
ART. II — More thoughts on the Valium
By D. J. WOOLLISCROFT

IMMEDIATELY south of Hadrian's Wall lies the massive steep sided ditch with
flanking ramparts which we now (somewhat inappropriately) call the Valium. This

is, in its own right, one of the most substantial monuments to have survived from
Roman antiquity, but it is also one of the most mysterious. Of course, in some
respects, we can justly claim a great deal of knowledge. The feature's design,
construction and history are reasonably well understood. Virtually all of its c. 76
Roman mile course (from Newcastle to Bowness on Solway) has been traced. We
know that it was something of an afterthought (not being constructed until after
most of the Wall forts had been at least planned) and in places we even know from
inscriptions who built it.'

We can also reach other conclusions by implication. For example, the Vallum's
sheer scale, and the labour that went into creating it, would suggest that it was
deemed to be of considerable importance by its builders, especially since its ditch
was even completed through hard rock areas, such as Limestone Corner, where the
Wall ditch was not. But we might also conclude that, whatever its purpose, it either
failed, or proved to be unnecessary. For the Vallum is unique: there is no exact
parallel on any other Roman frontier and even the Antonine Wall, whose design
(except in materials) otherwise follows closely the configuration then reached by
Hadrian's Wall, has nothing like it. Moreover, when Hadrian's Wall was reoccupied
after the Antonine Wall was abandoned, the Vallum was never fully brought back
into commission because many of the causeways built across it during the Antonine
period were left in place and, later, significant lengths around the forts were
obliterated entirely and built over by the vicani. Indeed, the Vallum may have
proved to be at least partly superfluous almost immediately, since the section filled
in to make way for the fort of Carrawburgh was never replaced.

Nevertheless, the most fundamental issue continues to elude us, for we still do
not know what the Valium was actually designed to achieve and, although a number
of theories have been put forward over the years, none has been entirely persuasive.
Almost every scholar who has worked on the Wall for any time has had their own
hypothesis and the present writer is no exception. But before offering any new
suggestions we should review at least some of the existing contenders to determine
their strengths and weaknesses.

The current theories fall into two main categories: defensive and logistical/
administrative. The former have been very much out of fashion in recent decades,
but in the past the main variants have been:

The Valium as a defence from the South

This hypothesis would argue 2 that at the time the Wall was built its hinterland may
still have been far from secure. It had, after all, only been conquered within living
memory and although by the 120s A.D. their numbers would have been thinning,
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54 MORE THOUGHTS ON THE VALLUM

there would still have been an appreciable population of natives who remembered
the days of freedom. Moreover, a number of scholars, including the present writer,'
have suggested that as the Wall simply runs along the shortest (and often the
tactically strongest) line from sea to sea, it ignored pre-existing tribal boundaries and
may not even represent the political border of the province, at least over parts of its
length. We might argue, therefore, that since the frontier did not mark any clear cut
cultural boundary, its very existence might have aggravated local grievances by
imposing considerable restrictions on the inhabitants of the areas to both its north
and south. If so, the Romans might have come to fear attack from either side or,
worse still, co-ordinated action from both 4 and they might thus have used the
opportunity provided by the move of the principal garrisons into forts on the Wall
itself to seal the entire system inside a double cordon of defensive works. Indeed the
fort and Valium decisions may even have been two components of a single
integrated programme.

Despite the fact that forts such as Carvoran and Vindolanda were left outside the
line,' such a theory has obvious attractions. But the very design of the Valium
appears to argue against it, and three aspects in particular should be enough to cause
serious doubts.

Firstly, little, if any, effort seems to have been made to give the line tactical
strength against the south and there are sections (e.g. to the west of both
Housesteads and Great Chesters) where the Valium is overlooked by such
commanding ground from such short range to the south that it has been said, with
only a touch of hyperbole, that "bar gunpowder, a party of schoolboys could stone
the best troops in the world out of the Valium"' at these points.

Secondly, the Valium consists of a central ditch with a rampart on either side,
which means in effect that the Roman army had thoughtfully provided any potential
assailant from the south with its own ready made set of ditch and rampart defences.
At the very least this might be regarded as unduly charitable, but the situation is
made dramatically worse by the third problem. For the pre-Military Way lateral
patrol track frequently seems to have run on the Vallum's north berm, rather than
behind (i.e. to the north of) its north rampart.' This denied it maximum shelter from
the south and the idea that any army, let alone one as proficient as Rome's, would
have deliberately fortified its enemy's position and then run its own deployment line
through their optimum field of fire, is beyond credibility.'

The Valium as second line of defence to the North

No one would now seriously argue that the Valium pre-dated the Wall, as was once
thought, or that it ever stood alone as the frontier's northern defence, but it might be
suggested that the work could be used as a fall-back position should the Wall line
itself be breached. The system as a whole might then operate somewhat in the
manner of a First World War multi-echelon trench line, except that here we would
be dealing with multiple ramparts. But again there are serious problems. For a start,
we could repeat the objections already raised to the line as a defence facing south,
because again there are times when the Valium is overlooked from the enemy side
(this time the north), for example at Down Hill to the east of Halton Chesters. An
attacker might again come into possession of his own rampart, and the presence of
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the patrol track on the north berm would then put the Roman deployment line right
under his nose. But there is also a further objection, because the Valium sometimes
lies too far to the south to be reached quickly and, in any case, men falling back
from the Wall would have had to cross its ditch to reach the south rampart.

A more subtle approach might be to argue that the Vallum's defences can be
made to face either way and are designed to be actively fought over, with the two
ramparts providing the opportunity to fall back when necessary from one to the
other, from either the north or the south. Ultimately, they might even be made to
face both ways at once' should an attack in the north, which breached the Wall,
either coincide with an attack from the south, or itself threaten an enveloping
manoeuvre to the rear of the system. But again, the design of the Valium would not
be compatible with these roles. For a start, there are no ditches outside the ramparts
to help break up an organised assault, whilst the central ditch, which was provided,
would hamper Roman movements at least as much as the enemy's. Indeed, a
Roman force driven off one of the ramparts and trying to reach the other could be
caught in a killing ground of its own making, as there is no fall-back route over most
of the line except to struggle across the deep and very steep-sided ditch, with one's
back to the enemy. This would have been next to impossible in slippery conditions
and even in ideal circumstances it could have forced men to abandon their shields.
The problems of crossing the ditch would also have made it extremely difficult for
the two rampart lines to be mutually reinforcing in the event of an attack from both
sides. Of course, if the enemy did penetrate one rampart the same ditch would then
hamper their progress, but even here it might have been less of a hindrance to an
attacker than to the defenders, if only because barbarian troops were generally more
lightly equipped and so might cross more easily. In fact, had the Vallum been
intended for use as a manned defence, one might expect it to have had a very
different configuration, with external ditches along both of its ramparts. One might
also have expected the present central ditch to be either absent, or reduced to a
normal Roman "V" shape, with crossing points of a size and spacing that would
allow the Romans to fall back or reinforce one another in better order, whilst still
presenting enough of an impediment to cause the members of any attacking rush to
be bunched up and slowed in a free fire zone.

Another hypothesis is a suggestion by Selkirk'° which would cast the Valium more
fully in the role of a block to enveloping manoeuvres. He suggests that the work was,
in effect, a running temporary camp component, designed to work in concert with
the Wall itself. The idea would be that if an enemy force did penetrate the Wall, it
could be contained in the zone between the Wall and Valium and caught in a pincer
movement by Roman forces converging from either side. If needs be, the latter could
then fortify their position by linking the Wall and Valium with a marching camp
style ditch and rampart. Selkirk does not say so, but he would presumably expect
that, once the Romans felt confident enough of their strength, they would dispense
with their linking fortification and close in to crush the invader. Alternatively, being
in a superior logistical position, they could just wait for the enemy to withdraw, via
the breach through which they had gained entry in the first place, thus rendering
themselves vulnerable to cavalry pursuit in the open.

The Selkirk theory has a number of obvious flaws, however, aside from the fact
that there is no archaeological evidence that any such linking fortifications were ever
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built, even as a drill. Firstly, there are places in the central and western sectors where
the Wall and Valium can be anything up to half a mile apart and it is difficult to
imagine a single auxiliary cohort, the size of Roman force most likely to be first on
the scene, being able to hold such a long front, let alone fortify it. More
fundamentally, Selkirk has probably much overrated the Vallum's capacity to
contain lightly armed infantry (we will discuss its implications for cavalry below)
who would probably, in practice, have been able to scramble across it and escape
into the province long before the Roman pincers could materialise.

There are also more general problems which affect any idea of the Valium as a
fortification to be actively manned and fought from. We have already said that the
Vallum's design makes it difficult to deploy along, defend and fall back across, and it
is anyway open to question, given the sheer length of the system, whether the
Romans could ever have mustered sufficient manpower fast enough to make a
meaningful stand at any one point along it. Moreover, as we are frequently
reminded, the Romans do not really seem to have believed in defending fortified
lines, except during siege operations." They preferred to fight in the field.

An additional problem with the active defence theories is that they generally
assume that the system was designed to defend against substantial armies. But, as
the writer has argued elsewhere, 12 patrolling and intelligence operations should have
been able to detect the mustering and approach of any major force long before it
came within sight of the frontier, thus allowing Rome's own forces to be
concentrated and to meet the assault in the field. This should have been particularly
true of any possible attack from the south, where the presence of numerous military
installations would have made it all but impossible for the natives to have raised
undetected any force large enough to be dangerous. In fact, the Wall's primary
military (as opposed to administrative) role seems likely to have been as a defence
against much smaller raiding bands. This is not to trivialise the threat faced. Raids
on the model of the Medieval reivers in the same area could still be significant
operations and they could also have done disproportionate economic, political and
morale damage, simply by bringing a general feeling of insecurity to the region
which would, in turn, have undermined any positive value which the Roman
occupation might otherwise have acquired in the eyes of local provincials. But
countering them would call for rather different modes of defence. As a result, the
Wall itself has increasingly come to be regarded as more of a bureaucratic than a
defensive work and the Valium should, perhaps, also be seen in that light. We
should, thus consider another group of ideas which would assign a range of less
spirited functions to the Valium, from passive defence to logistical corridor.

Passive Defence

One of the most popular theories has seen the Vallum as the demarcation line for a
military zone to the rear of the Wall, which was to be closed to civilians. 13 It would
thus form a conspicuous marker, rather than an uncrossable barrier: a line that no
one might cross without good reason but which, at the same time, no one could
cross without noticing. It is not explained why this particular design should have
been thought appropriate, but the idea's principal difficulty is probably the sheer
scale of the works. For the Valium is truly vast and it is hard to see what it would
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really have achieved in this symbolic role that could not have been done by a
reasonably sturdy fence.

Another idea has been to see the line as a screen to allow communications and
troop deployments 14 to take place undetected. But again, even if we accept that such
secrecy might sometimes have been useful, it is hard to see what specific advantage
the Valium, as built, would give. The Wall itself would prevent any movements from
being seen from the north, whilst a hedge, bank or palisade would have been a far
more economical means of blocking prying eyes to the south. Furthermore, the very
design of the Vallum would again seem to dispute this hypothesis because its
principal feature, the ditch, seems superfluous. In principle, one might argue that
the Romans could have marched along the ditch, and this certainly would have
provided cover. But no surfacing has ever been found in its bottom, there are no
ramps to allow entry and egress and, more seriously, no provision seems to have
been made for drainage. This means that much of the ditch would probably have
been quagmire, whilst some sections may well have been flooded. Moreover, if the
ditch was unusable and concealment was still a priority, one would have expected
the patrol track to have been just north of the north rampart and not on the more
visible north berm.

Logistical Theories

Although humans may have been able to struggle across the steep-sided Vallum
ditch, it would probably have been impassable to animals, particularly cattle and
horses. 15 The fact that the spoil from the ditch was built up into neat, steeply
revetted, flanking ramparts, rather than just being spread out, would have reinforced
the effect, which may well have been the intention, and a number of hypotheses have
been put forward which exploit this point. It has, for example, been suggested that
the Valium could have been used as a labour-saving drove road,16 to deliver meat on
the hoof to the forts. The idea would be that if cattle could be run into the ditch at
their point of departure, they would be unable to break away to the side and could
thus be herded down the line by just one or two men. Obviously certain precautions
would have to be taken, such as the installation of fencing at stream crossings and
other unavoidable breaks in the work, but the overall model would be tenable,
except for two points. Firstly, it is debatable whether such a massive investment in
infrastructure would have been justified for this purpose and, secondly, there are
once again difficulties inherent in the Vallum's design. Amongst the latter, we have
already seen that the Valium ditch was not drained, so that significant sections of its
bottom would have been waterlogged or flooded. But a more serious objection
would again be the fact that there seems to have been no provision for egress from
the ditch at the forts. Had the Valium ditch really been meant as a supply route, one
might have expected ramps to be provided at the fort Valium crossings to allow the
animals to leave the ditch (and possibly re-enter it on the opposite side). Less
certainly, one might have anticipated some sort of gated underpass through the
crossings, to allow the stock to proceed uninterrupted to more distant forts, yet none
of these features are present. To add insult to injury we also have the problem that
at least at one point, the little gorge of the Poltross Burn, the Valium ditch simply
stops, suspended, as it were, in mid air above the stream, and the situation at other
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points, such as the crossing of the Banks Burn, is not much better.
A slightly more sophisticated version of this same theory has been published by

Birley and refined by Williams' who suggests that, amongst other things, the
Valium may have served as a sort of dual carriageway. Since the earliest days of Wall
studies, it has been pointed out that the course of the Vallum would make a far
better road line than that of the Wall itself, and Williams contends that it is the two
wide berms that are the Vallum's most important features, rather than the actual
earth works. He proposes that they might have been used as two separate road ways,
which were defined by the ramparts and kept firmly apart by the ditch. This might
explain why there were two ramparts, rather than the one which would have been
more effective for defensive purposes, and why they should be set so far back from
the ditch. The road on the north berm could then carry slow traffic, including
civilians with flocks making their way from a fort crossing to the milecastle best
suited for their exit from the province, whilst the southern road would be kept free
to serve as an expressway, to carry fast official traffic such as messengers and urgent
troop movements.

Moving traffic from the ditch bottom to the berms would certainly avoid some of
the difficulties mentioned above, but Williams himself raises a number of issues
which seriously threaten his model. 19 For example, in certain marshy areas the
Vallum does not have berms, whilst in other sectors, such as Limestone corner, the
berms are littered with huge rocks which appear to have been there since the work
was constructed. The Vallum's south berm, in particular, shows few signs of
metalling, so that it would easily have been churned into mud by traffic, 20 and there
is still the Poltross Burn gorge situation, already referred to, and the obvious
problem of the more major river crossings. Williams might also have mentioned that
his theory appears to depend on the old idea that there were originally gaps in the
Valium ditch (but not the south rampart) at the milecastles.

Without such gaps his south berm expressway would have been of extremely
limited value, but this idea had already been largely discounted when he wrote, 21

with the single exception of MC50 TW, which may have carried the original road
north to Bewcastle. Finally, Williams shows ignorance of the behaviour of cattle and
sheep when driven, for he implies that whilst the north rampart would physically
restrict any stock from breaking away into the military area, the ditch would confine
them on the south by simple fear. In both the writer's experience, however, and
(more importantly) that of a number of expert stockmen consulted for this paper,
the reality would be that whilst the rampart might well have had the desired effect, if
the animals were even slightly panicked some of them would be bound to end up in
the ditch, from which they would then have been extremely difficult to extricate.
Indeed, if the Valium really had been designed to be used in this way it would have
had three ramparts not two, with one replacing the central ditch to form a central
barrier in the manner of a modern dual carriageway, and again decent fences would
probably have done just as well.

One final suggestion has been that the Valium was simply a livestock containment
system. 22 The frontier army must have maintained a great many animals, including
cavalry (and other) horses, beasts of burden and possibly food animals, such as
cattle, sheep, goats and pigs. All of these would require pasture and the Valium may
have acted rather like a gigantic ha-ha to allow them to feed unsupervised in a
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military grazing zone behind the Wall, without them being able to wander off or
become mixed up with civilian owned animals outside the work. Once again,
however, the obvious counter argument is that a good stout fence could have done
the job just as well, although it is surprising what a determined animal can get over.
To a certain extent one might answer this by adding an all too human element,
because military stock would have been extremely valuable and the Vallum would
certainly have been more effective against theft. Selkirk 23 has argued that the threat
of draconian punishments would have been sufficient to deter any provincial from
attempting to steal from the army. But these have never been wholly effective in any
other period, especially if the would be thief believes himself unlikely to be caught,
and it has to be admitted that on a dark misty night one might easily make a hole in
a remote stretch of fence, whereas filling in even a short length of the Vallum ditch
would have been a major and very risky affair. Nevertheless, the scale of the work
once again seems excessive if this was to have been its only function and there is also
the fact that the Vallum usually lies so close to the Wall, often less than its own
width. The latter would, of course, make it easier to round up the animals especially
since, with the patrol track on the north berm, it would be easier to get behind them,
but it does severely limit the acreage available. Whether this space would have been
enough nonetheless, would depend on the numbers of animals involved (something
we can only really guess at) and the likely stock bearing capacities of the very varied
terrain types through which the frontier passes. It is noteworthy, however, that there
is no sign of the Vallum being run any further behind the Wall around cavalry forts,
such as Benwell and Chesters than at the, presumably less stock intensive, infantry
forts such as Great Chesters. 24 There would also be nothing to stop animals
wandering off for many miles along the military area to the east and west unless it
was fenced into sections.

If the existing models for the Vallum's function can thus all be found wanting to
some degree, can we move on to offer a more satisfactory explanation? As a starting
point, let us first state a few basic premises:

1. Given the enormous scale of the Vallum and of the work involved in its
construction, it seems safe to assume that its designers did have a reasonably clearly
defined function in mind for it. This might appear to be stating the obvious, but
there has been at least one suggestion in recent years that we should dismiss the
building and operating of Rome's frontier works as a "displacement activity" 25 to
keep the army as well occupied and as far from the political centre as possible, once
the momentum of imperial conquest had faded.

Another possible counter argument would be that one can easily exaggerate the
true scale of the work, at least in relation to its wider context. The 19th century
railway engineer Robert Rawlinson was asked to provide Collingwood Bruce with an
estimate for building the system in his own day. 26 He concluded that the Wall would
have cost £1,021,269, the ditch L34,906 and the Vallum £23,271, which would
leave the Vallum as an almost incidental item at only 2.28% of the cost of the Wall.
These figures should have been extremely useful, coming as they do from an era
when contractors were still used to dealing with hand tools and muscle power. But,
unfortunately, Rawlinson, whilst undoubtedly a competent engineer, seems to have
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been working from data supplied by Collingwood Bruce rather than from personal
inspection of the monument and it is obvious from his account that he has been
misled in certain respects. For a start, he assumes that the Wall itself is built entirely
of dressed masonry whereas, in fact, the bulk consists of a concrete and rubble core,
with only an outer skin of rather poor quality dressed rubble masonry. Worse still,
he assumed that this stone would have had to be bought in, rather than quarried by
an army which was already being paid. He also completely ignored the turf Wall,
which was then thought to belong to a different period and so assumed that the
entire line was constructed in stone from the start. Of course the turf Wall was
eventually replaced in stone and so its long term effect was to increase the cost of the
Wall, but it would still have cut the initial construction bill. He thus grossly
exaggerates the cost of building the Wall. The cost of both the Wall ditch and
Valium, on the other hand, have been much underestimated. Rawlinson specifically
says that he has assumed that these were dug wholly through earth whereas, in
reality, a substantial proportion of the material moved would have been rock, often
very hard rock, which would have been vastly more difficult to cut. His estimated
work rate of 8 cubic yards dug per man day would thus have brought very hollow
laughter from the diggers of sectors such as Limestone Corner. He also particularly
miscalculates the Vallum. Firstly, he underestimates its ditch size by about 15%
(although this is not surprising as no proper section had been cut at the time) and he
ignores the fact that the Valium is continuous, whereas the Wall ditch is intermittent
in the central sector (making it relatively cheaper). He assumed that the Valium
stopped well short of the Wall termini at both ends, whereas we now know that it is
only absent between Wallsend and Newcastle, and he states that he has allowed
nothing at all for the construction of the ramparts. 27 Oddly, however, despite these
shortcomings, and despite assigning it only 2.16% of the total cost of the project,
Rawlinson still estimated that the Vallum would have absorbed 16.24% of the
labour needed to complete the entire system, an investment of 465,422 man days.
Such a figure is hardly trivial (although it would only represent a month's work for
the three British legions (c. 16,500 men) working together at full strength,
something that in practice would rarely if ever have happened) and the real total, as
we have seen, is likely to have been much higher. The Wall and its installations
would undoubtedly still have been by far the most labour intensive part of the
programme, but the fact that the Vallum was only a relatively small part of a much
larger scheme should not detract from the fact that the thing in itself is huge. In
reality it would probably have absorbed at least the bulk of a full building season and
it is difficult to believe that its construction would have been authorised lightly
without its intended purpose having been clearly thought through in advance.

We might also consider the possibility, given the ostentatious nature of the Wall
as a whole, that the Vallum was as much a propaganda concept as a functional
necessity. In other words that although a fence or palisade might have fulfilled the
same role, this would not have been in keeping with the overall style of the project,
so that the Valium may represent deliberate over engineering for psychological
effect. After all, in Germany a palisade had recently been built to perform the role of
the Wall itself. Nevertheless, although a potentially valid point, this does not in itself
account for the particular design adopted for the Vallum, with its ditch and two
flanking ramparts.
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2. As discussed above, there is currently a general (although not unanimous)
consensus that the military (as opposed to bureaucratic) function of fortified Roman
frontier systems was not to defend against full scale invasion, but to prevent
relatively small scale raiding of their hinterlands. In so doing they would have
promoted a greater feeling of security in the frontier zones which might, in turn,
have promoted economic prosperity and so, hopefully, a greater acceptance of
Roman control in these areas. It would also have made the Roman army itself rather
more easy to supply from local and so more cost-effective sources.

3. As the Vallum was built after, but probably very soon after the bulk of the Wall
forts had been at least planned, the two were probably closely linked functionally
and may have been designed from the outset to operate in concert as parts of the
same overall strategy.

4. The steep-sided, flat-bottomed form of the Valium ditch is highly unusual for a
Roman military work, where the well known "V" profile was almost (if not quite)
ubiquitous. It does not seem unreasonable to assume, therefore, that this particular
ditch was built with a different function in mind, and the fact that it would have
been far more difficult for animals to cross may be of considerable relevance.
Moreover, the Vallum ditch was sometimes revetted, or even built up above the
natural surface in areas where soft ground would otherwise have caused it to
subside, 28 whilst the berms were sometimes omitted. This would seem to imply, not
only that the ditch was the primary element of the work, but that it was also
considered important for its steep sided profile to be maintained.

5. Given the low level of Romanisation across much of Roman north Britain and the
fact that coin finds and other objects of value are rare on non-vicus civilian sites in
the region, it seems likely that farm animals, as the only thing really worth stealing,
would have been the principal targets of any cross frontier raiders. It is probable,
therefore, that raiding bands in the Roman period would have consisted, like many
Medieval reiving parties, of men on horseback, trying to rustle livestock.

Assuming that we are prepared to accept these premises, a new role for the
Vallum emerges, as the ancient equivalent of a tank trap. In other words it would
represent an attempt to prevent mounted raiders from crossing the frontier with
their horses and to stop robbers of any kind from recrossing with livestock. More
specifically, its presence would cause any horsemen wishing to force a crossing to hit
the frontier at its strongest points, the forts, since these had the only Valium
crossings, whereas without the Vallum the marauders would have been free to strike
at the lightly manned milecastles, which would have presented much softer targets.
This does, of course, presuppose, at least to some degree, that it was possible to
approach the milecastle north gates across the Wall ditch from the north, but this
does appear likely, if only because there would have been little point in them
otherwise. At a few sites (e.g. MCs 35, 37, 39 and 42), the ditch is absent, but
elsewhere, although it does continue past the fortlets, apparently unbroken, it is
possible that timber bridges were provided or even that undug causeways were
initially left but later removed. No sign of either has yet been recorded, but then
little effort has been made to look for them, and it is particularly unfortunate that at
the most thoroughly excavated milecastles to date, the ditch is either missing or
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unavailable for study (e.g. MC 48, where it is buried by a railway embankment).

Quis custodiet ipsos custodes

In addition to their physical weakness, there is also another reason why the Romans
might have wanted to force potential raiders away from the milecastles and, indeed,
why they might also have come to want more legitimate traffic to be diverted
towards the forts.

In studying Roman frontiers we understandably attempt to determine what they
were designed to achieve and how they were meant to achieve it, but this in itself can
never provide a full picture of the everyday reality on the ground. Indeed, even a
complete manual for Hadrian's Wall would still not tell us how the system actually
worked in practice. For military institutions almost never operate exactly as their
designers and political masters intend, not just because of their inevitable design
flaws, but because of straightforward human weaknesses and predilections.

Without in any way wishing to denigrate modern military personnel, all armed
services, up to and including a number of recent UN peace keeping forces, have
always suffered the same endemic problems and these were no doubt at least as
prevalent in the Roman army as in any other. Military property has always had a
tendency to go missing, through pilfering, defectors and black marketeering, on a
scale that can range from a few bars of chocolate to, within the writer's memory, at
least two state of the art jet fighters. There have always been bored or frightened
sentries more concerned with staying warm (and alive) than with staying alert or
who, when alone in the dark, have decided not to notice things, and men have
always been open to corruption or intimidation. Such failings would obviously have
presented considerable potential dangers on Roman frontiers if raiders could bully
or bribe the frontier guards, and they could also have been expensive, if men could
have been persuaded to come to private arrangements over customs dues. But, the
danger would always have been greater at small installations like milecastles than at
forts.

The reasons are not hard to fathom. For a start, the fortlet garrisons were much
smaller than those of the forts and so would have offered far more scope for
intimidation to reinforce bribery. The average milecastle contained either one or two
buildings of about the same size as a fort contubernium. This means that, even if all
of this space was given over to barrack accommodation and none to customs offices
and the like, they had a garrison of only eight to 16 men, at least some of whom
would have been off watch at any given time.

We know virtually nothing about the command structure of the more minor Wall
installations, 29 but the small size of a milecastle's garrison would also suggest that the
most senior man present would have been of relatively lowly rank. The forts, on the
other hand, came under the supervision of more senior officers such as centurions
and equestrian Prefects or Tribunes. This fact alone might have given a further
boost to the role of the forts, because as well as keeping the junior ranks more
generally on their toes as regards security, the presence of higher ranking officers
tends to be a force against corruption. This is not just because their authority and
disciplinary powers can curb the venality of their men, although this is a vital factor.
Nor is it necessarily because of any moral superiority or higher sense of duty in
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resisting temptation themselves, indeed Roman officials of even the very highest
level regularly proved to be susceptible. But without wishing to be overly cynical,
the higher pay and social standing of officers may have made them feel that they had
more to lose which, if nothing else, would tend to make them much more expensive
to bribe.

The fact that the most senior Roman officers (Prefect and above) were on short-
term commissions might also have been of help here, because once the army had
become settled on the frontier and especially if, as seems likely, it began recruiting
locally, the more junior ranks would have developed relationships within the native
communities, some of which might have been far from healthy. This could, of
course, be a double-edged sword because short term Roman appointees frequently
seem to have seen their limited time in office as an opportunity and spur to enrich
themselves as quickly as possible. But it remains true that the leader of a native raid,
seeking passage through a milecastle, perhaps by pre-arrangement, might have been
able to expect a far smoother passage from guards who might be long term
associates, 30 or even relatives, than from a fort commander to whom he was just
another barbarian.

A fort would also provide more witnesses and, like most malpractice, corruption
will flourish most where there is least chance of the offenders being caught. A fort
commander staring out of the praetorium window at night and startled to see a
barbarian band passing quietly down the Via Principalis outside, would have had to
look no further than his own fort's north gate guards for the guilty party who let
them in. But the same commander inspecting the smoking ruins of a native
farmstead destroyed by a raiding party which he suspected to have been allowed
through by a milecastle, would have a far harder search for a culprit. For the raid
could have come through any one of 80 gateways and could even have outflanked
the entire system by sea. Moreover, if the Valium made it harder to buy and/or
threaten one's way in through the Wall, it would have made it doubly difficult to get
back. For entering the province would be only the first act of a raid and would be
pointless unless the same party, now laden and probably driving livestock, could be
sure of being able to re-cross and reach home. Without the Valium intimidation
might still be enough to allow passage through a milecastle to be bought fairly
cheaply. But with it, and so again forced to try to cross at a fort, a heavily
encumbered raiding band would find itself vulnerable and in a decidedly tricky
negotiating position. It was not unknown for corrupt Roman officers (Carausius was
reportedly involved in such treachery) to allow barbarians opportunities to plunder
simply so that they could confiscate their booty as they returned, which means that,
assuming a return crossing could be purchased at all, its price was likely to be high.

We can thus restore to the Valium something it has long been fashionable to deny
it: a defensive role. The work can be seen as a general defence against mounted
raiders either forcing or bribing their way across the weaker parts of the line. At the
same time, it may also have acted as a revenue preserving measure to force traders,
and possibly transhumants, to pass through the hopefully more fiscally trustworthy
forts, and here it might have a parallel in the Fossatum Africae, which seems to have
played a role in channelling transhumants and their flocks towards specific frontier
crossings. We can also explain why the Valium is secondary. It would have been
purposeless without the forts.
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Only one further question remains: why was the Valium built behind, rather than
in front of the Wall ? The answer is probably twofold. Firstly, there are practical
considerations. For example, it could be argued that, as the Wall was built first,
there was simply no room for the Valium to the north over large parts of the line,
especially on the Whin Sill sector. Furthermore, the work would have been less of a
hindrance to any Roman operations to the north in its present position and would
also have enabled the Wall to provide added security for the Vallum's builders.
Secondly, it would make the work into a more multi-purpose asset because, when
built south of the Wall, it would still have been able to fulfil some of the other roles
discussed above which, although plausible, seemed insufficient in themselves to
justify so immense a construction. It would, for example, still be in a position to
hinder any thieving of military property, to designate a military zone and to provide
protected grazing for military livestock. Indeed, the presence of the two ramparts
might be simply a safety precaution to keep both military animals on the inside and
civilian stock on the outside away from the danger of the real defensive element, the
ditch (not dissimilar embankments are still used as stock barriers in parts of south-
west England today). It might also still allow small bands, lucky or foolish enough to
break through a milecastle, to be rounded up before they could escape into the
province and it might even be better placed to prevent the little mentioned
possibility of raiding beyond (or of) the Wall by mounted provincials. Yet despite
these advantages, it may not have been vital that such a work should lie south of the
line, because it could be argued that the often rather larger north ditch of the
Antonine Wall might have been designed as a substitute, as might the Pfahl on the
German Limes which, as a ditch with a bank to its rear and a palisade to its front, is
not too dissimilar in layout.
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