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2, M U C K L E B A N K  W A L L  T U R R E T ;
BY J. P. GIBSON.

I n  th e  su m m er o f  1 8 9 1 , w h ile  e x a m in in g  ca r e fu lly  th e  g ra ss - 

c o v e re d  lin e  o f  d e b r is  th a t  in d ica te s  th e  t ra ck  o f  th e  R o m a n  W a ll  

a lo n g  th e  ‘  N in e  N ic k s  o f  T h ir lw a ll , ’ m y  a tte n tio n  w as a ttra c te d  b y  a 

squ are jo in t  betw een  tw o  ston es in  a h o le  sc ra tch e d  b y  a r a b b it .  

U p o n  e x a m in a tion , i t  p r o v e d  t o  b e  p a rt  o f  th e  ru in s  o f  a w a ll tu rre t  

h ith e r to  u n d escr ib ed .

H o rs le y  says th a t in  h is  t im e  w all tu rre ts  w ere  m ore  g e n e ra lly  a n d  

en tire ly  ru in ed  th a n  m ile  castles. H is  th e o r y  th a t  th ere  w ere  fo u r  

tu rrets  b e tw een  each  m ile  castle  r e ce iv e d  n o  c o n fir m a t io n  w h a tev er  

d u r in g  th e  ca re fu l ex a m in a t io n  o f  the W a ll  m a d e  b y  th e  late  M r. 

C la y ton  in  1 8 7 3 , w h en  th e  B la c k  C arts tu rre t  w as fo u n d . A  litt le  

la ter  a n o th er  tu rret, v e ry  d ila p id a te d , w as d is co v e r e d  at B r u n to n , a n d ' 

p a r tly  re b u ilt  to  a b o u t  th e  h e igh t o f  fiv e  fee t b y  M r . C la y to n 's  o r d e r s - 

H o d g s o n  re co rd s  th e  fin d in g , in  1 8 3 3 , o f  a tu rre t a b o u t  th re e  h u n d re d  

y a rd s w est o f  amboglanna , w h ich  h e  says w as d estroy ed  in  1 8 3 7 . I n  

th e  su m m er o f  1 8 8 3 , th e  w h in ston e  q u a rry m en  at G reen h ea d , e n g a g e d  

in  b a r in g  th e  su rface  o f  th e  r o c k  at th e  w est e n d  o f  W a llto w n  cra g s , 

ca m e  u p o n  a tu rre t  d e scr ib e d  in  a  p a p er  read  b e fo re  th is  s o c ie ty  b y  

D r . B r u c e .*  T h is  tu rre t  has en tire ly  d isa p p ea red , th e  steep  r o c k  o n  

w h ich  i t  s tood  h a v in g  b een  used  u p  t o  su p p ly  C arlisle  w ith  p a v in g  

m ateria l. A b o u t  h a lf-w a y  b e tw een  th is  tu rre t  a n d  W a llto w n  fa rm ­

h ou se , a few  m on th s  la ter a n o th er  tu rre t  w as fo u n d , a n d  p a rtia lly  

e x ca v a ted  b y  M r. T a il fo r d , M r . C la y to n 's  e x ca v a to r , w h o  a lso  n o t ic e d  

th e  ex isten ce  o f  th e  tu rre t  w h ich  is th e  s u b je c t  o f  th is  pap er.

T h e  M u c k le b a n k  tu rre t is  u n iq u e  a lik e  in  its  s itu a tion  a n d  in  its  

m o d e  o f  co n stru c tio n . I n  g o in g  w estw ard , a b o u t  h a lf -w a y ’d o w n  th e  

w estern  fa ce  o f  M u ck le b a n k , the h ig h e st  o f  th e  N in e  N ic k s  o f  T h ir l ­

w all, th e  W a ll  d e flects  to  th e  sou th  as it  u su a lly  d oes w h en  it  d escen d s  

in to  a de file . T h e  d e flection  g en era lly  o c cu rs  o n  th e  s lop e  o f  th e  defile,, 

a n d  at an  acute  a n g le  to  th e  g en era l cou rse  o f  th e  W a ll . A t  M u c k le ­

b a n k  th e  W a ll deflects sou th w a rd  at a  r ig h t  a n g le , e n c lo s in g  th e  sm all 

p la tea u  o n  w h ich  th e  tu rre t  is b u ilt ,  a n d  a t  its  so u th -w e st  co rn e r  

m ak es an oth er  recta n g u la r  tu r n  to  en a b le  i t  t o  r u n  d o w n  th e  steep- 

slope and  cross  th e  d efile  to  th e  w est b y  th e  sh ortest rou te . T im  

tu rre t  is p la ce d  in  th e  m ore  n o rth er ly  o f  these tw o  r ig h t  an gles .



T h e  a c c o m p a n y in g  illu s tra tion  (p la te  I . )  fr o m  a  p h o to g r a p h  ta k en  

lo o k in g  d o w n  u p o n  i t  fr o m  th e  east sh ow s its  s itu a tion , w h ic h  is  ex ce e d ­

in g ly  s tro n g  f o r  d e fen s iv e  p u rp oses , as it  c o m p le te ly  en filad es an d  

co m m a n d s  th e  W a llt o w n  defile . I t  has a lso  a m o st  ex ten siv e  o u t lo o k  to- 

th e  n o r th . L o o k in g  w estw ard  fr o m  it  o n  a  c lea r  d a y , the g le a m in g  

s ilv e r  lin e  th a t  c a n  be  seen  o n  th e  fa r  d ista n t h o r iz o n  is  th e  S o lw a y  fir th  

b e y o n d  C a rlis le . M a n y  o f  the w a ll tu rre ts  sh ow n  o n  th e  has re lie fs  o n  

th e  T r a ja n  c o lu m n  at R o m e  h a v e  a  l ig h te d  to rc h  p r o je c t in g  fro m  th e  

w in d o w  o f  th e ir  u p p e r  storey . T h ese  l ig h ts  m ig h t  b e  u sed  f o r  

s ig n a ll in g  at n ig h t . A  l ig h t  in  th e  M u c k le b a n k  tu rre t  w o u ld  b e  seen 

a lo n g  th e  w h o le  ra n g e  o f  th e  W a llto w n  cra g s , w h ic h  th e  illu s tra tion  

sh ow s in  th e  d is ta n ce  b e y o n d  th e  tu rre t .
Permission having been obtained of the owner, Mr. W. H. 

Coulson, the assistance of Mr. Tailford and other workers was- 
secured, and in June, 1892, the excavation of the turret was commenced..

T h e  e x c a v a t io n  m a d e  th ere  is. fa ir ly  ty p ic a l o f  th e  g en era l c h a ra c te r  

o f  th e  w o r k  d o n e  in  th e  cam p s a n d  m ile  castles  on  th e  lin e  o f  th e  

W a ll .  I t  m ay  th ere fo re  b e  w e ll to  d escr ib e  i t  in  d eta il, as th e  

sm a ll s ize a n d  iso la ted  p o s it io n  o f  th is  tu rre t  cau se  i t  to  fu rn ish  

m o re  sh a rp ly  d e fin ed  e v id e n ce  o f  th e  ep och s  o f  d e s tru ct io n  a n d  

r e b u ild in g  th an  c a n  b e  e x p ected  in  th e  cam ps a n d  m ile  castles, w h ere , 

d u r in g  th e  lo n g  p e r io d  o f  th e  R o m a n  o c cu p a t io n , m a n y  ch a n g es  a n d  

a lte ra tion s  m u st h a v e  ta k en  p la ce  q u ite  ap art fr o m  th e  great- 

re n o v a t io n s  r e q u ire d  a fter  C a led on ia n  in v a s ion s .

O n  c u t t in g  aw ay  th e  tu r f, th e  so il a b o u t  tw e lv e  in ch es  b e low  th e  

su r fa ce  w as fo u n d  t o  b e  m ix e d  w ith  la rg e  ston es, a rou n d  w h ich  w ere  

c lu s te re d  in n u m e ra b le  sn a il sh ells , c ou n tless  g en era tion s  o f  snails- 

h a v in g  c re p t  a m o n g  th e  in te rs tice s  o f  th e  fa llen  m a son ry  a n d  fo u n d  

th ere  a lo d g m e n t  a n d  a sep u lch re . E m b e d d e d  in  th e  d e b r is  a t every  

a n g le , ju s t  as th ey  h a d  fa lle n  at th e  d e s tru ct io n  o f  th e  tu rret, w ere  

fo u n d  h e a v y  slabs o f  th e  s la te -lik e  freeston e  o f  th e  d is tr ic t , fr o m  th ree  

to  fo u r  in ch e s  in  th ick n ess  a n d  a b o u t  tw e n ty -fo u r  in ch es  s q u a r e ;  

th ese  m ig h t  b e  th e  f io o r  o f  an  u p p er  c h a m b e r  in  th e  tu rret, or,, 

p o s s ib ly , th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  th e  p a th  a lo n g  th e  t o p  o f  th e  g re a t  W a ll 

o v e r  o r  th r o u g h  th e  tu rret. T h e se  slabs w ere m u ch  th ic k e r  th an  th e  

r o o f in g  slates usu ally  fo u n d  in  th e  ca m p s, a n d  w ere n o t  p ie rced  f o r  

n a ils  as th e  r o o fin g  slates are. T h e y  m u st h a ve  been  su p p orted  o n



w o o d e n  jo is ts , n o  traces o f  a rch es b e in g  fo u n d . T h e  n u m b er  o f  v e ry  

la rg e  ir o n  n a ils , m an y  m u ch  ox y d iz e d , fo u n d  at .this sta g e  o f  the  

e x c a v a t io n s  seem s to  in d ica te  th a t a g rea t  p o r t io n  o f  th e  u p p er  p a r t  o f  

th e  tu rre t  m u st h a v e  been  co n s tr u c te d  o f  w o o d . O n  th e  c o lu m n  o f  

M a r cu s  A u re liu s  at R o m e  are sh ow n  w all tu rrets  h a v in g  an  u p p er  

s to re y  o f  t im b e r , w ith  a w o o d e n  p a lisad e  in  fr o n t  o f  th em , in d ic a t in g  

th a t  th e y  w ere en c lo se d  o n  th ree  sides b y  a sto ck a d e  w ith in  th e  m a in  

o u te r  w all. I f  a n y  su ch  sto ck a d e  h a d  ex isted  h ere  it  * m a y  h a v e  

e n c lo se d  th e  l itt le  squ are p lateau , in  th e  n o r th -w e s t  c o rn e r  o f  w h ich  

th e  tu rre t  s ta n d s . T h e re  w ere  n o t  fo u n d  a n y  o f  th e  ro u n d e d  ston es 

u sed  as p ro je c t ile s  in  th e  ba llis ta , l ik e  th ose  sin ce  d is co v e re d  a t  th e  

n o r th -w e s t  a n g le  tu rre t at a e s ic a  ; so  th a t  i f  a n y  e n g in e  o f  w ar  w as 

m o u n te d  o n  th e  tu rre t it  w as p ro b a b ly  o n ly  a sm all ca ta p u lt  f o r  

th r o w in g  ja v e lin s , su ch  as w as u sed  as t h e - f ie ld  a rt ille ry  o f  th e  

R o m a n s . H ere  w as fo u n d  a sm all co p p e r  c o in  o f  Y a le n s  (3 6 4  a .d . to  

3 7 8  a .d .) , in  fa ir ly  g o o d  p reserv a tion .

O n  th e  ou ts id e  o f  th e  sou th -ea st  an g le  o f  th e  tu rre t  w as fo u n d  a . 

c e n tu r ia l s ton e , w h ic h  h a d  e v id e n tly  b een  in te n d e d  fo r  th e  p la ce  i t  

o c c u p ie d  as a c o ig n  o r  co rn er  s ton e , as on e  en d , as w ell as th e  fa ce , 

w as d ressed  sm o o th ly . Y e r y  few  cen tu r ia l ston es h a d  p re v io u s ly  been  

fo u n d  in  a n y  w a ll o r  b u ild in g  in  th e ir  o r ig in a l p o s it io n , m o st  o f  th em  

b e in g  d is co v e re d  in  th e  fa lle n  d e b r is  o r  re -u sed  in  m o d e rn  b u ild in g s . 

I f  th ey  w ere em p lo y e d , as M r . C la y to n  su g g ested , to  m a rk  the 

c o m p le t io n  o f  th e  w o rk  o f  a  c o m p a n y  u n d e r  a ce n tu r io n , th is  is w h at 

m ig h t  n a tu ra lly  be  ex p ected , as th e ir  usu al o r ig in a l p o s it io n  w ou ld  

m ost  lik e ly  b e  at o r  near t o  th e  to p  o f  th e  w all.

T h e  in s c r ip t io n  o n  th is  s ton e  (see  i l lu s tr a t io n  p . 1 2 ) is :
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en c lo se d  in  a tabula ansata. T h e  ty e in g  o f  c o h  is p e cu lia r  a n d  

u n u su a l, b u t  a s im ila r  l ig a tu re  ex ists o n  a cen tu r ia l s ton e  o f  th e  first 

c o h o r t  o f  B a ta v ia n s  fo u n d  at P o ltro ss  b u rn . A s  a n oth er  cen tu r ia l 

s ton e  o f  th is  c o h o r t  w as fo u n d  at m a g n a  (C a r v o r a n ) , th e  n earest 

s ta tion  to  th e  w est o f  th e  tu rret, th ere  seem s ev ery  p ro b a b il ity  th at 

th is  c o h o r t , w h ic h  a cco m p a n ie d  A g r io o la  in  h is  co n q u e st  o f  N o r th e r n  

B r ita in , to o k  p a r t  in  th e  b u ild in g  o f  th e  w a ll b e tw een  M u c k le b a n k  

a n d  Grilsland. A fte rw a rd s  it  w as fo r  a lo n g  p e r io d  q u a rte red  at



p r o c o l i t i a .  This is proved by the numerous inscriptions found in 
that camp and in the votive well discovered' just outside its western 
rampart in 1878 (Arch,. Ael. viii. 1-49).

Under a quantity of rubbish bearing marks of fire, and at a depth 
of about four feet from the highest portion of the turret, a pavement 
of rather irregularly laid flagstones was found, but a careful examin­
ation of the doorstep and jambs showed that the original floor level 
had not yet been reached. On raising these flags, under another mass 
of debris showing traces of fire at a depth of about six inches, a 
second floor of similar flags was found; and at a depth of about 
eighteen inches below this second floor of flags was the original floor 
of the turret formed of beaten clay, which had, apparently, been 
hardened by fire or mixed with ground bricks. Upon it were found 
many bones of domestic animals, covered by fallen portions of the 
building, mixed with considerable masses of charcoal from burnt 
timber.

The south inner wall of the turret showed traces of the long 
continued action of fire, and a piece of coal was found, showing the 
Romans must have known and worked some of the outcropping seams 
of coal not uncommon in the district. In the north-east comer of 
the turret .were found the broken remains of a large amphora, of which 
the neck and both handles were perfect.* The mark on one of the 
handles was Q MCC A  S. It had not been employed for holding any 
liquid, as two small irregular holes purposely made near its base 
rendered it unfit for that purpose. Possibly it may have been 
employed as a receptacle for the rations of the guard who occupied 
the turret. Many fragments of coarse pottery were found, and 
portions of a small bowl of red ware, commonly called Samian; it had 
on it raised ornamentation, but the glaze and the work were both poor 
in quality. Some buckles, studs, and small objects of bronze were 
found just above the original floor level, which’ is usually the place 
most prolific in objects of interest in excavations on the line of the 
Wall.

No traces were found of either an outer or inner stair in connexion 
with the turret, or of anything giving a clue as to the means of access 
from the floor level to the upper storey of the turret or the top of the 
great Wall. The small size of the interior of the turret would prevent 

* See illustration, p. 18.



any internal means of communication larger than a ladder. The 
•doorway was on the west side of the south wall, and showed remains 
of bolt holes.

The internal dimensions o f ' the turret were about eleven feet 
.square,-the thickness of the south and east walls about three feet. 
The north and west walls of the turret were portions of the great 
Wall itself, (here about six feet thick), into which the turret was 
recessed to a depth of fourteen inches. There is a plinth on the east 
interior wall only, about eight inches high, and projecting four inches 
from the wall. The highest portion of turret wall measured about six 
feet in height, and was composed of courses of squared stone, the 
walls being built in the same fashion as the great Wall, with 'outer 
and inner faces of squared stones, the core being filled in with grouted 
rubble.

The chief conclusion to be arrived at from the exploration of this 
turret seems to be that the two great epochs of disaster indicated in 
many of the explored camps occurred after the completion of the Wall 
and its turrets, as this turret seems to have been occupi&T~for a 
considerable period before its first overthrow. If it were possible to 
•determine at what time this overthrow took place, an important step 
would be made towards deciding the vexed question of the identity of 
the builder of the Wall. It was not thought desirable to clear the 
•outer faces of the turret formed by the great Wall, as it would have 
subjected' the little building to the risk of wanton destruction.

As few wall turrets are known to exist, it is well to put on record 
here, for the first time, that a few hundred yards to the east on the 
:steep eastern face of Mucklebank, I have found the remains of another 
turret. Owing to its exposed position, very little of its masonry is 

, left, and as yet no attempt has been made to explore it. Between 
b o rc o v ic u s  and the mile castle, about half a mile to the west of it, a 
recess on the inside of the wall, about thirteen feet long, and going 
;about a foot into the wall, probably indicates the site of a wall 
turret..

The wall turret to the west of the mile castle on Walltown crags, 
excavated by Mr. Tailford in 3883, is now in an exceedingly dilapi­
dated condition, and will probably soon share the fate of that at the 
western end of the crags, of which the best remaining record is Mr.



C. J. Spence’s beautiful etching in the Arch. Ael. x. facing p. 57r 
and in the third edition of Dr. Bruce’s Handbook of the Roman Wallr
p. 186.10

The destruction of much of the line of the Wall in this district 
seems inevitable, as the quarry is rapidly extending eastwards, and- 
archaeology must stand aside when an important and valuable property 
like the enormous masses of whinstone on which the Wall has its base 
can find a market at a price equal to or greater than that of coal, the 
staple product of our two northern counties.

Wherever the Wall and the rock or ground on which it stands 
is about to be absolutely destroyed all particulars available about it 
should be at once put on record, and careful search made among the debris 
at its base for centurial stones or other objects of interest. It would 
therefore be well if some arrangement could be come to between the 
Northumberland Whinstone Company and our Society by which we 
should have notice when the Company purposes bareing a fresh stretch 
of ground on which the Wall stands preparatory to its final removal.

It would be well to make special search at the points where any 
change in the thickness of the Wall occurs as, if the theory so often 
put forward that these changes took place where the work of one 
centurial detachment left off and that of another commenced is correct, 
it might be reasonable to expect to find among the debris at these 
points inscribed centurial stones, which might possibly afford some 
clue as to the absolute date of the erection of the Wall.

101 gladly acknowledge the kind assistance received from Mr. Spence, who 
spent a day at the turret, and showed his proficiency with pick and spade by 
excavating the portion of the south face of the great Wall shown in the 
illustration.

FRAGMENTS OF AM PH ORA FROM M U CKLEBAN K W A LL T U R R E T  (see p. 16).


