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This paper, which follows on from another published in 1994 by Professor M. G. Jarrett, 
explains fi rst the types of evidence from which particular units of the Roman army 
may be identifi ed as the garrisons of auxiliary forts, and then assesses their comparative 
reliability. Using these forms of evidence appropriately, each of the 33 forts occupied 
during the Roman period in an area including Cumbria, but extending slightly beyond 
it, is listed, and its garrison/s identifi ed if possible. The evidence, largely from widely 
scattered published sources, is cited.

IN 1994 Professor Michael G. Jarrett published a paper in Britannia entitled ‘Non-
legionary Troops in Roman Britain: Part One, The Units’ (Jarrett, 1994). The 
preamble to that paper explained, ‘Part Two will examine the evidence fort by 

fort’, but the author did not live to publish Part Two, dying before the end of that same 
year at the age of 60. The present paper will attempt to supply the resulting defi ciency, 
as far as the north-west of England is concerned. It will not express the same depth of 
knowledge of the Roman army as Professor Jarrett would have shown, but it may serve 
as a small tribute to the memory of one of those whose infl uence helped to direct the 
present writer into a life in archaeology, and whose wider impact on Romano-British 
archaeology would have been greater but for his untimely death.

The nature of the evidence

If we are to assign units of the Roman army to certain forts in Roman Britain, it follows 
that almost all our evidence will be inscriptional. In most cases, that means inscriptions 
on stone, though we may well wonder, on the evidence of the well-known oak inscription 
fragment (RIB 1935) from near Milecastle 50TW, west of Birdoswald, how many similar 
examples have vanished without trace.1 Different types of such stone inscriptions have 
greater reliability than others in showing that a particular unit was in garrison at a 
particular fort. We are concerned with forts garrisoned by auxiliary units of the Roman 
army, but a number of such forts have yielded legionary inscriptions, often no more 
than the name of the legion, sometimes accompanied by its particular badge or symbol, 
such as the boar of the Twentieth Legion. These inscriptions do not, of course, normally 
indicate that the legion was in garrison – only that it either built the fort initially, or that 
it carried out later modifi cations, often after the temporary abandonment of the fort. 
Here, attention should be drawn to the growing evidence, conveniently summarised 
recently by Swan (2008, 65), that, in the third century, legionary vexillations may have 
occupied some ‘auxiliary’ forts. This is referred to below under Carlisle; Swan also 
mentions (2008, 77-78) the possibility that this may have happened at Piercebridge. 
These are not the only cases where legionary vexillations are thought to have been 
in garrison at ‘auxiliary’ forts. Examples in Scotland include Newstead (see Hodgson, 
2009, 5, for a summary of several possible schemes of occupation and garrison there). 
A number of the forts on the Antonine Wall are also thought to have had garrisons of 
legionaries (see Breeze, 2006b, 84 and 91-93).
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120 ROMAN GARRISONS IN NORTH-WEST ENGLAND

In this connection also two inscriptions (RIB 589, 591) from Ribchester are worthy 
of consideration. RIB 589 is there described as a building inscription erected by a 
vexillation of Legio VI Victrix, but Speidel (1987) makes a case for its having been 
erected by a vex(illatio) eq(uitum) drawn from, probably, Upper Germany, and posted 
to Ribchester on military duties rather than as a building gang. Whether or not his 
further deductions about the wider history of Roman Britain can be sustained is a 
matter of opinion. In the case of RIB 591, also expanded as erected by a legionary 
vexillation, Stephens (1987) proposed reading this, too, to record a vex(illatio) 
eq(uitum) from Upper Germany. Having suggested that .]ric[. in l.5 might derive from 
Noricum, as in RIB 576 (Manchester), which records a vexil(lationis) Raetor(um) et 
Noricor(um) ‘doubtless [legionaries] from III Italica in Raetia and II Italica in Noricum’, 
he abandons this in favour of super]rio[ris. Nevertheless, it is at least possible that any 
one of these three inscriptions records a legionary vexillation, or indeed that all do. 
The inscriptions date from the governorships of Calpurnius Agricola (RIB 589) and, 
probably, Alfenus Senecio (RIB 591). RIB 576 is undated. Stephens (1987, 241) also 
notes the Piercebridge situation.

Building inscriptions by auxiliary units, where found, often refer to individual buildings 
such as bath-houses or granaries. Legionary building inscriptions in legionary forts, 
or at a site such as Corbridge, often have details such as the names of the Emperor 
or governor under whom the building was erected, enabling the assignment of a date 
to the inscription, an element of information which we shall fi nd diffi cult to establish 
with certainty in many other cases.

The commonest type of inscription which we shall encounter is a dedication by a 
unit commander – prefect or tribune – sometimes on behalf of his unit, sometimes 
individually. In the former case, it is almost cast-iron evidence of the presence of at 
least part of the unit concerned. In the case of individual dedications, it may well be 
that the commanding offi cer concerned was not at his home station on the occasion 
of his dedicating of the altar. A very good example of this is the altar to Silvanus found 
on Bollihope Common in Weardale (RIB 1041). This, erected by the prefect of the ala 
Sebosiana after a successful boar-hunt, was at one time thought to indicate that the 
ala Sebosiana was based at Binchester, the nearest fort. It is, however, far more likely 
that it indicates no more than a vacation hunting trip by the commander of the fort 
at Lancaster.

Another common type of inscription which often mentions a unit name is the 
tombstone. Here, caution must be used. There were many reasons in the Roman army, 
of which detachment was only one, which might account for a soldier having died away 
from the fort at which his unit was stationed. To fi nd two or more examples of the 
same unit name at one location (as at Lancaster – see below) clearly strengthens the 
case for thinking that the unit was in garrison at that location, though such evidence 
is by no means conclusive.

There are other possible indicators of a unit’s presence at a particular fort, which need 
to be used with care. The size of the fort is one such. As Haverfi eld observed, in a 
paper on the provisioning of Roman forts (Haverfi eld, 1920, 129), ‘The space needed 
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for 1,000 men with horses (ala miliaria) naturally differed greatly from that needed for 
500 infantry (cohors quingenaria)’. These two examples are the extremes in numbers 
of personnel of the six different types of auxiliary unit present in Roman Britain in 
the fi rst, second and third centuries, and the differences between the space needed by 
two of the intermediate-sized units (say, an ala quingenaria and a cohors quingenaria 
equitata) are much less obvious. Attempts have been made in the past to use the 
numbers of barracks and stables required by each type of unit in order to deduce at 
least the type of unit involved. Richmond seems to have been the fi rst to attempt to do 
this (Richmond, 1955) and a table of this type of evidence was produced to illustrate 
a paper in connection with the Congress of Roman Frontier Studies in 1969 (Breeze 
and Dobson, 1974, 13). Maxfi eld (1986), in considering pre-Flavian forts and their 
garrisons, commented on the attempts by Richmond and by Breeze and Dobson, 
and added, ‘It is clear that attempts to correlate fort and garrison are fraught with 
problems, even within a period [i.e. Flavian and later] when the evidence is relatively 
good, when the unit types themselves had crystallized, when epigraphic evidence is 
widespread and when the use of stone in construction facilitates the retrieval and 
identifi cation of individual building plans’ (1986, 59). 
 
However, it was also clear at the time of Richmond’s paper, and remains true, fi rst, 
that few Roman forts have been suffi ciently completely excavated to enable a certain 
determination of the number of buildings to be made; and, second, that the sizes of 
barrack blocks vary, probably as a result of the use of differing blueprints by individual 
legions building them. This latter situation may well parallel the differing types of 
turrets, milecastles, and their doorways on Hadrian’s Wall, and may have resulted as 
much from a legion’s desire to express its unit pride and individuality as anything 
else. Further, even less is known about stables than barracks. From our point of view, 
these facts mean that it is unsafe to deduce the type of unit at a specifi c fort from data 
referring only to its size.
 
Another factor which may be used, with care, in the assessment of the size of units 
and therefore of the size of forts, is the nature of the unit’s commander. The soldiers 
of the auxilia of the Roman army garrisoning forts in Britain from the fi rst to the third 
centuries were organised into units of three different fi ghting capabilities – infantry 
(cohortes peditatae), cavalry (alae) and units containing troops of both kinds (cohortes 
eqitatae). All three are found in either of two sizes – nominally 500 strong (quingenaria) 
or 1,000 strong (milliaria). Both sizes of alae were normally commanded by prefects; 
so, too, were quingenary cohorts; milliary cohorts of both types were commanded by 
tribunes. The title praepositus is usually taken to mean an ad hoc commander, holding 
the post temporarily for any of a variety of reasons. 
 
We can add two further factors which emphasise the hazardous nature of deducing 
the type of unit in garrison from the size of the fort. One of these is the discovery 
(Hodgson and Bidwell, 2004, 131-136) that the paired rooms in certain barracks in 
some forts were not, as usually supposed, for living in one and sleeping in the other, 
but for living and sleeping in one and for stabling horses in the other.

The second point is less familiar. Much has been made of the granaries in Roman 
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forts. Reference has already been made to Haverfi eld’s seminal paper in this Society’s 
Transactions (Haverfi eld, 1920), prompted by a passage in Tacitus’ Agricola (ch.22) 
which states that Agricola, having chosen good sites for the forts he founded, 
provisioned them with enough supplies to last a year. This has almost always been 
taken to refer to grain; by contrast, little is ever said, as far as can be ascertained, about 
the necessity for storing food for something of the order of 500 horses, a fi gure which 
takes no account of remounts or draught animals. To quote one of the few sources 
which even mention this problem (Dixon and Southern, 1997, 215), ‘The problem of 
[hay] storage may one day be solved ... [but] at many Roman forts there are buildings 
of unknown purpose sometimes labelled ‘stores’ for want of any better description’. 
May not some of them be hay-barns or something similar? 
 
It should also be emphasised in connection with the size of forts that, while the idea 
of a single fort being occupied by a single army unit was perhaps the norm, there are 
plenty of occasions when the evidence suggests that less than a complete unit, or at 
least parts of more than one, were sometimes present. 

Unit names occasionally incorporate a reference to the name of the fort. An example is 
the numerus Sarmatarum Bremetennacensium named on an inscription from Ribchester 
(RIB 583 + add.); but care must be taken not to fall into a circular argument when 
using this type of evidence. Forts, however, are not named from the units stationed 
there. It has been convincingly shown (Rivet and Smith, 1979, 221) that the name 
Petrianis recorded for the Hadrian’s Wall fort of Stanwix is a ‘ghost’, and results from 
the process of copying documents.

The last of the types of evidence which we may treat with reasonable assurance is 
documentary as opposed to inscriptional. It is the Notitia Dignitatum. For our present 
purposes, we may regard this as a Roman army list of the fourth century. Precise 
details about the date of the document as a whole, and of the British section thereof, 
though much debated, do not here concern us. Many, though by no means all, of the 
units recorded against the names of their forts are of new types. They are numeri or 
cunei as against the earlier alae and cohortes. More importantly, the names attached to 
these unit types are often new. They are unit names not previously known, though the 
example from Ribchester quoted in the previous paragraph shows a unit known by the 
time of the inscription as a numerus, while other evidence of earlier date tells us of an 
ala Sarmatarum there. Provided our identifi cation of a fort name given in the Notitia 
is correct, we can safely name its fourth century garrison.

There are two other materials than stone (and wood) which carry inscriptions from 
the Roman period naming units: tile and lead. Tiles impressed with a stamp naming 
a unit might appear to be good evidence of the unit’s presence where they are found. 
However, though quite large, tiles are portable, unlike most stones bearing inscriptions, 
and may consequently be found at places other than those where they were used. 
More importantly, they were usually made, like most fi ctile material, where the least 
portable raw material – clay – was to be found. Thus, tiles stamped with the name 
of the ala Sebusiana have been found in Lancaster and at Quernmore (RIB 2465), 
a few miles away, at which latter site they were almost certainly made. They form a 
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useful corroboration of a unit name otherwise known, but would be unsafe as the sole 
evidence for the presence of that unit. Other examples of rural tileries are well known, 
and the presence at Manchester, for example, of tiles stamped for two units (RIB 2469 
and 2470.2 [vii]) not attested at that fort by inscriptions on stone shows that they 
must be used with caution. On the other hand, Swan (2008, 58-60) shows that careful 
analysis of tile stamps can yield extremely useful data relating to troop movements.

Lead, the second named material, was used for seals. These, no doubt, were most 
commonly used on items which were portable, so there is no means of knowing 
whether or not the fi nd-spot of such a seal is the place of origin or its destination. (The 
numerous lead sealings found at Brough-under-Stainmore are exceptional, and their 
possible relevance to the unit’s garrison is considered under that site below. The lead 
sealing bearing the inscription ALS, from Lancaster (RIB 2411.88), can be assigned 
to the ala Sebosiana only because that unit is otherwise attested there.)

Coverage – the sites

The area covered by this paper is basically Cumbria, but there are additions to this. 
First, the Lune Valley has always been treated, by courtesy, as part of the territory of 
this Society. Burrow-in-Lonsdale and Lancaster are therefore covered. In addition, 
the Lancashire forts of Ribchester and Kirkham are included. This is because, from 
the Ribble Valley southwards, there are no other Roman forts until well into Cheshire, 
with the exception of Manchester. (There are, in Lancashire, and sited on the main 
north-south road joining the estuaries of the Mersey and Ribble, three other sites of 
Roman activity whose precise status we do not know. Wilderspool, near Warrington, 
and Walton-le-Dale, near Preston, are apparently industrial complexes, and, while 
much is known about their layout and their products, their relationship to the Roman 
army is still a matter of speculation. Wigan, though much less explored than the other 
two, is probably of the same type.)

This gives us 33 forts, of which six are on Hadrian’s Wall and two are so-called ‘outpost 
forts’ to its north. (These forts are shown on Figure 1, and the numbers there assigned 
are used in the headings of the individual forts below.) The third of the western outpost 
forts, Birrens, is in Scotland, and is not considered here. Also not dealt with are the 
possible forts at Blennerhasset, near Wigton, and Cummersdale, south of Carlisle; 
and the two possible fortlets on Barrock Fell and at Wreay. Of the 33 forts, there are 
eight for which no information about the garrison seems to be available, not even such 
uncertain information as deductions about the type of garrison from fort size. These 
eight are: 30 Burrow-in-Lonsdale, 15 Burrow Walls, 18 Caermote, 32 Kirkham, 27 
Low Borrow Bridge, 17 Papcastle,2 21 Troutbeck and 29 Watercrook.

Throughout the remainder of this paper, references in the form ‘J.41’are to the paper 
by M. G. Jarrett mentioned at the outset. This means Jarrett, 1994, 41, and this form 
is also used where more convenient. Within each of the three sections which follow 
(ala forts, cohort forts and forts for which only late information is available) forts are 
dealt with in alphabetical order, with the name preceded by the number assigned to 
the fort on Figure 1.
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FIG. 1. Cumbria and North Lancashire Roman forts (not all contemporaneous).

Ala forts

1 Bowness-on-Solway

No garrison is recorded for this, the terminal fort of Hadrian’s Wall, but the computed 
area of 2.3ha. (5.75 acres) (Breeze, 2006a, 368) would suggest provision for an ala or 
a cohors equitata milliaria. Two mid-third century inscriptions (RIB 2057, 2058) record 
a unit (un-named) commanded by a tribune, suggesting the latter possibility.

11 Carlisle

The full title of the unit recorded on RIB 957 is ala Augusta Gallorum Petriana bis 
torquata milliaria c.R. (J.38), but when this inscription was erected only a single torque 
had been awarded. The second was awarded late in the reign of Trajan, so the unit was 
at Carlisle at latest by some time earlier in the reign of Trajan. It may have been the 
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garrison at the time of the foundation of the fort under Vespasian, though Swan (2008, 
51n11) states that the fi rst fort at Carlisle (founded in 72/3), the second (built in 83/4) 
and the third (built 104/5) all had different garrisons. She also takes issue with the 
standard view, that the ala Petriana was transferred from Carlisle to the Hadrian’s Wall 
fort of Stanwix, across the Eden, at the time of the addition of forts to the Wall. Swan 
states (2008, 58n53) that the Carlisle fort was ‘almost certainly not large enough for 
an ala milliaria’, and that ‘Stanwix was not enlarged to accommodate the ala until 
c.165’. RIB 957 is explained as coming from an extra-mural temple area, and having 
been dedicated by a prefect of the ala Petriana when not in residence with his unit 
at Carlisle. The ala Petriana itself is placed possibly at Old Penrith (q.v.) between its 
departure from Corbridge and its arrival at Stanwix .

A writing tablet from Carlisle of probable Agricolan date, which records the ala 
Gallorum Sebosiana (Tomlin, 1992, 153), probably indicates that this unit was Carlisle’s 
second garrison.

RIB 946, which was found in Carlisle, is a somewhat problematic dedication by a prefect 
of the ala Augusta ob virtutem appellata, and is assumed by Jarrett (J.40) to relate to the 
reign of Commodus, at the time when that unit was at Old Carlisle. This stone came 
from the same temple area as RIB 957. (The suggestion in Swan, 2008, 59n53 that the 
ala Augusta is ‘well attested at Old Penrith’ is presumably a slip for Old Carlisle.)

The question of the identity of Carlisle’s Roman garrisons has now been considered in 
detail in the light of the results from the Millennium Project Excavations (Zant, 2009, 
435-443). In terms of auxiliary units, the conclusions do not differ signifi cantly from 
those summarised above, though the presence of lead seals is perhaps given rather too 
much weight. Zant, however, considers ‘That the early third-century stone installation 
... was garrisoned by legionaries during the fi rst half of the third century is amply 
demonstrated ...’ (Zant, 2009, 442).

10 Kirkbride

The fort at the western end of the Stanegate is thought to have been c.2.02 ha 
(5 acres) in extent, a size which would be consistent with its occupation by an ala.

31 Lancaster

There is more information relating to the garrison of this fort than to most. RIB 
606 + add., found in 1772, was a tombstone of a trooper of, almost certainly, an ala 
Augusta. This is probably true also of the trooper whose tombstone was found in 
2005 (Tomlin and Hassall, 2006, 468-472). It is there noted (n13, with refs.) that the 
identifi cation of the ala Augusta on RIB 606 has been debated, but that the ala Augusta 
ob virtutem appellata is the most likely identifi cation. The honorifi c nature of its title is 
thought be a later development from an ethnic or personal original (see now, for the 
2005 stone, RIB 3185, Holder, 2009). Both the tombstones concerned are probably 
of fi rst century date, and both relate to soldiers originating among the Treveri. It is 
reasonably certain, therefore, that an early garrison, if not the fi rst, at Lancaster was 
an ala Augusta, even if the precise identifi cation among three or four possibilities is 
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not certain. Tomlin and Hassall (2006, 472, n13) note that the ala Augusta Vocontiorum 
recruited Treveri, including at least one prefect, but that that unit was unlikely to have 
been in Britain as early as the fi rst century. (J.40, 41, 45.)

The other unit certainly known to have been in garrison at Lancaster is the ala 
Gallorum Sebosiana, which we have seen was probably at Carlisle in the fi rst century. 
The Lancaster attestation (RIB 605 + add.) records the rebuilding of a bath-house in 
262-266. Tiles manufactured at Quernmore, three miles (5km) south-east of the fort, 
were stamped for this unit (RIB 2465.1) and have also been found in the fort (RIB 
2465.2). Both the tiles and the stone recording the reconstruction of the bath-house 
used the form Sebusiana for the unit’s name. In these circumstances, the discovery 
of a lead sealing (RIB 2411.88) is of greater signifi cance than an isolated such fi nd. 
Already discussed above (p.120) is the altar from Weardale dedicated by a prefect of 
this unit. Despite Jarrett’s hint (J.42) that Binchester ‘was probably large enough for 
an ala’, it seems more likely that the man concerned was the prefect of the Lancaster 
unit.

An altar (RIB 601 + add.) found in Halton churchyard, some 3¼ miles (5km) upriver 
from Lancaster, was dedicated by the commander (praepositus) and men (milites) of a 
numerus barcariorum. Shotter (1973) quoted Isidore of Seville to show that the boats 
of this unit were small, somewhat of the type called lighters. Whether or not the unit 
was brigaded with an ala at Lancaster in the third century, the date suggested for the 
altar on grounds of lettering, there would certainly have been plenty of room for them 
in the ‘Saxon Shore’ type fort at Lancaster in the fourth, if the length of a side was 
indeed 600 feet. Shotter further suggested that, redeployed in the fourth century (it 
should be noted that they were, as the inscription says, milites), they were involved in 
the defence of the west coast by Theodosius. Quite how this would square with the 
use of the barcarii in ‘upstream operations as well, keeping open a vital link through 
Romanized territory’ (Shotter, 1973, 209), in terms both of what they would do and 
how appropriate their vessels would be for it, is not clear. Jarrett (1994, 70) notes 
‘there is no evidence for or against [Shotter’s] suggestions’. One possible answer to 
the question of why the altar was found at Halton is that it was dedicated in a riverside 
shrine or temple.

19 Old Carlisle

We have already come across the sole unit attested with certainty at this fort. This is 
the ala Augusta ob virtutem appellata. It would fi t the available evidence if this were the 
ala Augusta recorded at Lancaster (see above); the unit was a Hadrianic, probably the 
original, garrison of Chesters and is then recorded at Old Carlisle in 188 (RIB 893); 
fi ve further inscriptions (RIB 890, 894, 895, 897, 907) take its stay there down to 242 
(J.40). Of these six, three have the full title, three do not.

If Maglone in the Notitia Dignitatum is correctly identifi ed with this fort, the garrison 
at that time was the numerus Solensium, a name which seems to be unexplained (J.72). 
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33 Ribchester

RIB 586 is usually taken to mean that ala II Asturum was the garrison here in the 
second century. The present writer has pointed out (2000, 88) that the numeral of the 
unit on this inscription is little more than conjecture, and was not assigned to it until 
1824, although Camden had recorded the stone in the village in 1603, when he made 
no mention of a numeral. II Asturum was at Chesters from late in the second century 
through at least to the date of the compilation of the Notitia Dignitatum (J.39). This 
possible move, of course, would fi t very well with the presumed date of arrival of the 
Sarmatians at Ribchester. 

Ala I Sarmatarum occurs on two undated inscriptions (RIB 594, 595). In the case of 
the former, RIB states that it was assigned to Ribchester by Camden only because of 
the mention of ala Sarmatarum. In fact, in the 1607 edition of Britannia, the discovery 
of the stone at Ribchester is stated unequivocally (Edwards, 2000, 90). RIB 595, a lost 
Reiter tombstone recorded by Thomas Braithwaite, husband to Camden’s cousin, was 
a rare example in which the rider travelled from right to left. It is presumed that the 
numerus equitum Sarmatarum Bremetennacensium of RIB 583 + add. (dated probably to 
241 (Edwards, 2000, 87)) and the cuneus Sarmatarum of the Notitia Dignitatum (J.43) 
are the direct successors of the ala, and that the new titles refl ect new organisation 
rather than new units. The Sarmatians are presumed to have been part of the 5,500 
sent to Britain in 175 (Dio LXIII, 16), although no trace of the remainder is known 
elsewhere in Britain, unless a Reiter tombstone at Chester with scale armour covering 
horse and rider alike (Wright and Richmond, 1955, No.98; RIB 550), is of a Samatian, 
as has been suggested on the basis of its similarity to the manner of depicting such 
armour on Trajan’s Column. 

4 Stanwix

This fort, as already mentioned, was home to the ala Petriana, which may have 
moved there across the Eden from Carlisle at the time of the addition of forts to 
Hadrian’s Wall, though the doubts about this scenario, mentioned under Carlisle, 
should be noted. No inscription attests its presence there; the three factors of fort size 
(3.96ha. (9.79 acres)) (Breeze, 2006a, 342), the status of the ala as the sole milliary 
ala in Britain (the only type of unit which would need so large a fort), and the presence 
of the unit assigned to this fort in the Notitia, combine to make its presence there 
certain. The Reiter tombstone of a signifer of this unit at Hexham (RIB 1172) is taken 
to mean that the unit was at Corbridge in the fi rst century. For consideration of the 
question of whether or not the commander of this unit in some way commanded the 
troops on the Wall, see Edwards (2009).

Cohort forts

26 Ambleside

RIB 755, an inscription recorded by Thomas Machell c.1690, is undecipherable, but 
includes ‘CHO’, which may indicate that it recorded a cohort.
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13 Beckfoot

RIB 880 records a prefect of cohors II Pannoniorum. The cohort number is restored 
on the basis that only cohors II is otherwise attested in Britain (J.65). The inscription 
was ‘tentatively assigned to the Hadrianic-Antonine period on stylistic grounds by 
Collingwood’ (1936, 83).

9 Bewcastle

An inscription recorded by Hutchinson and now lost (RIB 991) records cohors I 
Dacorum, without the title Aelia, and this unit may have been the Hadrianic garrison. 
It had moved to Birdoswald by the early third century. Jarrett (1994, 46) records 
evidence that the cohort was milliary from around the middle of the second century. 
R.P. Wright, in RIB, states that ‘Bewcastle later [than the Hadrianic period] held a 
milliary cohort’, so this could have been cohors I Dacorum in the second half of the 
second century. 

6 Birdoswald

This site has produced at least 29 inscriptions naming cohors I Aelia Dacorum. The 
earliest of these (RIB 1909) dates from 205-208; the remainder, where dateable, cover 
much of the rest of the third century, the latest being from 276-282 (JRS 51 (1961), 
194, No.12) (J.45-46). The unit seems to have remained in garrison at least until the 
compilation of the relevant section of the Notitia Dignitatum. The inscriptions referred 
to, in addition to those just cited, are: RIB 1872, 1874-1894, 1896, 1898, 1904, 1914 
and 1921. RIB 1909, the earliest to mention cohors I Aelia Dacorum, couples with 
that unit cohors I Thracum c.R. in the building of a granary. It is not known where this 
latter unit, not otherwise attested, was in garrison. Jarrett also points out (J.46) that an 
Antonine inscription from Lambaesis (Algeria) records cohors I Aelia Dacorum as being 
milliary, for which there is no other evidence, though the third-century commanders 
at Birdoswald were tribunes rather than prefects.

An altar to Silvanus (RIB 1905) was erected by the Venatores Banniesses. At the 
date of publication of RIB, Banna was thought to have been Bewcastle, rather than 
Birdoswald, as is now considered to be the case. It is not known whether these hunters 
were civilian or military, though, even if the latter, they presumably did not constitute 
a unit. RIB cites legionary venatores, ‘who hunted for wild animals to form a food-
supply’. Perhaps, particularly in view of the god to whom the altar is dedicated, we 
might envisage a garrison hunting club.
12 Brampton, Old Church

At 1.5ha (3.7 acres), this is presumably a suitable size for a quingenary cohort.

22 Brougham

RIB 792 is an altar dedicated by a princeps of ‘C I V’, which has been restored to 
refer to cohors I Vangionum mill. eq. Deductions from this, if indeed it is correct, are 
diffi cult. Speidel (1981, 11) has shown that ‘princeps can mean the commander of a 
detachment’, and it has been therefore concluded that only part of cohors I Vangionum 
was at Brougham. This inscription is not dated, but Jarrett (1994, 50), who does not 
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cite Speidel, says that, in view of the known later history of the unit (assuming the 
attribution to be correct), it should indicate the garrison at Brougham in the earlier 
Antonine period. The reasoning here is that the unit was at Benwell in the late Antonine 
period, and, from the time of Severus at latest, at Risingham. However, the fact that 
the unit’s commander at Benwell (RIB 1328) was a prefect might suggest that only 
part of the unit was there, too. It is therefore possible, and no more, that two parts of 
this unit were simultaneously at Benwell and Brougham, one commanded by a prefect 
and the other by a princeps. 
 
As an antidote to this fl urry of speculation, it should be noted that Fitzpatrick (2006, 
432-433) rejects consideration of this inscription altogether on the grounds that its 
fi nd-spot was Clifton rather than Brougham. He also rejects RIB 782, on the basis of 
its uncertain provenance, and is equivocal about RIB 783. The former, which records 
a military tribune of Leg VIII Aug., is quoted by Bidwell and Hodgson (2009, 64, 
(where it is cited in error as RIB 872)), but, even if it came from Brougham there are 
alternative explanations to its indicating a legionary vexillation as the garrison. Speidel 
further discredits RIB 792, ‘[which] yields little for our study’, saying (1981, 13n28) 
by implication that C I V is parallel to P D V on RIB 1421 (Milecastle 19) and that 
‘the mention of an offi cer’s rank without his name is just as odd as if P D V were his 
name without a rank’, although, of course, Subrius Apollinaris is named on RIB 792.

A new discovery, reported by Bidwell and Hodgson (2009, 65), is a drawing in a College 
of Arms MS for William Dugdale of a stone recording cohors III Bracaraugustanorum.

RIB 780 records the numerus equitum Stratonicianorum, not otherwise known and 
‘presumably raised at one or other of the eastern cities called Stratonicaea’. Jarrett 
(J. 69) suggests the third century, Fitzpatrick (2006, 433) the later second century or 
early third century.

3 Burgh-by-Sands 

Jarrett (1994, 46) calls the record in RIB 2041 ‘a poor copy’, which is less than just. 
It is nevertheless true that the style of the lettering cannot be used to date this stone. 
The use of the formula cui praeest without abbreviation is cited to suggest the second 
century rather than the third for this record of cohors I Nervana.

The numerus Maurorum Aureleianorum is recorded on a stone (RIB 2042, like 2041 
from Beaumont). As in the case of the stone from Brougham just discussed, one of the 
two persons named in this inscription has the title princeps. It will be as well to quote 
Speidel’s interpretation (1981, 12) of the inscription, which is itself quoted fi rst in 
order to make the interpretation clearer:

[I(ovi) O(ptimo) M(aximo)/e]t Numinibus Augg(ustorum) G(enio) n(umeri)/Maurorum 
Aur(elianorum) Valer/iani Gallie/ni q(uorum) c(uram) a(git) Fl(avius)/Vibianus trib(unus) coh(ortis)/
[p(rae)]p(ositus) n(umeri) s(upra)s(cripti) i(n)st/[a]nte Jul(io) R/ufi no principe. (It should be noted 
that the reading given here is Speidel’s, silently altered from that of RIB. In ll.5-6, where RIB reads 
Gallie/niq(ue) Cae(lius), Speidel has Gallie/ni q(uorum) c(uram) a(git) Fl(avius), thereby changing 
Caelius Vibianus to Flavius Vibianus.) 
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Speidel’s explanation reads as follows: ‘The true commander (praepositus) of this 
unit of Moors was at the same time tribune of a cohort, hence he may have given 
Iulius Rufi nus an ad hoc command over the Moors together with the title princeps. 
Alternatively, Rufi nus could have been the regular administrative princeps of the Moors 
and might have functioned as ad hoc commander over his unit when the tribune was 
away with the cohort. By contrast, if Rufi nus was the princeps of the cohort [i.e. its 
regular ‘head of day-to-day operations’; perhaps we might think of ‘adjutant’- BJNE] 
it is hard to see why he should join in a dedication to the Genius of the Moors’.

The unit titles date the inscription to 253-258; it was still at Burgh at the time of the 
Notitia Dignitatum.

Finally, in relation to this site, certainly named Aballava, attention should be drawn to 
two inscriptions apparently from Papcastle (RIB 882, 883) which refer to the cuneus 
Frisionum Aballavensium. No really convincing explanation has been offered for these.

5 Castlesteads

Two altars naming cohors IV Gallorum (RIB 1979, 1980) come from this site. They 
have been attributed to the time of Hadrian, but Jarrett (1994, 60) gives reasons for 
caution, and suggests the possibility of the unit’s being here in the second half of the 
third century. Another third-century garrison at Castlesteads was cohors II Tungrorum. 
RIB 1981-1983, 1999 constitute the evidence. Eric Birley’s suggestion that only part 
of the unit was there, quoted by Jarrett (1994, 50) without enthusiasm, may just 
explain this situation.

2 Drumburgh

Three inscriptions (RIB 2051-2053) are listed under this site by RIB. Two mention 
only cohort numbers (VII and VIII) and the third a distance measured in feet. They 
seem much more likely to have come from the curtain of the Wall, and are not evidence 
of the fort’s garrison.

25 Hardknott

Fragments of a rather handsome building inscription were found during conservation 
work at this site in 1964, just before RIB was published, but missing its closing date 
by some ten years. The inscription was reconstructed by R. P. Wright, and published 
in these Transactions (Wright, 1965). It recorded the names and titles of Hadrian 
including his third consulship and is therefore dated to 119-138. Other titles which 
might have narrowed the date bracket were not preserved. (See now RIB 3219, where 
it is suggested that the date could be narrowed to 117-127.) The unit concerned 
was a cohors Delmatarum, and, although parts of only two digits of its number were 
recovered, the exigencies of the layout of the inscription as restored led Wright to 
postulate IIII as the cohort number.

14 Maryport

This is not the place to enter into, or even to attempt to summarise, the complex issues 
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which have been raised in the consideration of the Roman garrisons of Maryport. 
It was an early study of Michael Jarrett, starting with a paper in these Transactions 
(Jarrett, 1965), and continuing through several other publications. The matter has 
been thoroughly reviewed by Breeze (1997), where full references are given. Suffi ce 
it now to say, for the sake of completeness, that the units concerned were cohors I 
Hispanorum, cohors I Delmatarum and cohors I Baetasiorum.

16 Moresby

Two units are attested at this site by undated inscriptions. They are cohors II Lingonum 
(RIB 798, 800) and cohors II Thracum (RIB 797, 803, 804). The fact that these last 
three inscriptions are probably dated to the third century on the grounds of the style 
of their lettering tends to support the identifi cation of this site as the Gabrosentum of 
the Notitia Dignitatum, where cohors II Thracum is recorded (J. 62, 67, Rivet and Smith, 
1979, 220). 

8 Netherby

Six inscriptions either dated to, or attributable to, the third century from this site 
record cohors I Aelia Hispanorum (RIB 968, 976-980; J. 47). There was uncertainty 
as to how many cohorts with the title I Hispanorum may have existed, and which of 
them was in Britain. This situation has now been resolved, for which see Roxan, 1993, 
No.184, and Roxan and Holder, 2003, Nos. 293, 294.

RIB 966 is a dedication to the god Cocidius by a tribune of cohors I Nervana. Although 
recorded at Netherby in the eighteenth century, doubt has been expressed as to 
whether or not it came from this site. We have already seen that this unit was at Burgh-
by-Sands, possibly in the second century, and that the early third-century garrison 
of Netherby was cohors I Aelia Hispanorum. Apart from the lack of a record of the 
discovery of the inscription, it has been suggested that the stone used was not that 
usually used at Netherby, that Cocidius was offi cially worshipped at Bewcastle and 
that the inscription may have come from that site. Counters to these points are recited 
in Roman Inscriptions in Britain. Jarrett (1994, 46) suggests that it may be a personal 
dedication by the tribune rather than one on behalf of his unit, and therefore does not 
necessarily indicate the presence of a new unit at Netherby.

7 Nether Denton

This Stanegate fort has been little explored. Excavations before the Second World 
War suggested a fort of up to 1.21ha. (3 acres). More recently, aerial photography 
has identifi ed an enclosure of 3.28ha. (over 8 acres) (Breeze, 2006a, 453), but the 
relationship of these two is not known. Whatever the case, a cohort is the most likely 
garrison.

20 Old Penrith

Two of the four inscriptions of cohors II Gallorum from this site are dated to the fi rst 
half of the third century (RIB 915, 929 + add.). The other two (RIB 916, 917) are 
not dated.
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Swan (2008, 59n53) suggests that in the Trajanic period the ala Petriana may have 
been at this fort, citing RIB 936 (recte 935), part of the tombstone of an emeritus of this 
unit, recorded by Camden prior to 1600. The presence of legionaries has also been 
suggested on the basis of RIB 940, noted by Bishop Nicolson in 1688, which appears 
to record work on an aqueduct by a vexillation of Leg. XX Valeria Victrix .
 
In addition, there is interesting evidence of the presence here of Germans. RIB 920, 
seen by Camden c.1609 at Lowther Castle, is not certainly from this site; Brougham 
has been suggested; but in view of (a) its dedication to the Mother Goddesses from 
overseas, also found on RIB 919, which is certainly from Old Penrith, and (b) its 
dedication, specifi cally stated, by Germans (the Marsacii of RIB 919 were ‘a German 
tribe living in Zeeland at the mouth of the Rhine’), Old Penrith seems much more likely, 
though it is slightly further away (from Lowther) than Brougham. It is also interesting 
that both inscriptions use the word vexillatio, usually translated as ‘detachment’, rather 
than a more specifi c military unit title. Add to this the evidence of RIB 926, an altar 
dedicated by six men with German names, who belonged to a vexillatio the name of 
which began with MA, and the Germans begin to assume an importance in the history 
of Old Penrith.

24 Ravenglass

Although caution has been recommended in associating lead sealings with unit 
garrisons, the fi nding here of a sealing of cohors I Aelia classica (RIB 2411.94) does fi t 
temptingly with the assignment of that unit in the Notitia Dignitatum to Tunnocelum, 
which must surely be on the Cumbrian coast, and might just be Ravenglass, though 
if the element – ocelum means ‘headland’ (Rivet and Smith, 1979, 381) Ravenglass is 
hardly appropriate. After all, the sealing might have been the result of transference of 
goods from the unknown site of (I)tunocelum to Ravenglass. It must be said, however, 
that the discovery on the shore of a diploma issued to a veteran of cohors I Aelia classica 
(Britannia 26 (1995), 390) does not make the situation any clearer.

Forts with evidence only of numeri in garrison 

‘[N]umerus is not a title like ala or cohort; it denotes a unit but not one of standard size 
or organisation’ (Southern, 1989, 81). Southern also shows that the term was in use 
at least from the Flavian period, but our acquaintance with it in this region is usually 
derived from the Notitia Dignitatum. Note, however, the numerus Maurorum at Burgh-
by-Sands (3, above) from the mid third century). 

28 Brough-under-Stainmore

The Notitia Dignitatum names the numerus directorum at Verteris, which is safely identifi ed 
with this site from the evidence of the Antonine Itinerary. The most remarkable 
feature of this site is the discovery there of many lead sealings. They were discussed 
by Richmond (1936), who pointed out that the discoveries were exceptional in that 
the sealings were revealed by erosion of a waste-heap (which he likened to the Monte 
Testaccio, the great heap of amphora sherds in south-western Rome), combined with 
the fact that, as he put it (1936, 116), ‘the sealings were only noted because the lead 
had a market-value in a remote Westmorland village’. (‘They were once so common as 

tcwaas_003_2010_vol10_0011



 ROMAN GARRISONS IN NORTH-WEST ENGLAND 133

to sell at one penny a dozen’ – Richmond, 1936, 105.) The exceptional nature of the 
fi nds is further indicated by the fact that over 60% of the 189 lead sealings listed in 
RIB 2411 derive from this site. 

Richmond made interesting deductions from the collection, but they do not constitute 
evidence of the fort’s garrison. Nevertheless, Jarrett (J.67) did say that ‘[Sealings 
of cohors VII Thracum] constitute some 50% of the sealings available to Richmond 
which named units [and] this high proportion suggests the possibility that cohors 
VII Thracum was the third-century garrison of Brough’. The reasoning behind this 
‘suggestion of a possibility’ is obscure. Given that the material eroded out by the 
Swindale Beck3 included seals from many units and other branches of offi cialdom 
which had been ‘thrown away after use’ (Richmond, 1936, 105), and therefore had 
arrived at Brough from many sources, one could almost say that the preponderance 
of sealings of cohors VII Thracum was evidence that, wherever it was in garrison, it was 
not at Brough. That it was somewhere in north-west England is, on the other hand, 
highly probable. Jarrett himself quotes the evidence of the 178 diploma to show that 
the cohort was equitata, and comments (J.67) that ‘it is diffi cult to believe that it could 
have been accommodated in the known fort at Brough’. Bidwell and Hodgson (2009, 
61-62) state that ‘lead sealings often name the units at the forts where they are found, 
presumably because they sometimes served as address labels for consignments sent 
to the fort from elsewhere ...’; but they also say, of sealings of cohors II Nerviorum that 

FIG. 2. Brough-under-Stainmore castle and fort.
The medieval castle, occupying the north end of the fort-platform, is seen against a setting sun.

 In the foreground is the Swindale Beck which eroded the bluff below the castle and produced the 
exceptional collection of lead sealings. 
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they ‘seem [to have been] used to mark the origin of a consignment’, which is rather 
an example of having things both ways.

23 Kirkby Thore

RIB 764 was recorded by Thomas Machell in the seventeenth century, and includes 
the letters N.M.S.S., which were expanded by Mommsen as numerus militum Syrorum 
sagittariorum, which was little more than a guess rendered more probable by the fact 
that many, though not all, of the archers in the Roman army came from Syria. RIB 
765 appears to record an ala, if we can trust Machell’s record., and the existence of 
three Reiter tombstones of which parts were recorded by Bruce (1875, Nos. 754-756) 
accords well with this, as does an interesting inscription from North Africa, quoted 
by Bidwell and Hodgson (2009, 62). The Notitia Dignitatum assigns merely a numerus 
defensorum to this fort; Jarrett (J.72) says curtly of this assignation, ‘the title is an 
obvious one’. 

Notes
1. RIB throughout the text refers to Collingwood and Wright, Roman Inscriptions of Britain,  Vol. I, 1965 

(as far as 2400), from 2401-2505 to Collingwood and Wright Roman Inscriptions of Britain Vol II, 
1990-1995, and from 3001 to Tomlin, Wright and Hassall, Roman Inscriptions of Britain Vol III, 2009. 
References in the form RIB [number] + add. indicate the Addenda and Corrigenda in the 1995 reprint 
of Collingwood and Wright, 1965.

2. The discovery of six unstratifi ed (and therefore undated) lead sealings of ala 1 Tungrorum (Britannia 36, 
2005, 487-489, Nos 22-27) does not, as previously said, constitute decisive evidence of the garrison.

3. Richmond (1936,105) described the source of these sealings as ‘the Augill stream-bed, which runs 
below the fort-site’. The stream at this point, however, is the Swindale Beck. This rises about 3½ miles 
north east of the Castle and fort, very close to the watershed with the Lune drainage, which runs into the 
Tees. The Augill Beck rises about 2½ miles east-north-east of the castle and fort, and joins the Swindale 
beck just above the bluff on which the site stands. The Swindale Beck then runs a further 1½ miles 
south-west to join the Eden just above Great Musgrave.

Cranmere Avenue, M19 3FR   
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