
Observations on the Altar and Inscription found at Tynemouth in the 
year 1781, by M r . T hom as H o d g s o n .

A s  the illustration of the ancient state and history of these N orthern 
Counties forms one of the leading objects of this Society, the following 
observations suggested by  a consideration o f some Roman remains 
found in this neighbourhood, m ay perhaps not be considered irrelevant, 
though their discovery is n e t of recent date. T he remains to which I  
allude ace the A ltar and T ablet, which forty years ago were found 
about six -feet underground, on the north  side of Tynem outh Castle, 
where they had been buried as foundation stones of some of the ancient 
buildings or churches. T hey  were com municated soon after their dis
covery to the Society of Antiquaries of London, by  their Secretary, 
the Rev. Jo hn  Brand, and figures of them, with .explanations by M r. 
Brand, were published in the eighth volume of the ArchaeoLogia*. 
T h ey  were also published by  M r. G ough, in his edition of Cam den's 
B ritannia.f The inscription on the altar is,
Jovi optimo maximo, JElius Rufus, prafeclus Cohorlis 2uarta Lingonum.

T he inscription on the tablet is not so easily defined, the two first 
lines having been so injured that it is difficult to ascertain what they 
have been. T he figures given by M r. Brand and M r. Gough, though 
taken nearly about the same time, differ exceedingly; but as the 
stones themselves are now in the possession of the Society of A ntiqua-

* PI. xxi. p. 326. fig. 1, 2, 3, 4.
•j- Vol. iii. pi. xxii. fig. 14, 15. ed. 1789.’



rie’s, if is not in ofdr power, b y  a  personal inspection, to  ascertain which 
is most correct. M r. Brand’s' was probably taken on the' spot, soon 
after their first discovery,- when they m ight possibly be in a  more per
fect state than  when seen by M r. G ough, and m ay therefore perhaps 
be more to be depended on. As he has given it, the inscription seems 
tolerably legible, though it is not easy to’ ascertain the exact meaning. 
W ith the explanation he has given I  cannot wholly agree*; but it is 
not necessary for m y present purpose to ascertain it with m inute ac
curacy ; it is sufficient for tha t purpose to  know, that it evidently 
records the  erection of a tem ple and some other public works, by  a 
person named Maximinus.

T he fact of the erection of such works being thus clearly proved, 
the question natu rally  arises— at what place did this erection take 
place? T he answer is apparently obvious, tha t no doubt it m ust have 
been very near the spot where the stones were found. But as there 
is no record of a station having ever been at this place, and especially 
as no nam e has been handed down to us, which can be applied to it, 
it  has been denied by m any that the Romans had any station or esta
blishment at Tynem outh. A m ongst those writers who support such an 
opinion, appears to be M r. GoUgb, who suggests,* that the stones in 
question might, perhaps, have been brought from South Shields, w here 
undoubtedly there has been a station, and used as foundation stones- 
in the building of the first Christian church a t this place. B ut the futi
lity  of this opinion must be apparent to every one .at all acquainted with 
the topography of the s itu a tio n ; for it can scarcely be believed that 
the builders of that church would take the trouble of bringing founda
tion stones a distance of at least a mile, and across a wide river, when 
stones of all sizes could be had in such abundance close at hand. I t  
is much more probable that they found them  on the spot, and witli 
the other remains of the tem ple, &c. used them in the building of their 
church. I t  is indeed a m atter of g reat surprise to m e, that any doubt

* Camd. vol. iii. p. 235.



should ever have arisen on the subject; for independent of the fact th a t 
these inscriptions have been found at Tynem outh , it requires, I  th ink, 
bu t a very slight knowledge of m ilitary affairs to convince us that the 
Romans must have m aihtained a fort, or post of some sort, on the 
north  side' of the mouth of the Tyne. T he district of country from the  
T yne to the Solway Frith  was, we know, considered of the utm ost 
im portance by the Romans. I t  was here they erected the bulwarks of 
their empire in Britain, against the invasions of their northern neigh
bours ; and in this district m aintained m ore numerous forts and garri
sons than in any other part. T o  supply, to succour in case of need, 
and to preserve the com munication with, these forts, m ust have been 
objects of prim ary im portance in their eyes. Can we therefore sup
pose that they would fail to occupy a. river like the T yne, which 
afforded them such extrem e facilities for the purposes in question ? or 
that they would not take every precaution, by  the erection of forts, &c. 
to prevent the possession of the river being wrested from them r* 
T h at they had a post at South Shields is quite certain, but, I  think, it 
can scarcely be maintained that that fort alone would afford them  the 
adequate security. Is it at all probable, I  would ask, that they would 
erect a fort upon a comparatively low point of land, easily accessible 
on every side, and situated so far behind another, that the approach of 
an enemy by sea from the north, could not be observed until they 
were close upon themj and leave unoccupied a prom ontory fortified 
almost by nature, and com manding a view of the coast as far as the 
eye can reach ? I t  is impossible to believe i t ; indeed, it is, I  think, self- 
evident, that if they considered the fortifying of the point on the south 
side of the mouth of the T yne, necessary for their security, they must

* As for obvious reasons they could not retain similar possession of the Solway Frith, 
being in fact obliged from its great extent and its separation from their other positions, 
to abandon the whole of the north shore of that estuary to their enemy, the secure posses
sion of the Tyne became consequently of greater consequence to them. Besides it was. 
from the east coast that their supplies would naturally come.



have felt the fortifying of the point on the north  side of infinitely more 
im portance.

O f two of the three barriers, or pratentura, erected by the Romans 
across this isthmus, we have positive evidence tha t two of them  did 
no t extend as far as Tynem outh ; b u t what reason have we to suppose 
tha t the chain of forts drawn by  A gricola across the island, m ight not 
extend so far ? and that those at the eastern extrem ity m ight not be 
maintained even after the building of the walls of H adrian  and Seve
rus r* T hough those walls term inated, the one at Newcastle and the 
other at W allsend, we must not thence conclude that the country  be
tween such terminations and the sea, was left unoccupied b y  the Ro
mans. T h e  cause of their being term inated before reaching the sea, 
I  conceive to have been, that the depth and breadth of the river were 
then deemed a sufiicient protection against the sudden inroads of the 
enemy. T he motive for extending the wall of Severus beyond that of 
H adrian, was no doubt to secure the last place on the river where it 
could by  possibility be forded. Beyond this point a wall was no longer 
necessary; bu t to leave the country east of it unoccupied, would have 
been to expose unnecessarily their sea flank, to render it liable to be 
turned, and thus their immense fortifications, erected with such g reat 
labour and expensej rendered useless. Besides, what is there to make us 

. believe that the Romans should confine themselves on this point more 
closely to the wall than they did on others,-—on this point where the 
w ant of a wall rendered precaution and vigilance more necessary ? 
W e find, moreover, from the numbers of stations occupied by them  on 
the sea coast at the west end of the wall, tha t the security of that sea 
flank was an  object of the greatest im portance to them, even though

* Mr. Horsley seems to think, that after the building of the wall of Severus, the station- 
at South Shields was abandoned—an opinion for which I cannot see much reason. If it 
ever was abandoned, it was in all probability owing to finding that the security afforded by 
the station at Tynemouth, rendered the other no longer necessary. The abandonment: of 
that station would, however, increase the importance of the one at Tynemouth..



th e  wall did there reach to the very edge o f the  sea,— why therefore 
are we to conclude, tha t the security of the east coast was. not also an 
object of the  first im portance to them, or th a t  they would neglect it* ? 
B ut th a t they did extend their com m unications beyond the station a t 
Wallsendy is a fac t of which, fortunately , m ore convincing proofs than 
mere conjecture evince the tru th . A t Chirton, m ay yet be traced th e  
form of a  Roman station, known b y  the nam e of Blake Chesters—a 
nam e sufficiently expressive of its origin. In  th e  neighbouring fields 
too coins have been found at. various tim es; and I am told b y  good 
authority , that several squares and oblongs, extending from W est Chir
ton to Tynem outh, m ay y et be traced. Supported by these facts, the 
conjecture of a  fort having existed at Tynem outh , amounts almost to 
certainty*

I f  we are satisfied of the existence of a  Roman fort or station at 
Tynemouth', there can be no uncertain ty  respecting the troops by 
which it was garrisoned* since the inscription on the altar satisfactorily 
proves that the- Cohors quarto. Lingonum was stationed here. This is 
the only inscription hitherto discovered in this island, in which the 
nam e of this cohort is found, nor is there any other record of its p re
sence in Britain. T he nam e of the Cohors secunda Lingonum occurs 
in inscriptions a t  M oresby in Cum berland, a t Lanchester, and, as M r. 
H orsley thinks, at Ilk ley  in Yorkshire. Now it is very remarkable, 
tha t neither the Cohors secunda, nor the Cohors quarta, L in g o n u m , are 
m entioned in the Notitiw, bu t in th a t curious record there occur the 
names of the Cohors secunda, and the Cohors quarta, L e rg o ru m . This 
circumstance has given rise to a doubt in m y mind, which, if well 
founded, w ill be found of some im portance to a correct knowledge of 
the geography of this part of Roman Britain. For it is further worthy 
of rem ark, that these two cohorts Lergorum have never yet been found

* The secure possession, which the occupation of the points of land at the mouth of the 
Tyne, gave them of the country to the south, was no doubt one reason why they found it 
unnecessary to occupy so many stations on the east, as on the west coast.



mentioned in any inscription discovered in Britain, So tha t the cohorts 
Lingonum occur in inscriptions, and not in the Notitia, and the cohorts 
Lergorum in the Notitia, and not in inscriptions. I  am hence strongly 
inclined to suspect, that some of the early  transcribers pr printers of the 
Notitia have, made a mistake, and pot Lergorum, for Lingonum. A nd 
that the orthography of the Notitia is pot considered infallibly correct, 
we have evidence in some literal corrections m ade by  M r, Horsley, 
Should the doubt which I  have here throw n out be considered to be 
well founded, it will, as I  have said, be found to  have an im portant 
inference with regard to the Iiom an geography of this p art o f the 
country , as it will decidedly prove tha t M r, Horsley was correct ip 
beginning the stations per lineam valli a t the east end  o f  th e  wall, pad  
not at the west, as preceding writers had done. F or by  the Ni>titia» 
the first of these stations, Segedunum, is said to have been garrisoned by 
the Cohors quarta Lergorum, supposed Lingonum, and this altar erected 
by the prefect of the Cohors quarta Lingonum is found at Tynem outh , 
evidently shewing that that station was at this end of the wall, if my 
supposition be correct. Segedunum, it is well known, is placed by M r. 
H orsley at W allsend ; a decision which the preceding remarks may 
perhaps at first sight be thought to invalidate, as should they be cor
rect, this station ought rather to be placed at Tynem outh. But as the 
assigning of such name to the station at Tynem outh  would be entirely 
subversive of the principle of order in which these stations seem en
tered in the Notitia, and by the observance of which M r. H orsley 
was enabled to fix them with such apparent certainty, I  see no reason 
for deviating from his arrangem ent. I am therefore inclined to be of 
opinion, that the station at Tynem outh was only a secondary station 
or fort, subordinate to that at Wallsend, and under the command of 
the prefect of the Cohort stationed there. Motives of pleasure or the 
nature of the service on which he was employed, would no doubt often 
induce him to fix his quarters here, and on some of such occasions this 
altar was probably erected. T hat no name has been handed down to



us that can with probability be applied to this station ought not to 
surprise us, or raise any doubt of this point of land having beenoccu* 
pied by  the Rom ans; for if a dependency on the station at Wallsend, 
it of course would not be com prehended in the plan of the Notitia, 
and its situation would naturally  preclude it from being included in 
any of the Itinera  of either A ntonine or Richard. B ut with regard to 
nam e, I  cannot help suspecting that it may, together with the station at 
South Shields, be included by Ptolem y in the appellation of Ostia Ve- 
dra. F or as this name is in the plural, it must be inferred either that 
the T yne  had at that time more mouths than  one, or that this phrase 
alludes to the forts, which, like gates, secured its entrance. In  after 
times it m ay have had a more specific name, which has since been lost 
amidst the lapse of ages,— a fate which has no doubt attended that of 
m any other stations.

Newcastle, December 1, 1821.


