
I X .— A M B O G L A N N A : C o m m u n i c a t e d  to  th e  S o c i e t y  o f  A n t i q u a r i e s ,  
N e w c a s t l e - u p o n - T y n e ,  N o v .  6 ,1 8 5 0 . B y  H . G l a s f o r d  P o t t e r , F .L .S ., 
F .G .S ., C o r .  M e m .  R o y a l  A c a d e m y ,  T u r i n ,  e t c .

BELIEVING that an account o f  som e excavations, recen tly  m ade at 
Birdosw ald, w ould  be  interesting to the m em bers o f  this S ociety , I  have 
drawn up a few  notes, m ade at the tim e, and now  p roceed  to  lay them  
before the m eeting.

It  m ay he proper to  state, that the excavations were undertaken in  
Septem ber, 1850, b y  M r. H . N orm an, the proprietor o f  the cam p ; M r. W . 
S. Potter, o f  L o n d o n ; and the writer o f  this paper.

B irdosw ald is the A m b o g l a n n a  o f  the R om ans, and the twelfth city or 
station on  the W all. It  is betw een five and six acres in  e x te n t ; and is 
certainly one o f  the m ost perfect R om an  cam ps in  the N orth o f  E ngland.3

M ore inscriptions have been  foun d  at this station than at any other on 
the W all. F rom  these it appears, a ccord in g  to  H orsley  ( B r i t .  R o m .  2 5 7 J ,  
that about the m idd le  o f  the third century, the C o h o r s  P r i m a  J E l i a n a

a I t  is  s a id  th a t  th e  n a m e  A m b o g la n n a  is  d e r iv e d  f r o m  t l i e  W e ls h  am, a b o u t  o r  a r o u n d , a n d  

glen, s ig n i fy in g  a r o u n d  o r  a b o u t  th e  g le n . I  c o n fe s s , t o  m e , th is  d e r iv a t io n  is  n o t  s a t is fa c to r y , 

in a s m u c h  as th e  c a m p  is  n o t  a r o u n d  o r  a b o u t  th e  g le n , b u t  th e  g le n  is  a b o u t  th e  c a m p . I t  

is  m o r e  p r o b a b le  th a t  i t  c o m e s  f r o m  th e  L a t in  w o r d  ambo, b o t h ,  a n d  th e  B r it is h  glan, th e  b r in k  

o r  b a n k  o f  a  r iv e r .  T h is  e x a c t l y  d e s c r ib e s  th e  p o s i t io n  o f  th e  c a m p , w h ic h  s ta n d s  u p o n  a  

t o n g u e  o f  l a n d  h a v in g  th e  s te e p  b a n k s  o f  th e  r iv e r  o n  e a c h  s id e .



D a c o r u m  was stationed here, where it continued till the beginning o f  the 
fourth.

H orsley , in his B r i t a n n i a  R o m a n a ,  published in 1732 ( p .  1 5 2 ), thus 
describes B ird osw a ld :— “  T h e fort o f  Burdosw ald stands upon  a large 
plain, at the head o f  a steep descent towards the river, having the out
build ings ch iefly  on  the south-east. Severus’ W all . . . form s the
north  ram part o f  this s ta tion ; and Hadrian’s Y allum , w hich is lost near 
the fort, m ust have fallen in with the southern. T h e foundations o f  the 
houses, within this fort, are very visible. I  m easured the thickness o f  
their walls, and foun d  them  to be about 28  inches, and the distance, or 
breadth o f  the passage, betw een the row s o f  houses or barracks, to he no 
m ore than 32  inches. T h e  ram parts about the fort are in the third degree 
[b y  w hich he m eans that the original stones rem ain on  the spot, though 
not in their regular o rd er ], and the ditch in the second , except on  the 
north side, where it is not so m uch . [B y  the secon d  degree, H orsley  
m eans that the rubbish is h igh  and distinct, though  cov ered  with earth, 
or grow n over with grass.] T h e  foundation o f  the western ram part is d is
tinct, and m easures about five feet. T h ere are regular entries visible on 
the north and s o u th  sides, opposite to  one another, as also faint appear
ances o f  entries on  the east and west. On the northern part o f  the sta
tion, there seem  to  be  the rem ains o f  a tem ple.b T h e  turrets, in  the south 
ram part, on  each  side o f  the gate, are still very  visible ; and over against 
the entry are the ruins o f  the prsetorium, on  w hich a house or two stand at 
present.”

Since H orsley ’s tim e, the d itch  has been  cleared in various places, and 
m ore especia lly  on the south side o f  the cam p ; but n o traces whatever o f  
a gate can now  be fo u n d ; and I  am  therefore inclined  to  believe t lv t  
H orsley  m ust be m istaken on this point, though he speaks very decidediy . 
H e observes, there are “  faint appearances o f  entries on  the east aud 
w e s t ;” and I  shall now  p roceed  to  give an account o f  our excavations ,;t

b A  d e fa c e d  a lta r , e r e c te d  p e r h a p s  in  h o n o u r  o f  s o m e  s ta n d a r d -b e a r e r , lie s  h a l f -h id  in  ; Le 

g r a s s  w h e r e  th is  t e m p le  m a y  h a v e  s to o d . T h e  o n ly  le tte r s , u p o n  th e  a lta r , a r e  s i g n i ,  w i  c h  

m a y  b e  th e  c o m m e n c e m e n t  o f  t h e  w o r d  Signifero, T o  th e  s ta n d a r d -b e a r e r .



these entries. I  shall b eg in  with the west gate— the P o r t a  P r i n c i p a l i s  
S i n i s t r a .

On rem ovin g  a considerable quan
tity o f  fine soil, a rou gh  wall present
ed  itself, and was foun d  to  occu py  
the entire gateway. T h is wall d if
fered, in structure, from  the cam p 
wall on each side o f  the gate, the 
stones being, for  the m ost part, un
cut, and the m ortar o f  the coarsest 
k ind, bein g  a m ixture o f  lim e, p eb 
b les, and very coarse sand. It was 
evident, that this wall had been erect
ed  lon g  after the gateway had been 
built, and that it b e lon g ed  to a ruder 
age. H aving rem oved  the w hole o f  this wall, and cleared out the low er 
part o f  the gateway, we found the sill-stones to be  in perfect preservation.

T here are two grooves in  the still-stones, one about four inches deep, 
and the other shallower. These grooves m ust have been  produ ced  
b y  a carriage or carriages having w heels about three inches broad, and 
about four feet apart. T h e  deeper groove  bears evident marks o f  having 
been  w orn b y  a wheel o f  the above breadth.

W e know  that the R om ans em p loy ed  the c u r r u s  or chariot, the c a r p e n -  
t u m  or cart, and the c i s i u m  or g ig . W e are to ld  that “  c a r p e n t a  or c o v 
ered carts were m u ch  em p loy ed  b y  our ancestors the Britons, and b y  the 
Gauls, C im bri, A llobroges , and other northern nations. These, together 
w ith the carts o f  the m ore com m on  form , includ ing baggage-w aggon s, 
appear to have been  com preh ended  under the term  c a r r i  or c a r r a . ” 
“  T h e  c i s i u m ,  a ligh t open  g ig , was kept fo r  hire, at the stations a long the 
great roads, and the drivers, or c i s i a r i i  were su bject to penalties for  care
less or dangerous driving.”0

Im m ediately  within or behind the pillars or antepagm enta o f  the gate,



are two holes or sockets in the stone, in  w hich the p ivots or cardines o f  
the gates have m oved . I  very carefu lly exam ined the socket on  the 
south side, and foun d  the b ottom  form ed  an inclined  plane, with a deep 
groove  at its low er part, which was towards the outside o f  the gate. 
T h e  effect o f  this arrangem ent w ould  be, that the gate, when opened, 
w ould  rise a little from  the ground, and when n ot h eld  open, w ould  shut 
b y  its own gravity. T h e gate w ould  fall against a part o f  the threshold 
w hich rises tw o or three inches above the bottom  o f  the gate, when closed . 
I  have not been able to find any description  o f  a sim ilar form ation o f  h inge 
in any ancient author, and have therefore com e to  the con clu sion  that this 
is som ething novel. A  patent, fo r  a sim ilar h inge, was taken out a few  
years a g o ; but I  cannot find that any one was aware that the R om an s had
a like construction.

F t  In,
B r e a d th  o f  g a t e w a y  b e tw e e n  th e  p i l la r s ,  . . .  . . .  . . .  11 2

B r e a d th  b e tw e e n  th e  s id e  w a lls  . . .  . . .  . . .  . . .  13 6
B r e a d th  o f  p i l la r s  th e  s to n e s , v a r y in g  in  t h ic k n e s s , . . .  . . .  2  0

B r e a d th  o f  th e  c a m p  w a ll ,  in c lu d in g  p i l la r s ,  . . .  . . .  . . .  5  6

Height of south pillar, . ..  . ..  . ..  . ..  . . .  4  1 1

Height of north pillar, . ..  . ..  r , . ..  . ..  4  2
Height of north side wall ...  . ..  ... ... . ..  5 5
Height of south side wall ...  . ..  . ..  ... ... 5 9

A  hundred and thirty-six paces from  the west gate, and at a point to 
the south o f  east, is the 
east gate, or P o r t a  P r i n 

c i p a l i s  D e x t r a ,  o f  the 
cam p. Betw een these 
gates w ould  be  the V i a  
P r i n c i p a l i s ,  which was, 
in som e cam ps, one hun
dred feet wide. T he 
length, from  north to 
south, o f  the cam p at 
B irdoswald, is about 
on e -th ird  greater than



the breadth from  east to  west, which, accord ing to  V egetius, who lived  in the 
reign o f  the em peror Valentinian, A .D . 385 , was the m ost approved form .

T h e eastern gateway has been form ed  o f  m nch  larger stones than that on 
the w e s t ; and the accum ulation o f  earth, around it, was m uch greater than 
at its opposite side o f  the cam p.

T w o trees grow  very near it, and their roots, together with the weight o f  
earth on the inside, have forced  the w hole wall m uch out o f  the perpen
dicular. This gateway was also walled u p ; but in this case the stones 
which b lock ed  it up, were m uch  larger than at the west side, and som e o f  
them  appeared to  have been taken from  the upper part o f  the pillars 
o f  the gateway. F rom  the bad and coarse workm anship o f  this wall, it 
seem ed  to  have been constructed  in a hurry, and with whatever m aterials 
that were at hand.

On exam ining the sill-stones, we find sim ilar grooves to those in the 
west gateway.

B r e a d th  o f  g a te w a y  b e tw e e n  th e  p i l la r s ,

Ft. In. 
10 3

B r e a d th  b e tw e e n  th e  s id e  w a lls , .. 1 2  10

B r e a d th  o f  p i lla r s , . 1  10

B r e a d th  o f  w a lls , in c lu d in g  p i l la r s , . . . . 5 0

H e ig h t  o f  n o r th  p i l la r  . . . . . . 6 0

H e ig h t  o f  s o u th  p i l la r ,  . . . . . . 5 8
H e ig h t  o f  n o r th  s id e  w a ll , . . . 8 0

H e ig h t  o f  s o u t h  s id e  w a ll , . . . . 8 4

T h e  R om an  road  m ay be distinctly traced at a short distance to the 
south -east o f  this gate, near a spring o f  w a ter ; a cut has been m ade in 
the bank for the road.

A  few years ago, a hypocaust was d iscovered  within the cam p, and not 
far from  the east gate. A s it was supposed to b e lon g  to a bath, the p lace 
has been  designated ‘ the baths.’

W ishing to  ascertain whether or not this was a bath, I  p roceeded  to un
co v e r  the foundations in the im m ediate v ic in ity ; but I  am  sorry to say, 
that m y  stay at G ilsland, was too  lim ited  to  allow  m e time to carry m y re
searches far enough. T h e excavations I  m ade, laid bare a room  adjoin 



ing  the one with the hypocaust, and having a door-w ay leading into it. 
B oth  the cham bers have the sam e kind o f  floor, w hich is form ed  o f  flags 
laid on  pilse, or pillars form ed  o f  rou gh  stones, and covered  above with a 
hard com position  form ed  o f  lim e, and, perhaps, pow dered  shells. It  has 
the sam e appearance as the floors o f  som e o ld  farm  houses, and is o f  a 
red  co lou r on the upper surface. T h e length  o f  the room , I  uncovered  was 
10 feet, and the breadth  8 feet 9 inches. That with the hypocaust 
was 10 feet, b y  9 feet 6 inches. T h e walls o f  these room s have been 
covered  with a red -co lou red  stucco.

B ehind the hypocaust, there is a com m on  
room , or perhaps a yard, m easuring 9 feet 
8  inches, b y  9 feet 6 inches ; it is flagged , 
b u t there is no cem ent upon  the flags. It 
is entered from  the west, and does not co m 
municate with the hypocaust.

W hile excavating in the first m entioned  
cham ber, we found a stone statue, without 
the head and fore-arm s. It  appears to  
represent an em peror, seated on a chair. 
T he height o f  the statue is 3 4  inches, in 
cluding the seat or th ro n e ; breadth at 
shoulders, 13 in ch es; length from  feet to 
neck , 26 inches. T h e drapery is beauti
fu lly  cut, and has evidently been sculptured 
by  a m aster-hand.d

N ot far from  this statue, we foun d  a b ro 
ken w ater-trough, which had been used as 
a whetstone. T h e trough  is about a foot

square, and a few  inches deep.

d T h e  h e a d  r e p r e s e n te d  in  th e  c u t ,  a n d  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e lo n g  t o  th e  s ta tu e , w a s  fo u n d  b y  

M r . N ic h o ls o n ,  a  fe w  y e a r s  a g o , w h ile  c le a r in g  th e  g r o u n d  n e a r  th e  h y p o c a u s t .  M r . E o a c h  

S m ith , in  th e  Gentleman's Magazine, f o r  N o v e m b e r ,  1 8 5 1 ,  h a s  g iv e n  a n  in c o r r e c t  a c c o u n t  o f  

th e  d is c o v e r e r  o f  th is  h e a d  ; h e  ca lls  th e  s ta tu e  a  Dea Mater.



Further excavations m ay, perhaps, m ake know n to us whether the 
cham bers have b e lon ged  to a bath, a dw elling-house, or a g u a rd -room  
for the gate. That hypocausts were used for  heating houses, as w ell as 
baths, we k n o w ; we have the authority o f  S eneca  for  this, who states that * 
the heating o f  dom estic apartments, b y  the hypocaust, cam e into fashion 
within his m em ory.

H . G L A S F O R D  P O T T E R .

X . —  A M B O G L A N N A  : C o m m u n i c a t e d  to  t h e  S o c i e t y  o f  A n t i q u a r i e s , 
N e w c a s t l e - u p o n - T y n e ,  N o v ,  5, 1851. B y  H . G l a s f o r d  P o t t e r , F .L .S . ,  

F .G .S . ,  C o r .  M e m .  R o y a l  A c a d e m y ,  T u r i n ,  e t c .

I n  a paper, read to this S ociety , in N ovem ber, 1 8 5 0 ,1 stated that “  no 
traces whatever o f  a gate cou ld  be  fou n d  on  the south side o f  the cam p, at 
B irdosw a ld ; and that I  inclined  to  believe , H orsley ’s description o f  a 
gate, with turrets on  each side, was erroneous.”

B eing anxious, how ever, to  ascertain whether or n ot any traces o f  a 
gateway cou ld  be foun d  b e low  the surface o f  the ground, I  com m en ced  
an excavation, m idw ay betw een the east and west corners o f  the south 
rampart. A t first, nothing indicating the site o f  a gate was m et with; 
but, at the depth o f  three feet, I  cam e u pon  a large stone, w hich appeared 
to  b e lon g  to  the pillar o f  a gate. This encouraged  m e to persevere ; and, 
in the end, I  laid  hare the rem ains o f  a fine double gateway.

In  order that the S ociety  m ay form  som e idea o f  the quantity o f  rub
bish over this gateway, I  m ay m ention, that, in addition to m y brother, 
M r. W . S . Potter, o f  London , who assisted m e in  these excavations, I  had


