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ART. III.—The Roman fort at Watercrook. By ERIC
BIRLEY, F.S.A., President of the Society.

Read on the site, September 13th, 1 957.

THE Roman fort at Watercrook was not known to
Camden, though he thought at one time that the

Concangium of the Notitia should be placed at Kendal
and some later writers, accepting and embroidering that
identification, gave him the credit for it. Thomas Machell,
the antiquary of Kirkby Thore (for whom see now CW2
lv 132-153), was the first to recognise and explore it, and
Bishop Nicolson copied into his pocket-book for 1688
two of its inscriptions which had in all probability been
communicated to him by Machell. Stukeley and Gale
visited Watercrook on their northern tour in 1725, and
Horsley perhaps a year or two later; subsequent writers
mainly contented themselves with reproducing Horsley's
account, except that Cornelius Nicholson, in his Annals
of Kendal, added useful details of more recent discoveries,
and attempted a new assessment of the fort's character
and significance. It was left to W. G. Collingwood, just
fifty years ago, to offer the first balanced study of the
site, with a sketch-plan to show its setting, and reproduc-
ing and interpreting a survey made by Arthur Hoggarth
of Kendal in August 1887, when prolonged drought had
parched the turf where it covered the roadways of the
fort. He also noted finds made there by Titus Wilson in
1889 and Anthony Moorhouse in 1906 — and by a cow,
which stuck her horn into an urn in Potlands, the field
which had already yielded one in 1813. Pietas led his
son, R. G. Collingwood, to provide a more elaborate
treatment in 1929 (when the Society visited Watercrook,
and I had my first sight of it) : he reproduced a con-
toured plan of the site and its setting, here repeated, and
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14^THE ROMAN FORT AT WATERCROOK

examined in turn the position and present state of the
fort, previous accounts of it (with a long extract from
Machell's MSS.), the data for an historical account, the
strategical relations of the site, the plan of the fort and
its significance, the bath-house and other external build-
ings, and (in an appendix) the most interesting of the
inscriptions found there.' His paper stimulated the late
Oliver North to undertake trial excavations at Water-
crook, from December 193o onwards (CW2 xxxi 205 f.),
which he reported on to the Society in time for them to
be taken into account in the Royal Commission's West-
morland volume, which gives a succinct summary of the
evidence available up to 1936. 2 In 1944 he seized an
opportunity for another short excavation, in collabora-
tion with Mr Edward Hildyard; it is thanks to his initia-
tive that we are able to speak with confidence about the
main outline of the fort's history.

It was established by Agricola, circa A.D. 8o, his good
eye for a fort-site being well illustrated here; its rampart
was of earth or turf and its buildings of timber, as usual,
and it was defended by at least one ditch. Thirty or forty
years later, the outer face of the rampart was cut back
and the ditch filled in, to allow the addition of a stone
wall, and its internal buildings were no doubt given a
more permanent form too; and. it continued in occupa-
tion at least until the closing years of the 4th century,
presumably undergoing the same series of destructions
and reconstructions as has been revealed by excavation
in many forts on Hadrian's Wall or in its hinterland —
though only one later structural period was directly
attested by North's small-scale digging. The area of the
fort was about 3 acres (measured over the ramparts) and
it fronted north-eastwards, so that the gate excavated by
North was its porta principalis sinistra. Its Roman name,

See now my discussion of its text, CW2 lx 4 6-53.
RCHM Westmorland, 18o f., with plans of the fort and of its N.W.

gate (given as N.E. in the text, which also gives CW2 xiii instead of viii
for W. G. Collingwood's paper).
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THE ROMAN FORT AT WATERCROOK^15

as Haverfield finally demonstrated in 1915, was Alone
or Alione, and its garrison when the Notitia list was com-
piled was cohors III Nerviorum, an infantry battalion
500 strong. .

The cohort is mentioned in the British diplomas of 122, 124
and 135, and can be restored with confidence on the Walcot
diploma of c. 13o (CIL XVI 69, 70, 82 and 88), and on a lead
seal from Newstead (CW2 xxxvi 125), as well as in Not. Dig.
Occ. xl, but is otherwise unattested. Presumably it was a cohors
quingenaria peditata, i.e. lacking the proportion of mounted
infantry with which most cohorts of the army of Britain were
provided : for Caesar mentions that the Nervii were no horse-
men, and none of the known units in the same series is recorded
as equitata. 3

The internal planning of the fort was no doubt similar
to that of other forts of the same type, and Hoggarth's
plan, supplemented by North's digging, would be
sufficient to allow us to reconstruct its lay-out with sub-
stantial accuracy, at least as far as its 2nd-century phase
is concerned. Of the vices which grew up outside it, I
need not repeat the accounts given by Machell and Hors-
ley (conveniently reproduced by R. G. Collingwood,
CW2 xxx 96-107) or the descriptions of previous writers :
a bibliographical note at the end of this paper will suffice.
But there is one discovery, first reported by Cornelius
Nicholson, which deserves to be reviewed, if only in the
hope that it may be accorded further investigation:

"In 1814 the remains of a Pottery (as it is conceived), were
discovered under a small factitious hillock on the opposite side
of the river, and about 200 yards from Water Crook. It contained
a pit 5 feet long, which was divided from the Kiln by a narrow
wall. In this pit were two human skeletons, which had evidently
been deposited there after the pottery fell into disuse, other-
wise the bones must have been calcined by their proximity to
the oven. These bodies appeared to have been thrown in a
very slovenly manner into this place, and were covered with the
rubbish of the Kiln." 4

It will be remembered that CIL VII 310, from Whitley Castle, really
refers to cols. II Nerviorum, as Haverfield was able to demonstrate (CW2
xi 350 f., with plate showing Reginald Bainbrigg's copy of the text and
Camden's marginal note, and Eph. Epigr. IX 566).

Annals of Kendal, Ist ed. (1832), Zi f.
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16^THE ROMAN FORT AT WATERCROOK

In his second edition (1861) Nicholson adds further
details, though omitting the structural particulars :

"The pottery works (probably the same that Machell alludes
to) were discovered about the same time as the Urns just men-
tioned, but in a very different locality. These were opposite to
the Camp, across the river, just at the foot of `Mill Lane,' by
the edge of the brook before it joins the Kent. There were the
remains of a kiln, and several pieces of (new-made?) brick. We
lately examined some of these, and caused one (an angle brick)
to be deposited in the Museum. It seems to carry evidence, in
its structure, of being composed of a loamy alluvium, such as
may be seen by the margin of the brook at the spot, having
little resemblance to the compact bricks made of pottery clay.
Close to the kiln was a pit, with some human skeletons thrown
loosely and slovenly into it, covered with the débris of the kiln.
Intelligent persons who examined the skeletons supposed that
they had been hastily buried there after the Roman pottery
fell into disuse; otherwise, they argue, the bones must have
been calcined by their proximity to the kiln.

Nicholson's two accounts enable us to plot the position
of the kiln with fair accuracy, and suggest that it had
been used for making tiles (such as Machell found in the
external bath-house, underlying the buildings of Water-
crook) and not pottery. But it is to be hoped that there
may be an opportunity for excavation to uncover it again,
and to furnish a fuller basis for assessing its date and
purpose.

Even more urgent, however, is an investigation of the
fort's links with the Roman road-system. Haverfield's
convincing identification of the Tenth Iter as running
from Ravenglass, past Ambleside and Watercrook,
through Lancashire into Cheshire, and studies of individ-
ual routes by Titus Wilson in 1883 and Francis Villy in
1936, justify us in inferring that it was an intermediate
point on a road from Ambleside to Burrow in Lonsdale
and that it was connected by a branch road with Low
Borrow Bridge; 6 and a southward road to Lancaster

Op. cit., 2nd ed. (1861), 13; for Machell's reference to "an oven under-
ground" cf. CW2 xxx 98—the context implies that it was somewhere close
to the fort and not to he identified with the structure found in 1814.

Cf. CW2 xlvi 144 f. and xlvii 16.
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THE ROMAN FORT AT WATERCROOK^17

seems a logical addition — not least because the com-
mander of the cavalry regiment at Lancaster must pre-
sumably have been responsible for general supervision of
the cohorts in the district to north of it. Shortly before his
death, Oliver North told me that he had hopes of identify-
ing the Watercrook-Lancaster road on the ground, but
failing health prevented him from undertaking the field-
work which would have been needed to do so; and none
of the other roads has yet been traced on the ground
within five miles of Watercrook. It is fair to add, how-
ever, that there has been no methodical investigation;
and my chief purpose in writing the present short paper
has been to focus attention on the need for such an
investigation to be undertaken. Air photography, scrutiny
of maps in the study and of possible routes on the ground,
and trial excavations to test features revealed by one or
more of these processes, are the main needs — and it
is to be hoped that some of our members may be ready
to emulate, in this southern part of the Society's territory,
the good work which Dr St. Joseph and Mr Bellhouse
have been doing, in recent years, on the Roman roads
of Cumberland.

Bibliographical note: The principal references to the site (ex-
cluding those which are not based on first-hand study) are as
follows, in order of their publication:

1. John Horsley, Britannia Romana (1732), 300 and 484.
2. William Stukele 'y, Iter Boreale ( 1 776), 4 1 .
3. Cornelius Nicholson, Annals of Kendal, Ist ed. (1832), 7-13;

2nd ed. (1861), 8-17.
4. Chancellor Ferguson, CW1 xii 59 f. (1891), citing Bishop

Nicolsbn's pocket-book for 1688.
5. W. G. Collingwood, CW2 viii 102-108, reproducing Arthur

Hoggarth's plan of 1887.
6. R. G. Collingwood, CW2 xxx 96-107, with extensive

quotations from the Machell MSS., vol. ii 82 f.
7. O. H. North, CW2 xxxii 116-123 and xxxiv 35-40, for the

excavations of 193o-31.
8. RCHM Westmorland (1936), 18o f.
9. O. H. North and E. J. W. Hildyard, CW2 xlv 148-162,

for the excavations of 1 944.
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