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Frank Gerald Simpson, bom at Boston Spa, Yorkshire, 
in 1882, was the son of Edward Simpson, himself of the 
second generation in the firm of Stead and Simpson, who 
early mechanized the boot-making industry. He was 
educated at Rydal Mount School and served a marine 
engineer’s apprenticeship on Tyneside, his sojourn there 
leading him to the Wall and to this Society. There was then 
a lull in mural studies, caused largely by the complexity of 
problems which Haverfield’s initial work had raised, and by 
concentration upon the Roman site at Corbridge. Simpson, 
having a heritage which enabled him to choose his activity 
and in those days to meet much of its cost, joined forces in 
1907 with the experienced J. P. Gibson at Haltwhistle Burn. 
Their work had a new look, as trim as if machined. Trenches 
were wide; turves and upcast were tidily disposed; the struc
tures revealed were carefully cleaned for photography, in 
which Simpson at once set a standard of his own; the pub
lished plans, drawn by Simpson, were large enough to show 
every detail. Tradition relates that at Corbridge high merri
ment greeted this refinement of technique: but the laugh was 
on Simpson’s side, for while the work there had to be 
completely revised a generation later, no one ever found it 
necessary to repeat his. Soon the partners achieved a result 
of major importance, the establishment of the much disputed 
date of the W all as Hadrianic, through selective excavation 
in the Birdoswald sector, while at Poltross Burn the first 
steps in systematic definition of later periods of occupation 
were made. Now came the First World War, and after it 
the excavation of the Scarborough coastal signal-station, a 
triumph of technique and interpretation, for the Roman 
work was sandwiched between deposits of the earliest Iron 
Age, medieval chapels, a cemetery and Cromwellian water-
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works. Simpson then returned to the Wall, as Director of 
Field Studies in the University of Durham, and time was 
divided between new excavations at Aesica in 1925 and work 
for the North of England Excavation Committee, which 
steered Roman investigations for the later volumes of the 
Northumberland County History. In the one capacity he 
founded the Durham University School of Romano-British 
archaeology, in the other the basic knowledge of Hadrian’s 
W all east of the North Tyne. His work at Birdoswald fort 
in 1928 began a new investigation, which lasted for six years, 
until the fort had yielded the secrets of its stratification and 
its relationship to the Turf Wall, Stone Wall and Vallum. 
Studies of the structure and chronology of the Turf Wall and 
Vallum were then continued, until all the major problems 
were solved, and the operation was interspersed and followed 
by v e ry  fruitful work at the Wall-forts of Hal ton and 
Stanwix, and at the coastal mile-fortlet at Cardurnock. 
After the Second World War, however, ill-health gained 
ground and made Simpson’s participation in field-work fitful 
and increasingly difficult, and his last years were clouded by 
failing powers! He died in M ay, 19 55, and was buried in 
Nether Denton churchyard within a Roman fort and over
looking the scenes of his most distinguished work.

During his lifetime this work had won substantial recog
nition by all scholars concerned with the Wall. It was 
signalized to a wider public by an honorary fellowship of the 
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland in 19 23, an honorary 
M .A . of the University of Durham in 1924 and the C .B .E. 
in 1949, in which year the volume of the centenary 
Pilgrimage of the Roman Wall was dedicated to him. He 
was a vice-president of this Society, which he joined in 1905, 
from 1938 until 1952, and of the sister Society in Cumber
land from 1924 until 1947, when he became its president 
for a year; and from 1930 onwards he was also director of 
the latter Society’s revived Cumberland Excavation Com
mittee, originally directed by Haverfield. In 19 5 1  he 
became archaeological adviser to the city of Carlisle. These



very honours create a true picture of an active and able 
personality, but the portrait may be amplified by personal 
recollection. The writer was privileged to work with Gerald 
Simpson every sea’son from 1928 until 1940, sharing the 
field-work, drafting the reports, surveying and drawing the 
plans and taking most of the photographs. It was exacting 
work, for Simpson, though a superlatively clear verbal 
expositor, suffered from an almost constitutional inability to 
put his thoughts on paper, and the finished results revealed 
nothing of the toils of formulation. Both enjoyed it, 
whether in the field, where he was a superb planner of cam
paigns, or in the study, where nothing but the best we could 
do would content him. To re-create in this wise was itself 
creation, and responsibility or fatigue were lightened by 
mutual understanding. His powers of persuasion might be 
confused with attrition by those unaware of his high and 
steady purpose, and sometimes they needed the leaven of 
that humour of his which could be evoked from below the 
surface and bubbled up'in veritably Gilbertian guise. It was 
the droll and never the malicious which amused him, as 
befitted a man who was as much concerned in his religious 
life as in his archaeology with the clarity of his message. His 
exposition of the relation between evolution and sin, given 
in a crowded country chapel, was remarkable for its ability 
and humility; he needed, he said, “  the presence of a friend 
to give him strength ” . His family life had a not dissimilar 
simplicity, positively patriarchal in character and full of 
plans for his wife and two daughters. His demeanour and 
actions were marked by the richer idiosyncrasy of his 
generation. The galoshes tied on with string; the boater with 
school hat-band; the bare knees in summer, exposed with 
exemplary self-control to a field full of horse-flies; the express 
train specially stopped above Poltross Burn milecastle for a 
photograph of ancient and modern, to the joy of the driver 
and fireman and the indignation of the guard: haec olim 
meminisse iuvabit, for they were the innocent enthusiasms of 
a genius. I. A . R ic h m o n d .


