
XI.—EXCAVATIONS AT LOW BRUNTON  
MILECASTLE, No. 27, in 1952

B y  J. P. G illa m .

The milecastle lies between the well-preserved Brunton 
turret, no. 26b, and the Chesters bridge abutment. Its site, 
fig. i ,  p. 167, is marked by a low but distinct grassy mound, 
bounded on the west by a tiny valley, in the more westerly 
of the two fields between the road and the railway. Its 
precise position and something of its character were ascer
tained in 1931 by Mr. Thomas Hepple. The purpose of 
the recent excavation was to discover the type of the mile
castle and its relation to the great Wall; attention was there
fore paid to its defences and gates, to the exclusion of any 
work in the interior. This particular site was chosen for 
excavation because it is the only unencumbered milecastle 
in an interesting sector. Not only was the precise type of 
any milecastle between Portgate and the North Tyne hitherto 
unknown, but it is also in this sector that puzzling alter
nations between broad Wall and six-foot Wall are on record. 
The excavation was undertaken with the generous permis
sion of Mr. C. Heslop of Low Brunton, who owns and farms 
the site; it occupied the whole of June 1952.

West wall and great Wall.—-Mr. Hepple’s notes indicated ' 
that masonry of the west wall of the milecastle survived. A  
trench was accordingly dug across its position, fig. 2, p. 167, 
and, a little over two feet below the surface, it was revealed 
standing two courses high (plate xvi, fig. 1). As there was 
no stratification outside the milecastle that could be destroyed 
by such a procedure, the outer face was cleared northwards
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until the great Wall was reached. In the course of this, a 
large number of facing stones were encountered that had 
fallen from the wall. The milecastle wall stands two to 
three courses high. It is built of large blocks of hammer- 
dressed freestone with occasional thin slabs of yellow sand
stone to even up the courses. The stones of the lowest 
course are 1' 3" high, and some are as much as 2' wide along 
the face. They are tailed back Y  6" into the core, which 
consists of clean tenacious yellow clay mixed with broken 
freestone. The foundation consists in part of broken free
stone and in part of small whin boulders, and is about 11' 
wide. The wall is 10' 6" wide at the lowest course, and is 
reduced in width by two offsets on either face to 9' 6".

When contact had been made with the great Wall a trial 
•hole was dug at its northern face which showed its width 
to be 10' 8" at the lowest course, almost precisely the same 
as the milecastle wall. The south face of the great Wall 
was cleared for 14' westwards, that is beyond the normal 
position of a point of reduction for a wing wall, and was 
found to be continuous. Probing at intervals of 3' for a 
further 23' along the south face revealed that its masonry 
and not merely the foundation still continued on the same 
line. The Wall to the west of the milecastle is then con
tinuously broad for at least 37', and probably remains the 
same all the way to the bridge abutment. Like the mile
castle wall, the great Wall is built of large blocks of free
stone; one is as much as 2' 6" wide along the face. They 
are bound together with a little lime, while the core is again 
of clay. At the junction two courses only remain; the second 
is offset from the first; both run behind the end of the facing 
of the side wall of the milecastle and have been chiselled to 
receive it. This seems to show that the north wall of the 
milecastle was built before the side walls, though in the 
present instance the whole structure was completed accord
ing to the original plan, in contrast to four of the milecastles 
between Rudchester Burn and Portgate, where the side walls 
Were completed to a narrower gauge. There are parallels
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to the use of large stones in the lowest course of the great 
Wall at many points between Denton Hall and Whittledean.

North gate and-north-east angle.— The area of the north 
gate was then partly cleared. At some time it had been 
so thoroughly robbed that not even the foundations of the 
passage walls were found. To the west of the gate two of 
the large stones of the lowest course of the inner face of the 
wall survived, but to the east (plate xvn, fig. 1), there were 
only the whin boulders of the foundation. The junction 
between the east wall of the milecastle and the great Wall 
was uncovered, and here again only foundations survived. 
From this point the width of the milecastle over the walls and 
foundations was measured along the inner face of the north 
wall; it is 69' 1", which gives a calculated internal measure
ment from wall face to wall face above the offsets of a little 
over 48'. A  trench 14' east of the junction once more 
revealed only the foundation of the great Wall. It was not, 
therefore, possible to discover whether broad Wall, as on 
the west side of the milecastle and on the west side of Brunton 
turret, or six-foot Wall, as on the. east side of Brunton turret, 
had originally stood on the broad foundation.

The striking difference in the degree of preservation 
between the north-east and north-west angles is perhaps 
explained by the difference between the slope of the ground 
in Roman times and at the present day. Present ground level 
is 2' 1" lower at the north-west than at the north-east, a slope 
of 1 in 33, while the Romani foundation is 4' 7" lower in 
relation to the horizontal at the north-west than at the north
east, a slope of 1 in 15. Ploughing in the past has probably 
tended to move soil from the higher to the lower parts of 
the field, thus burying and preserving the remains down the 
slope while exposing the remains up the slope to destruction.

South-west angle and south gate.—As the north gate had 
proved disappointing, attention was turned to the south side 
of the milecastle. The wall between the south gate and the



south-west angle (plate xvi, fig. 2) was found in an encourag
ing state of preservation; at one point five courses survive 
above the foundation. At the rounded south-west angle, the 
most low-lying and wettest part of the site, the outer face 
(plate xvn, fig. 2) was found to have slipped outwards; only 
the lowest course is in its original position, while the second 
and third courses lean outwards, and much fallen stone was 
encountered from the higher courses. The internal angle 
was uncovered and found to be square. From this point the 
internal axial measurement of the milecastle from wall face 
to wall face above the offsets was taken; it is 58' 9".

Stratification at the south gate.— When the south gate- • 
way was first cleared a compact mass of fallen masonry was 
encountered. It lay directly on the highest surviving road 
surface and over the threshold. Plate xvm, fig.. 1, shows most 
of this debris in situ; the photograph was taken after it had 
been cleared from the threshold. The top of this mass was 
a little higher than the top of the surviving courses of the 
passage walls, but none lay above the remains of the passage 
walls, which were covered only with loose stones and earth. 
This shows that the walls were still standing at the time the 
debris fell into the passage, and that the upper courses were 
robbed at some subsequent time. When the fallen stones, 
including both those that appear on the photograph and 
those already moved, were cleared and counted they were 
found to number over 200; of these more than 100 were 
neatly dressed and many were very large; they included 
stones recessed for the jambs or piers, an upper pivot stone, 
a chamfered impost and tapering facing stones, some of 
which were large and neat enough to be reminiscent of vous- 
soirs, though they were less regular than the voussoirs at 
Housesteads milecastle.

Although the compact mass of debris was clearly from 
the destruction which closed the first period of occupation, 
there were no surviving signs in the gateway itself of any 
repair or modification after the destruction. Just to the



west of the gateway, however, the end of a wall (plate xxi, 
fig. 1), 2' thick and roughly faced with re-used stones, runs 
in from the north at right angles to the south wall of the 
milecastle. This is evidently part of a' lean-to building of 
a date later than the. destruction; it was not further investi
gated and cannot be more closely dated.

The layer of fallen stones peeled off quite cleanly from 
a road surface, consisting of gravel and small stones (plate 
xvm, fig. 2), which sloped down from the interior of the 
milecastle to the step of the threshold. The threshold itself 
had continued to do duty from the first erection of the mile
castle until the first destruction; two hollows, each V 2" 
wide and 4' 11" apart from centre to centre, were worn in 
the step of the threshold; the gate had evidently been much 
used by carts of the normal gauge 4' 8\"\ corresponding, ruts 
showed up faintly on the road surface.

This metalling peeled off cleanly from an earlier surface 
composed of gravel and fairly large stones (plate xix, fig. 1), 
which sloped down gently to the step of the threshold. This, 
in its turn, peeled off cleanly from the earliest road surface 
of all composed of gravel and flagstones (plate xix, fig.. 2), 
which ran out level to the inner edge of the threshold. There 
was no doubt that this was an actual surface and not a mere 
foundation for the road surface above. This means that the 
surface of the road through the milecastle was renewed not 
once, but twice, between the first construction and the first 
destruction. The increase in the height of the road surface 
through successive accretions of gravel may be appreciated 
if plate xx, fig. 1, is compared with plate xx, fig. 2.

On the west the original pivot stone for the gate is an 
integral part of the structure. The stone has a large pivot 
hole, and it has been broken, presumably by the removal of 
the gate. Subsequently, a new pivot stone, a separate piece 
with a smaller hole, was placed above it. Plate Xxi, fig. 2, 
shows the original pivot stone in position with the later one 
removed and displayed above it. On the east only one 
pivot stone (plate xxn, fig. 1) was found. Whether this was



original, as its level and the size of the pivot hole suggest, 
and had done duty throughout the first period of occupation 
without suffering damage, or whether it replaced an earlier 
broken one which had been removed completely, is difficult 
to decide. Neither of the pivot stones that were in position 
at the time of the destruction was damaged; this is pre
sumably because the gates themselves were fired or smashed 
by an enemy, and not removed intact by the garrison, at the 
expense of the pivots, as on the earlier occasion.

The later roads were so thin near the threshold that the 
precise relation of roads to pivots could not be ascertained. 
The impression was however gained at the time of excavation 
that the first renewal of the road surface took place after the 
original pivot had gone out of use, and that the original 
pivot stone was in use only with the original road surface 
while the renewed pivot stone was in use with both the 
second and the third road surfaces.

The type of the south gate.—The gateway (fig. 3, p. 167) 
is 10' 8" wide between the piers and 1V 8" between the pas
sage walls. The length of the passage walls is 9' 4" above 
the offsets, corresponding with the width of the milecastle 
wall. The threshold consists of three large stones stepped 
down towards the inside to form a stop for the doors on a 
line with the rear of the piers. The pivots occupy the angles 
thus formed. There is no central stop. The passage walls, 
of which two courses survive (plate xxii, fig. 2), consist of 
large stones carefully dressed with the chisel, while the piers, 
also of large stones, appear to have been dressed with a 
pick. As they make use of large masonry, and as they do 
not project into the interior of the milecastle, the passage 
walls resemble those of the gateways of type I, and differ 
from those of types II and III.1 At the front of . the passage 
are piers or responds for an arch which also act as jambs 
for the doors, but these are absent from the rear. In this 
respect the gateway resembles those of type II and differs



from those of types I and III. The gateway is thus of the 
rare type described by Mr. F. G. Simpson as type IV.2 It 
has been met on two previous occasions, at Chapel House 
milecastle, no. 9, of which a plan has been published,3 and 
at Grindon milecastle, no. 34.4 Mr. C. E. Stevens4 has sug
gested that type IV is a variant of type II. He is almost 
certainly correct in this for, if a passage of precisely the same 
type and dimensions as that illustrated as type II in the Hand
book were incorporated in a broad-Wall milecastle, it would 
form a gateway of type IV.

In conformity with the slope of the original ground level, 
the top of the foundation of the west passage wall is 4" 
deeper in relation to the horizontal than that of the east 
passage wall. The threshold is, however, level and therefore 
reaches a higher point in relation to the courses on the west 
than on the east.

Summary and conclusions.—No coins or inscriptions 
were found, and the only stratified piece of pottery, from 
the surface of the earliest road, was an undatable fragment. 
As the milecastle forms part of a system it is nevertheless 
possible to date its construction and its subsequent phases. 
It was built early in the Hadrianic Wall-building programme, 
for it was completed to its original plan. The breaking of 
the original pivot stone, usually called IA, came early in the 
reign of Antoninus Pius when the Antonine Wall was built 
and the milecastles were evacuated.3 The replacement of 
the pivot stone by a new one, usually called IB, and the first 
making up of the road, came after a period of disuse, possibly 
early in the reign of Marcus Aurelius. The road was made 
up once more before the milecastle was destroyed by the 
Caledonii and Maeatae whom the first governor appointed 
by Septimius Severus in a .d . 197 found overrunning the pro
vince. Of its later history little can be said, for no signs 
remained of any reduction in size of either gateway, though

2 AA*  viii, 309-310. 3 A A * vii, 143-174 and pi. x l i i .
4 AA*  xxvi, 3, and footnote 11.
5 Ian Richmond, Roman Britain, Collins, 1947, p. 17.



traces were found of a later re-arrangement of the internal 
accommodation.

In round figures the internal dimensions of the mile
castle are 60' from north to south and 50' from east to west; 
it is then a small long-axis milecastle. It has a broad north 
wall and is related to continuous broad Wall on the west 
and to broad foundation on the east. Its side and south 
walls are also broad and are built with a clay core. The 
gateway is of type IV; as this appears to be a variant of 
type II, which is associated with an inscription of the legion 
X X  Valeria Victrix at Chapel House milecastle, no. 47, 
which also has a long axis, it is probable that the present 
milecastle was built by that legion. The gateway is the first 
to be excavated between Portgate and North Tyne, and if 
it is correctly attributed to the twentieth legion it confirms 
the inference, already made from turret plans,6 that this 
sector was built by that legion. The milecastle among those 
so far excavated which most closely resembles the present 
one is Chapel House, no. 9. Its dimensions are identical,7 
and its gates are of the same type; the only points of differ
ence are that its southern internal angles are rounded, and 
that the threshold and the lowest course of the passage walls 
in each of the gates are slightly differently treated. Mile- 
castles 9 and 27 were clearly built by the same legion.

A rhythm of four legionary lengths can be detected east 
of the North Tyne. In its simplest terms, ignoring the 
anomaly of a gateway of type I in a long-axis milecastle at 
East Wallhouses, no. 18, the rhythm is as follows:
Milecastle 7 exclusive to milecastle 12 inclusive Leg. X X  V.V.
Milecastle 12 exclusive to milecastle 17 inclusive Leg.- II Aug.
Milecastle 17 exclusive to milecastle 22 inclusive Leg. V I Victfix.
Milecastle 22 exclusive to milecastle 27 inclusive Leg. X X  V.V.

* A A *  xxvi, 8, and footnotes 30 and 31.TThe late Mr. Parker Brewis’s plan on pi. x l i i  of A A *  vii, illustratingMr. Eric Birley’s report, shows merely an assumed position for the northwall and great Wall; the discovery of the north gate in November 1951,during structural alterations to the Newcastle-Carlisle road, confirms that the assumed position is in fact correct.
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FIG . 1 .  SOUTH  G A T E :  P E N U L T IM A T E  ROAD S U R F A C E  (1  B>.

f i g . 2 .  s o u t h  g a t e : E A R L I E S T  ROAD S U R F A C E  ( 1 a ).





FIG. 1. EAST PASSAGE WALL: LATEST PERIOD.





FIG. 1. SOUTH GATE: SECONDARY WALLING. FIG. 2. SOUTH g a t e : 1a an d  1b PIVOT SIONES.








