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              Joe Rosenberg was Mr. Northern Rambler.  Walking 
was his passion and making it possible for others to share his 
passion was his mission.  During his 40 year chairmanship of 
Northern Area, he saw the membership grow from 30 to over 
2,000 and it was almost entirely due to his dedication and 
determination. 
Joe was born in 1916.  He was the child of Isaac and Dora 
Rosenberg and the grandchild of Abraham Rosenberg who 
had been born in Russia. 
Little is known of Joe’s childhood but, as a young man of 23, 
he was caught up in the Second World War.  In common with 
most men who fought in the war, he never spoke of his 
experiences but people who knew him well have mentioned 
service in North Africa and also bomb disposal.  However, no-
one has any certain information. 
For the rest of his life, Joe ran the Trutime Watch Company, a 
watch and clock repair business on Chillingham Road.  The 
first record of him at his business premises, 179 Chillingham 
Road, is in 1947i.  Joe would be 31.  Before the war, this 
watch and clock repair business had been run by a Mr Bailes.  
Possibly that was where Joe had learnt the skills involved in 
clock repair before the war interrupted his career.  Later, his 
business moved to 210, Chillingham Road. 
Joe lived in the family home, 2, Armstrong Avenue, 
throughout his adult life.  The family is first recorded there in 
1936ii.    By 1946iii, Joe was back home from the war and he 
continued to live at that address with his sister after the 
deaths of his parents until ill health obliged him to move 
away.  It was at this address that many people were 



welcomed with great warmth and invited to share in Joe and 
Miriam’s ‘sound Yiddisher instinct for good food and drink’iv.  
 

Early Days 
Joe is known to have been involved in walking since 1935 as 
he was a founding member of the Ramblers’ Association, 
aged just 19.  His contribution to the RA over 60 years was 
acknowledged when he was made an Honorary Life Member 
in 1995. 
The certificate was presented by Janet Street-Porter, who, on 

the occasion, told 
him that he was ‘the 
real star here’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Northern Area must have been inaugurated officially with the 
Ramblers’ Association in 1938 as the first AGM took place in 
1939v.  This was a few years after Ramblers as a national 
group had been set up in 1935.  Up to this time, different 
areas of the country had aligned themselves in informal 
federations of walkers but had none of the support, guidance 
and legal status that was to come with membership of the 
Ramblers’ Association.   
The extent to which Joe was involved in setting up Northern 
Area in 1938 is not known but he was certainly very 



committed to the group from its earliest days.   Also, whether 
Joe was inspired by the Kinder Trespass of 1932 can only be 
guessed at.  For a 16 year old urban lad who presumably had 
always enjoyed walking, it would be thrilling to learn of this 
decisive moment in the political struggle of urban dwellers on 
one hand seeking access to open country, and wealthy 
landowners on the other hand determined to ensure power 
and privilege were maintained.   A further consideration is 
the extent to which Joe’s Jewish background prompted him 
to take an active part in setting up a walking group.  The 
involvement of Jewish protesters in the Kinder Trespass was 
critical to its success.  The leader of the group was Benny 
Rothman, who was Jewish and ‘of the 500 protesting 
ramblers, many were Jews’.vi  Joe’s motivation in the early 
days can only be speculation but there is no doubt about his 
energy and determination to make walking an accessible 
activity for the urban population of Tyneside. 
The Second World War put a stop to all leisure activities, 
certainly for young men.  Once walking was again possible in 
the late 1940s, the Secretary of Northern Area was Norman 
Newton who had been associated with efforts to set up a 
Ramblers’ Federation on Tyneside in the early 1930s.  Joe 
may have been involved in these early attempts but, as he 
was only 22 when Northern Area was inaugurated, he would 
have been rather young to have taken an influential role.   
Exactly when Joe became Chair of Northern Area is difficult to 
determine.  In the dedication to a book of walks compiled 
and illustrated in 1977 by Ramblers in Northern Area, Joe is 
honoured for his work over the 25 years of his chairmanship.  
Even with some slippage of dates because of delays in 
compiling the walks, publishing and printing, Joe could only 
have been Chair since about 1950.  He would be 34 in that 
year so still a relatively young man to take on the 



responsibility. Evidence may come to light that will confirm 
what Joe’s role was before 1950 but as yet there is an 
unexplained gap between 1938 and 1950. 
 

Walking with Joe 
 
Joe was a strong walker.  Everyone who remembers him, 
speaks of his energy and stamina.  He was not athletic in 
build, being short in stature and stocky but he had ‘legs of 
hickoryvii’ and he would tackle the most challenging terrain 
with undaunted spirit.   
He had high expectations of the people he introduced to 
walking.  Even today, Tyneside bus-co-ordinators may ask the 
question that Joe always posed to a prospective walker, ‘Can 
you walk 10 miles?’  Undoubtedly it was a question that 
discouraged some (it still does today) but it set a standard. 
 
Joe’s walks were characterised by four things. 

 He hated tarmac and would go to great lengths to 
avoid even a few yards walking on a road. 

 He hated finishing the walk too early and would put a 
loop on the end of any walk to avoid wasting any 
walking time. 

 He was very keen on heather bashing.  (For the 
uninitiated, this means walking through open 
moorland across great tracts of heather and rough 
terrain.) 

 Joe always brought the equipment to make a cup of 
tea at the end of a walk.  As they were getting near to 
the destination, Joe would get everyone to gather 
twigs and bits of wood to make a camp fire.  He 
would boil a kettle and brew up tea.  To this day, 
some of the older members, who at one time walked 



regularly with Joe, prefer to sit about half a mile from 
the end of the walk to have a cup of tea from a 
thermos flask. 
 

It is perhaps worth noting that, although the tea brewing is 
remembered with great pleasure by many members, it was 
not universally enjoyed.  It was not unknown for the tea 
ceremony to be held in the dark with the bus not more than 
quarter of a mile away.  One member recalls the tea-making 
taking place in deep snow when it was so cold that his teeth 
were chattering but Joe refused to be diverted from his tea 
ritual and he refused to allow anyone to leave on their own.  
Towards the end of Joe’s active walking life, some members 
would defy Joe and march off to the warmth of the pub but 
most people stayed with him. 
Also, on at least one occasion, Joe brewed up coffee.  This 
happened on a walk put on for Chris Hall, who had been 
appointed secretary of the RA nationally in 1969, and had 
been invited by Joe to visit Northern Area in Newcastle.  It 
was the first invitation Chris had received since taking up his 
appointment.  On the day following the meeting, Joe took 
Chris and some others into the Cheviots. 
Chris’s recollection of the occasion mentions how, for Joe,  
 

‘the coffee-stop was an […] elaborate affair, a pause when 
coffee was savoured and one reflected on the combined 
pleasures of the taste and the view. […] Joe brought 
a proper coffee pot.  […]    I don't think he ground the coffee 
beans on the spot. But he did produce ground coffee 
(definitely not the powdered sort, perish the thought!) and 
he heated water on a camping-gas stove. The latter caused 
some difficulty and exasperation to less finicky members of 
the party, because Joe had to find a spot where the wind 
would not blow out the flame. 



‘Joe did not boil the water’, Chris went on to say.  Joe had 
explained that, ‘“Coffee boiled is coffee spoiled,” so the 
temperature was important. Anyway the water went into 
the pot on top of the coffee and Joe watched eagerly to 
see if I was enjoying the result, which I certainly did, it 
being a cold day on the side of the hill, and the coffee was 
delicious.’ 

 
This must indeed have been a special occasion as Joe did not 
normally carry a camping-gas stove on walks and everyone 
else remembers tea as the brew of choice and gathering 
kindling as a required activity. 

 
 

Difficulties 
 
Walking in the early days required determination.  For one 
thing, rights of way were not made clear on maps.  They were 
represented only by dotted lines and there was no way of 
knowing whether they were public or private paths and if the 
walker had the right to be there or not.  Landowners and 
farmers were very keen to prevent anyone coming onto their 
land but, Joe, whenever challenged, had a way of talking 
people into believing the path was open to the public.  He 
was not put off using a path by the threat of some land 
owner who may intercept him.  
Joe put in a lot of work claiming paths as rights of way.  He 
would lead walks along routes and then present the 
Highways Committees of various councils with the evidence 
that the paths were being walked, therefore that they were 
indeed public rights of way.  Those of us walking today have 
Joe to thank for claiming many of the rights of way that we 
take for granted.  He also inspired other keen walkers in the 



area to do the same.  We are indebted to these determined 
individuals for their dedicated work and also to the Ramblers’ 
Association which gave the legal and political force to support 
their efforts and to ensure that rights of way are clearly 
marked on maps. 
A further difficulty was the equipment that people had.  
Modern materials, which make clothing and footwear so light 
and effective would not be introduced for many years and 
many of Joe’s early walkers wore heavy boots and 
cumbersome waterproofs.  Not that Joe himself, was ever 
influenced by modern attitudes to clothing.  Sartorial 
elegance was not an issue for him and there are many stories 
of Joe wearing his patched and ragged garments, held 
together with safety pins where necessary, and sporting 
improvisations such as a pair of old socks with the soles cut 
out doing the work of gaiters.  
 

 



Possibly the most serious difficulty, however, was that it was 
not easy to get into the countryside without a car and, in the 
early days, few people had the money necessary for car 
ownership.  Public transport was relied on by the early 
walkers.  However, as numbers grew, Joe’s inspiration was to 
organise a private bus to take walkers into the country and to 
pick them up at the end of the day.  This opened up access to 
the country for lots of people who would otherwise not have 
been able to get there.  It meant that people could do linear 
walks and removed any anxiety about missing the last bus 
home if public transport had been relied on. 
Once the private bus was a regular feature, walks finished at 
a pub.  It meant that, as different groups of walkers came 
back, they had somewhere warm and sheltered to wait until 
it was time for the bus to leave.  It also meant that Joe could 
indulge his reputed taste for Glenmorangie.  As pubs in those 
days did not open until 7.00pm, the leaving time for the bus 
was fixed at 7.30. 
 
 

Discipline 
 

No-one was allowed to get in front of the leader (usually Joe).  
If anyone did and it’s quite easy for this to happen, Joe would 
strike off in another direction and let the miscreant find out 
that they had suddenly been separated from the party.  Other 
people who came into leading walks after Joe was no longer 
able to get out, carried on with this practice.   
No anti-social behaviour was tolerated and punctuality was 
demanded.  The coach was never to wait for people who took 
too long; it was their business to get to the right place at the 
right time. 



In the event of behaviour that met with Joe’s stern 
disapproval, the final sanction was the Letter of Reprimand.  
This would be a blow to anyone who received it.  It would 
place a ban on walking with the group for a given number of 
weeks, depending on the severity of the behaviour which had 
merited the letter. 
 
 

Encouragement 
  
Joe encouraged his young walkers, men and women, to 
become leaders.  Many current walk-leaders will claim that 
they learnt everything they know about map-reading and 
navigation through working alongside Joe.   
Joe insisted that every walk should be ‘reccied’ a few days 
before it was to take place.  I once asked the question, ‘How 
did you manage to ‘recce’ a linear walk?’   
‘Well,’ the reply was, ‘Public transport was a lot better in 
those days so you just timed your ‘recce’ to fit in with getting 
buses.’ 
In 1968 and 1969, two delightful books of walks were 
produced by Northern Area of the Ramblers’ Association.  
The walks were planned and checked by local members and 
another member, Betty Fletcher, wrote them up and 
illustrated them.  Joe’s words of dedication at the front of 
each book are touching in their sincerity. 
Joe set up a map library so that other members could borrow 
maps when they wanted to lead walks for the group.  Maps 
cost money and Joe was always on the side of people who 
wanted to be involved but may be discouraged because of 
lack of funds. 
However, despite his encouragement of others, Joe was 
always in charge.  He ran the group according to his plans and 



was invariably right whenever any possibility of dissent or 
doubt arose.  For some, this peremptory manner was 
overbearing but most people tolerated it and even found it 
endearing. 
 
Joe’s activities were not restricted to walking.  He was 
passionate about the countryside and about protecting it 
from inappropriate development.  At one period there was a 
government plan to store nuclear waste in the Cheviots.  Joe 
opposed this scheme with vigour.  He held fund-raising 
activities to acquire the money for legal fees if it became 
necessary to contest the plan in the courts of justice.  He 
mounted a protest meeting in the Cheviots and invited the 
press to attend.  Eventually, the scheme was abandoned by 
government but there is no doubt that Joe would have 
fought, with every method available, any attempt to bring 
nuclear waste into Northumberland. 
 
Social activities were also a great bonding feature of 
Ramblers under Joe’s chairmanship.  There was strong 
encouragement to take part in Scottish Country Dancing, with 
any profit made going to swell the nuclear protest fund or to 
help support the private bus.  Joe even organised classes in 
Scottish Country dancing to ensure that any newcomers 
would be welcome to join, but more importantly, would be 
capable of doing the correct steps.  Joe himself was a keen 
and nimble dancer and took it all seriously so there was some 
disapproval of the slightly subversive antics of some of the 
young men.  He was also very good at Badminton but his 
enthusiasm for active life did not extend to swimming.  There 
was a swimming group amongst the Ramblers which went to 
the swimming baths in Newcastle on a regular basis.  Joe did 
not take to swimming easily.  After about two years of trying 



to learn, and following a visit to the Dead Sea where he learnt 
what it felt like to float, he finally was able to make some 
progress but swimming was not really for him. 
The dancing and the swimming as mid-week activities for 
local Ramblers are now well in the past but, until recently, 
there were social gatherings each month to listen to a 
speaker talking about walking or climbing or to watch a slide 
show given by one of the well-travelled members of Northern 
Area. 
 
 

Joe as administrator 
 
When Chris Hall paid his first visit to Northern Area on the 
occasion of the coffee break, the main reason for the visit 
was to attend a meeting.  Chris recalls the meeting where he 
spoke with Joe in the chair.   
‘He was a rotten chairman,’ according to Chris, ‘with no idea 
of how to conduct business or to push the meeting along.’ 
 
Chris then went on to say, ‘Nobody seemed to mind because 
they were all so fond of him.’  Chris does mention that the 
Area Secretary of the time, Les Herbert, normally a most 
even-tempered man, was exasperated by the lack of direction 
during meetings but Joe was apparently impervious to this. 
The administrative aspect of running Ramblers in Northern 
Area was not Joe’s strong point.  However, the remarkable 
energy and commitment he brought to making sure that 
more and more people knew about walking opportunities 
and knew how they could become involved, showed 
complete dedication.  He was known to invite customers 
coming into his shop to get themselves out walking and one 
member recalled him in the very early days walking the 



length of a train back from Penrith ‘circulating leaflets, trying 
to recruit new members’. viii  
By far the most effective business of Northern Area was 
conducted in the back room of Joe’s shop on Chillingham 
Road.  People would drop in regularly and Joe apparently said 
that ‘if he had paid as much attention to his business as he 
did to the RA, he would have been a rich man’.ix 
 

 

Later years 
 
The popularity of 
walking developed 
steadily.  Northern 
Area stretched from 
Berwick in the north 
to Durham and 
Sunderland in the 
south and Hexham 
in the west 
stretching along the 

North and South Tyne valleys.  As more people became 
involved in walking, different groups were set up and 
operated independently.  In 1992, the decision was taken to 
create a Tyneside group as distinct from Northern Area.  Joe 
was still chairman of Northern Area but Tyneside group was 
now run by others.  Northern Area now consisted of 11 
groups until a further three were set up in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s.  One of these groups was to cater for young 
people under 40, another for families with young children, 
and a further group ensured that no walk was more than 6 
miles. 



In 2003, another decision was made and that was to change 
the name of Northern Area to Northumbria Area.  This was 
not a popular decision among Joe’s old friends, but things 
change and new members, who had never walked with Joe, 
were aware that nationally no-one knew where Northern 
Area was.  Doncaster and Manchester were northern areas in 
the minds of many.  Northumbria Area was thought to give a 
clearer idea of which part of the country was being 
represented. 
In 1987, Joe had another inspirational idea and that was to 
set up a Wednesday walking group.  This has proved to be a 
most successful development and goes from strength to 
strength.  Currently, three coaches taking upwards of 100 
people go off from Newcastle every Wednesday.  Many other 
groups in the Area have also introduced mid-week walks with 
similar success. 
 
Joe’s health began to be a problem following a minor stroke 
while walking near Pateley Bridge.  He continued to walk as 
soon as he was well enough but his old obstacle course walks 
and his previously inexhaustible energy were no longer there.  
Further strokes followed, until a serious attack left him 
confined to a wheel chair.  However, his interest and 
commitment to Ramblers continued unabated and he 
attended an Access Rally in Allendale on 23rd May, 1999 with 
dedicated friends pushing his wheel chair. 
 
Joe died on 9th April, 2003 aged 86. 
 
 
 

 
 



Joe’s legacy to walking. 
 
Joe’s dedicated work in furthering walking and in establishing 
a strong rights of way network continues.  Northumbria Area 
Ramblers offers a wide range of walking opportunities each 
week and Footpath Secretaries throughout the Area monitor 
the condition of rights of way.  Other committed volunteers 
work on improving access.  The CRoW Act granted freedom of 
access to areas of upland country which would have 
delighted Joe had he been able to make use of it.  Now the 
Access issue continues with work proceeding to claim coastal 
access in Northumberland.  A stretch of Durham coastline 
was officially opened last year (2014) as part of the England 
Coast Path.  Another group has begun researching some of 
the old, unrecorded ways in Northumberland with the aim of 
having them adopted as rights of way.  Joe would have 
approved. 
 
The map library is still in existence though rather outdated 
now.   
 
After Joe’s death, it was decided to plant a wood as a lasting 
memorial to the man who had done so much for walking.  
Joe’s Wood shelters under the Simonside Hills with his 
beloved Cheviots not far beyond.  It has been confirmed that 
future editions of Ordnance Survey maps will include the 
name of Joe’s Wood.  
A fitting tribute to Mr Northern Rambler. 
 
Judith Taylor 
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