
ART. III. - The Outpost System of Hadrian's Wall. 
By D. J. WOOLLISCROFT. 

THE layout of the Tyne-Solway frontier at all stages of its development reflects the 
strategy underlying the system and is, in essence, a compromise dictated by the 

frontier defences' need to fulfil two broad operational requirements demanding mutally 
exclusive patterns of troop deployment. 

The frontier army had above all to be able to defend the province against a full 
invasion and this demanded large concentrations of force set at strategic centres and able 
at short notice to march north to intercept and destroy any invading barbarian force, or 
at least hold it off until help could be brought from the legions stationed further south. 

The reliance of the 2nd century empire on preclusive frontiersl, however, meant that 
strict border control must have been enforced to prevent even the smallest raiding party 
penetrating Roman soil. Here these large concentrations were useless, for all their 
undoubted power, and a different approach was needed. 

Total control of an entire frontier line requires a dispersal of forces along the border 
to permit intensive patrolling, observation and customs cover and the scrutiny of persons 
wishing to cross the frontier. Unfortunately, this pattern of deployment is extremely 
vulnerable to a major attack, because although the total garrison of a frontier might be 
large, its dispersal means that no single point will have the manpower necessary to 
withstand an assault by concentrated enemy forces, even though these might be numeri-
cally far weaker than the total strength of the defending army. Worse still, such a system 
once penetrated, is left uncoordinated, making any subsequent concentration of, and 
concerted action by the surviving frontier forces difficult. 

The course taken by the Romans was to seek a balance between the two requirements. 
Under the Stanegate system, their forces were indeed dispersed, but instead of being 
spread out evenly, they remained in relatively large, whole unit groupings. This formula, 
in conjunction with patrolling, and observation from a small number of more minor 
installations would have allowed for reasonably tight border control, while in the event 
of a major threat, the individual units could still have re-combined fairly rapidly into a 
single force. Defences to intermediate level threats were also quickly to hand as the 
individual units were large enough to withstand a substantial assault by themselves and 
could be rapidly combined with their immediate neighbours. Nevertheless, the Stanegate 
frontier was still a very open one and the necessary preclusiveness could not be 
guaranteed, i.e. a threat could not certainly be dealt with on or before the frontier line. 

The need to avoid all but a minimum of further dispersal and thus retain the major 
groupings intact was met by the construction of Hadrian's Wall, which is probably best 
seen as a labour saving device allowing the tightest possible frontier control with the 
least possible manpower. 

The success of this otherwise very flexible compromise, however, would naturally 
have been heavily dependent on intelligence. Under normal circumstances the Roman 
army enjoyed considerable advantages over its barbarian adversaries, allowing it to face 
numerically far stronger forces with confidence. As well as its superiority in tactics, 
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training, equipment, discipline and logistics it had another advantage that has received 
surprisingly little attention, and that is the very fact of its being a permanent, professional, 
standing force. This gave it a great deal more than just cohesiveness and esprit de corps, 
it also meant that from the moment a barbarian people decided on confrontation, time 
was on the Romans' side. For although the Romans needed time to concentrate their 
frontier units, these were at least, readily available, while except for a small élite around 
the chieftain,2  the barbarians had to raise their army by means of a tribal levy. Assuming 
that their intelligence was functioning properly, the Romans would therefore be in a 
position to launch pre-emptive strikes and stamp out the danger before the enemy had 
even had time to fully raise their army. 

However, if Roman intelligence failed to detect the unrest, or omitted for some reason 
to warn the frontier forces, the dangers inherent in the system could be catastrophic. 
For the provincial army might then be caught with its units dispersed, and be swept 
aside. Something of this nature seems to have happened during the great Barbarian 
conspiracy of A.D. 3673  in which Roman control of the province was lost and order not 
restored until the arrival of a force of field army units under Count Theodosius dispatched 
by the Emperor. 

THE WESTERN OUTPOST SYSTEM. 

Annianus Marcellinus tells us that after the recovery of Britain, Theodosius disbanded 
a Roman force called the Arcani4  whose role had been "To hasten about hither and 
thither over long spaces to give information to our generals of the clashes of rebellion 
amongst neighbouring peoples". On the promise of booty they had betrayed the Roman 
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army which had thus been caught unawares. The Arcani were, then, at least a part of a 
regular intelligence gathering service and they can probably be indentified, if only by 
role, with the exploratores of earlier times.5  

The intelligence screen for Hadrian's Wall6  was presumably based in the outpost 
forts, of which there were five: Birrens, Netherby and Bewcastle in the west (see Fig. 
I) and Risingham and High Rochester in the east. 

These were large and obviously important forts. In Hadrianic times, they may only 
have held quingenary cohorts, but each of the three western forts rapidly acquired a 
Cohors Milliaria Equitata7 . At 1,040 men, 24o of whom were cavalry8, these were the 
largest auxilary units in the Roman army and their mix of mounted troops and infantry 
made them the ideal units to conduct long range reconnaissance, as well as making them 
balanced combat teams capable of holding off all but a really major attack. 

More clandestine intelligence work may have been the role of the exploratores and 
there is considerable evidence for these units at the outpost forts. Both Risingham and 
High Rochester are known to have held a numerus exploratorum9  alongside their main 
garrisons, which were again milliary cohorts, and at Netherby the very name of the fort 
was Castra Exploratorum.1° 

Given the function of these stations, it seems imperative that the outposts should have 
had signalling links with Hadrian's Wall.11  The recent discovery of the signal tower on 
Barron's Pike12  (see Fig. 2) linking Bewcastle to Robin Hood's Butt and thus to 
Birdoswald (see Fig. 3) has provided the first firm example of such a link, as well as 
solving the old mystery posed by the hitherto inexplicable site of the Robin Hood's Butt 
tower on the south side of Gillalees Beacon facing away from Bewcastle13  where, at a 
range of just over two miles, it is virtually the last point south still able to see Barron's 
Pike thus keeping the long link back to Birdoswald to the minimum possible. 

The possibilities do not end there, however, for as well as enjoying a splendid view 
of Bewcastle and being directly intervisible with Carvoran on the Stanegate and Hadrian's 
Wall, Barron's Pike is a quite remarkable site. Situated as it is at the apex of the Solway 
basin, at an altitude of over moo feet it commands a magnificent view stretching from 
the Lake District to the southern uplands of Scotland and taking in the whole of the 
line of Hadrian's Wall from Carlisle to the sea. The ring of low hills overlooking 
Netherby is plainly visible as are the hills around Birrens, especially Burnswark. 

The outposts tend to be pictured as isolated stations set outside Roman territory, 
surrounded by and imposed upon a hostile local population. But there is evidence that 
the territory of the Brigantes, and thus of Rome, stretched some way north of Hadrian's 
Wall in the west. There is, for example an inscription dedicated to the goddess Brigantia 
from Birrens14 , although this could simply indicate the presence of a soldier of Brigantian 
origin and imply nothing about the find spot. More interesting, however, is an inscription 
from Italy recording the career of a high equestrian official whose name is lost. Amongst 
a series of positions culminating in the Prefecture of Egypt he held an office referred to 
as Censitori Brittonum Anavionensium15 , probably under Trajan. 

Anava seems to be the River Annan, again in the region of Birrens16  and it is unlikely 
that a Censor of the Britons would be operating in this area unless it was part of the 
Empire. The Solway basin is very much a geographical unit and even the Solway itself 
is less of a barrier than might be thought because it is fordable.17  It is, therefore, 
conceivable that while Hadrian's Wall took the quickest route to the sea, the true 
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FIG. 3. — Isometric resistivity survey of Barrons Pile (computer plotted by Miss S. C. Baker). 

political boundary lay further north. This would mean that the outpost forts, instead of 
being embattled enclaves in barbarian territory would have been the true frontier forts, 
probably being situated on Roman soil; and my own discovery of Romano-British civil 
occupation on Grey hill overlooking Bewcastle18 suggests reasonably peaceful conditions, 
although the building was destroyed by fire at some time after the early 4th century. 

A frontier fort, however, has different communication needs to an outpost. The first 
requirement of an outpost is for vertical links back to its own lines and as well as the 
road and signal links between Bewcastle and the Wall, Netherby is known to be linked 
by road to Carlisle and Stanwix. A frontier fort, on the other hand, requires lateral 
communications along the frontier. 

No road is yet known between Bewcastle and Netherby, but Birrens and Netherby 
are linked by means of a branch of the Netherby to Carlisle road.19 The tower on 
Barron's Pike, however, opens up the possibility that there were also lateral signalling 
links between the outposts. As already mentioned from Barron's Pike one can see to 
within about a mile of Netherby and it would have been a simple matter to have linked 
the two sites by means of a single signal tower on any one of the hills which overlook 
the fort. Likewise Barron's Pike could, in theory, have been linked with Birrens, 
although the range is probably excessive. More likely is a link between Birrens and 
Netherby, which again could have been established over a number of routes using just 
one signal tower for each fort. All three forts could thus have been linked together as 
well as being connected back to the Wall, and even a road link between Bewcastle and 
Netherby may still await discovery.20 
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If the political boundary of the Roman Empire did, therefore, extend north of the 
Wall in the western sector and if the emerging lateral links can be more fully understood, 
it may become possible that Birrens, Netherby and Bewcastle, far from being remote 
and dangerous outstations, were in fact the central elements of an outer limes of roads 
and signal/watch towers guarding the true frontier of the Roman world. 
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