A 
Pennine Journey. It was a meticulous account of 
a glorious walk. It was the story of the people 
he met and the meals he ate. But it was also a 
superb documentary on the build-up to WWII 
and what it did to the hearts and minds of 
those living through it. There was only one 
problem: he didn’t want anyone to read it.

The book was written “not for others to see 
but to transport my thoughts to that blissful 
interlude of freedom” he said. He showed it 
to a select group of work colleagues, but the 
war came and went, and the book lay in a 
drawer until 1986.

Best foot forward
My introduction to long distance walking 
came in the mid-1970’s when I came across 
Wainwright’s guide to the Coast to Coast 
Walk. I was already familiar with his pictorial 
guides through my father who had retired 
to the Lake District and who took my elder 
son and I up a variety of fells. In 1978 I was 
approaching my enforced ‘retirement’ from 
the Round Table movement (established by 
the founder of Rotary Clubs) and had been 
considering how I could mark this event. I 
wondered, provided I could get myself fit, if 
the Coast to Coast Walk could be the answer. I 
planned a ‘final fellowship fling’ being hosted 
at the end of each stage by members after 
being met at a pub with further conviviality 
following when I would have loved to go to 
bed. Not surprisingly I arrived at end of the 
walk at Robin Hood’s Bay totally exhausted 
with the firm resolve never to get involved 
in any similar venture. However, when the 
fatigue and blisters were no more, I remember 
experiencing a warm glow of satisfaction on 
my achievement.

Next year my father, then aged 77 and 
doing his only long distance walk, joined me 
along the 135km Dales Way: thus began a 
sequence of annual long distance walks that 
has continued to this day.

My wife Heather was introduced to the fells 
and long distance walks soon after we met 
and in 1986 we learnt of the publication of A 
Pennine Journey – The Story of a Long Walk in 
1938. This had arisen when, whilst working 
with Wainwright on his book Wainwright on 
the Pennine Way, his editor was told of it and 
persuaded him to publish it.
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By the time A Pennine Journey was 
published we had completed our first 
Wainwright ‘round’ of the Lakeland fells and 
were firm Wainwright admirers; and long 
distance footpath walkers having completed 
the 1000km South West Way in five stages 
from Poole to Minehead in 1986. Others 
followed and in 1991 my early retirement was 
celebrated by walking the South Downs Way 
from Eastbourne to Winchester Cathedral 
from where we set out on a mixture of the 
North Downs Way and the Pilgrims Way to 
Canterbury Cathedral.

Go your own way
After I retired, whilst Heather and I were 
debating what was to be our next walk, I 
remembered the following extract from the 
introduction to Wainwright’s Coast to Coast 
Walk guide advising walkers to “. . . .devise 
with the aid of maps their own cross-country 
marathons and not be merely followers 
of other people’s routes”. Wainwright’s A 
Pennine Journey came to mind, so we read 
it noting down the names of all the places 
through which he journeyed and started 
to plan that winter. However we did not 

complete our “own cross-country marathon” 
until 1998, following a move to the Lake 
District in 1993.

Technically it does not follow “other 
people’s routes” as it is unashamedly based on 
Wainwright’s A Pennine Journey. We devised 
a route which would take us to as many of 
the places Wainwright mentioned in his book 
as possible, using public rights of way and 
not the roads that he used in 1938 – a route 
that Wainwright might have chosen if he was 
planning it today. Then country roads held 
little danger – 60 years (and now 80 years) later 
it is a different kettle of fish!

Clockwise from above:

Lambley Viaduct. 
DAVID PITT

The raw beauty of the Pennines. 
GETTY IMAGES

Some of Wainwright’s sketches 
and walk notes.

Dust cover of Wainwright’s 
original book.

Plaque at Settle station.
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The walk took in sections of other paths such as the Pennine 
Way, Ribble Way, Dales Way, and the Hadrian’s Wall Walk as 
well as Wainwright’s Walks in Limestone Country. At Keld on 
its way north and at Kirkby Stephen on its way south it crosses 
the route of Wainwright’s Coast to Coast Walk.

So the modern A Pennine Journey, which we called the 
Settle to Settle Walk was born: completed coincidentally, on the 
60th anniversary of Wainwright setting out on his Pennine 
journey. However the next chapter in the story had to wait 
until the founding of the Wainwright Society.

Realising the dream
At the Wainwright Society’s first AGM in 2004 I suggested 
that our 1998 walk could be a participatory venture for 
members of the society. So in 2005/6 we revised our 
original route into 18 daily stages and members were 
sought to walk each stage and provide route descriptions. 
Two members tendered their services in very specific areas. 
Colin Bywater provided black and white sketches and Ron 
Scholes drew detailed route maps at 2½ inches to the mile.

The varying route descriptions were edited into a common 
format and were merged with the illustrations and route 
maps into what the publishers Frances Lincoln described as a 
‘pictorial guide’ – an accolade that delighted Heather and I as 
this description had hitherto only been used for Wainwright’s 

“BY THE 75TH ANNIVERSARY 
OF WAINWRIGHT’S 1938 
WALK THE ENTIRE ROUTE 
HAD BEEN WAYMARKED.”

WALK NOTES | PENNINE JOURNEY, UK
Time: 20 days | Distance: 400km | Grade: moderate-challenging

The Pennine Journey is a challenging circular 
walk, around 400km, passing through the 
wonderful variety of terrain and scenery that 
the north of England offers. The walk is divided 
into 18 daily stages of varying length. It can be 
undertaken as one continuous walk, split into 
two stages of roughly 200km each or divided into three stages – eastern, 
northern and western – of around 130km.

ENGLAND

High Force.
DAVID PITT
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guides. Over 40 members and friends were present at Settle 
station for its launch on a perfect day for walking in April 2010.

Then followed the work needed to make this a tangible 
tribute to Alfred Wainwright starting with the creation of a 
website with, importantly, an accommodation register so that 
walkers could plan their own ‘journey’. Soon Brigantes Walking 
Holidays set up a baggage courier service, funds were raised from 
guide book sales, the endorsement of all the highway agencies 
along the route was obtained –  and by the 75th anniversary of 
Wainwright’s 1938 walk the entire route had been waymarked.

The next step was to get the route onto Ordnance Survey 
maps especially given Wainwright’s love of the work of the 
Ordnance Survey – “I admire their work immensely, being 
lost in admiration of all their work. Their maps are, as ever, 
my favourite reading.” By February 2016 the route was on all 
relevant Explorer and Landranger maps and to a large degree 
this tribute to Alfred Wainwright could be said to be complete.

Wainwright’s careful planning nearly 80 years ago means 
the Pennine Journey traverses some of the most delightful 
walking terrain in northern England: savour delightful 
river valleys, high fells and wide expanses of moorland; be 
fascinated by the historic places on its route, with the World 
Heritage Site of Hadrian’s Wall pre-eminent; and enjoy the 
hospitality of the towns and villages along the route 

Need to know: penninejourney.org.uk

Gaping Gill.  DAVID PITT
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