
B y  J o h n  W i l k e s .

In July and August 1959 the Durham University Excava
tion Committee began an examination of one of the barrack 
buildings in the Roman fort at Housesteads, aiming at 
recovering its original plan and such modifications as might 
have been made in later periods, and also at securing as much 
stratified and datable material as possible. The present 
writer was in charge of the excavation; he is grateful to 
Professor Eric Birley and Mr. J. P. Gillam for their assistance 
in preparing this report, to Mr. W. Dodds for the drawings 
of pottery and to Dr. M. G. Jarrett for his report on the coins.

It will be remembered that the excavations of 1898,1 
which enabled R. C. Bosanquet to publish a very full plan 
of the fort as a whole, were limited in the main, as far as 
the barracks were concerned, to tracing their outlines; in that 
year no attempt was made to work out the full structural 
sequence of any single barrack. The work of 1959, though 
restricted to the central third of barrack XIV (on.Bosanquet’s 
numbering), in the northern half of the praetentura, produced 
a highly interesting series of superimposed structures; further 
work will be needed, in 1960, before complete plans of these 
can be produced, in a report dealing with the whole barrack, 
but an interim report has been judged desirable.

ia) Period I.
Two contubernia of the earliest barrack were examined; 

each measured 11 ft. 6 in. by 25 ft. internally. The walls, 
which had been almost wholly removed down to the founda
tion course, were built of neatly cut sandstone blocks, the

1 A A 2 xxv 193-300.



core being of rubble packed in clay; no mortar was found on 
the site. The south wall of the barrack was on a similar 
alignment in all periods, while the later partition-walls were 
partly built upon the footings of period I. The period I 
north wall, traced for a short distance only, had been levelled 
to its foundation course, and was sealed by the stone flags of 
a later period; to the north of this was a surface of hard- 
packed cobbling, which had been worn smooth through use, 
bounded to north by a gutter of stone blocks 7 ft. 6 in. beyond 
the outer face of the north wall: this was doubtless part of a 
verandah. The gutter survived for a length of 11 ft.; else
where it had been removed by later builders. The roof in 
this period had been of tiles, many fragments being found in 
the rubble beneath later structures.

Beneath a later stone floor a hearth was found, around 
which lay some occupation material which had been 
trampled into the earth floor along with the ash rakings from 
the fire; it included some late second-century pottery and a 
worn sestertius of Trajan. Below the eavesdrip between the 
barrack units of period III (p. 63 below) a layer of clean 
yellow clay was found, lying directly on top of the natural 
subsoil and overlaid by the footing-course of a period II wall; 
in this clay were two sestertii of Trajan, one of Hadrian and 
two other bronze coins, now indecipherable, of the early 
principate.

(b) Period II.
The only surviving structure of this period was the 

footing-course of one contubernium wall; it was good quality 
work, and had partly built upon it the wall of a later period.

Some 9 ft. of the north wall of the barrack of this period 
remained, levelled to its lowest course so that its facing-stones 
appeared in the surface of a later stone floor. The period 
II barrack was 1 ft. wider than that of period I, measuring 
26 ft. from the inside face of the north wall to the line of 
the main south wall.

Later rebuilding had removed virtually all.trace of the



floors belonging to this period. Beneath the rubble filling 
for a stone bench of period III (see below), a small area of 
sand floor was found, on which was a denarius of Severus 
Alexander (a .d . 222-235); this floor-level in turn overlay an 
earlier occupation, but neither level yielded enough pottery 
for a date to be assignable to it. In other parts of the 
building quantities of pottery assignable to the third century 
were found, in the rubble beneath the stone floors of period
III.

FIG. 1 .

(c) Period III.
Two barrack-units of this period were uncovered. They 

differed markedly from the type found in the two previous 
periods, each contubernium having been constructed as a 
separate unit, with an eavesdrip some 18 in. wide between it 
and the next. The floors were of stone flags, and at the south 
end of each room was a stone-revetted bench, raised to a 
height of 2 ft. above the main floor-level. Internally each



unit measured 32 ft. north to south by 11 ft. 6 in. east to west, 
the increase in length being obtained by extending northward 
to enclose the cobbled verandah of the earlier barrack. * The 
stone gutter was now cut across and some of the blocks from 
it were re-used in a new threshold; a quantity of re-used 
material, occurred elsewhere in this period’s structures, 
notably three pillar-bases built into a wall, and part of a 
carved window-head and a threshold stone (complete with 
door-socket) laid as flagstones. The construction of this 
period was inferior, its masonry very uneven and many of the 
blocks showing little or no trace of worked faces; many of 
the walling-stones were reddened by burning.

In the clean clay packing, between the walls of the two 
barrack-units, was found a mortarium (fig. 2, 9) assignable 
to the beginning of the fourth century, and in the clay 
packing upon which the flagged floors were laid were seven 
coins of the barbarous radiate type, datable to the latter part 
of the third century.

(d) Discussion.
In his report on the buildings within the fort R. C. 

Bosanquet mentioned that a special watch was kept for indi
cations of an L-shaped type of barrack;2 in at least one 
instance he seems to have succeeded in finding traces of an 
earlier outside wall on an alignment suggesting the L-shaped 
layout (barrack VI, at the south side of the retentura). In 
1959 more evidence for this type of barrack came to light. 
Two complete contubemia of the first period (which must 
unquestionably represent the original Hadrianic construc
tion) were identified, together with a verandah to the north, 
demarcated by a gutter cut in stone blocks; some pillar-bases 
taken from the colonnade of such a verandah were found 
re-used as building material in the walls of period III. 
Professor I. A. Richmond, discussing the arrangements of 
the barracks within the Agricolan timber fort at Fendoch,3 
remarked upon the close similarity between the layouts of

2 A A 2 XXV 252f. 3 PSAScot. lxxiii 136.



that Perthshire fort and of-the stone fort at Housesteads, both 
plans representing the accommodation for an infantry 
battalion one thousand strong (cohors milliaria) with ten 
barracks, one for each of its ten companies (centuriae). This 
comparison is now seen to be all the happier, since it is clear 
that the dimensions of the period I barracks at Housesteads 
are almost identical with those at Fendoch; and were a recon
struction of the Housesteads barrack to be attempted, then 
no closer parallel could be found.4

The second phase of building, presumably assignable to 
Severus, seems not to have differed markedly from the first, 
but the evidence surviving from this period is considerably 
less, as the building was levelled very drastically at the 
beginning of period III. That period, definitely assignable 
at the earliest to the end of the third century and thus attribu
table to Constantius Chlorus, involved a departure from the 
layout of the previous periods, the L-shaped barrack with its 
internally divided contubernia being now replaced by a block 
made ■up of separate units, of a type already known at 
Greatchesters.5 The increase in size was obtained by includ
ing in them the verandah area to the north, the stone eaves- 
drip gutter now going out of use. It must be said that many 
questions concerning this phase of the barrack remain to be 
answered. It may be guessed that the units were of half- 
timbered construction, and that their fronts were closed by 
some sort of wooden screening, for there was no trace of any 
stone wall on the north—“-though it must be noted that there 
had been very drastic stone-robbing in the northern part of 
the area examined, which might conceivably have removed 
such a wall. Meanwhile, these individual chalets seem 
remarkably similar to the type of structure which we are wont 
to associate with the civilian vicus settlements which grew

4 Cf. PSAScot. lxxiii 136. A t Fendoch, the contubernia in barrack I are 
26 ft. by 12 ft., the verandah adding another 6 ft. to make a total width of 
32 ft. At Housesteads the dimensions are: contubernia 26 ft. by 12 ft. 6 in., 
with the verandah guttering some 6 ft. beyond the outer face of the north wall. ‘

5 C f. A A 2 xxiv 22 ; six barrack-units were found, built against a common 
south wall, each measuring 36 ft. by 12 ft. *



and prospered outside so many Roman forts in the north of 
Britain in the third and fourth centuries.6

(e) Pottery.
(i) Period I (fig. 2,1-7): The following group comes from 

the hearth deposit and is the only group assignable to this 
period.

1-4. Cooking-pots in smooth, light grey fabric, similar to the 
examples assignable to c. a .d . 200 in Corbridge 1947.

5. Neckless cooking-pot in grey fabric with smooth, dark grey 
surface; cf. Mumrills, no. 16.

6. Dish with grooved rim; the fabric is light grey in fracture, the 
surface dark grey with fumed appearance; obtuse lattice decoration. 
Cf. Gilla'm type 318.

7. Dish with'down-turned rim, surface gritty and dark grey in 
colour; cf. Gillam type 223.

In addition, a dish of Gillam type 225 was found in this 
group, which may be dated late in the second century. No 
single item need be later than a .d . 200, while no. 5 is set 
securely in the second century.

(ii) Mortaria (fig. 2, 8-10).

8. Large fragment of Gillam type 278 (assignable to a .d . 270-330); 
the surface is pink, with black grit. Sealed beneath bench slabbing 
of period III.

9. A  complete example of Gillam type 282 in “ pipeclay ” fabric 
with fine black grit. This is the “ hammerhead” type regularly 
associated with Wall period III and assignable to the early part of 
the fourth century; it was found in clean clay packing laid down 
between the partition walls of the barrack-units of period III.

10. Orange fabric with gritty surface, 'white grit. Topsoil.

(iii) Period II (fig. 3,1-11): The stone floors of period III 
sealed a quantity of pottery of types common in third-century 
deposits elsewhere on'Hadrian’s Wall.7 It has been judged 
best to illustrate a few of the well-known types, together with

6 C f. P. Salway in A A 4  xxxvi, especially 230, for the subject generally; for 
the Housesteads vicus cf. in particular A A 4  xii 204ff.

7 Cf. in particular the Birdoswald barrack excavation of 1929, CW 2 xxx 
169ff.





vessels from sealed stratification of this period, for which no 
immediate parallels have been found.

1. Cooking-pot in black fumed ware, with lattice decoration. 
The type emerges at the beginning of the second century and extends 
well into the fourth; the examples illustrated, 1 a-e, indicate the 
range of types represented.

la. Thin fabric, rim turned well out; cf. Gillam type 144, with 
exactly matching lattice decoration.

2. Flanged bowl in black burnished fabric, with intersecting-arc 
decoration. This type emerged about the middle of the third cen
tury; Gillam type 227.

3. Similar type, flange less pronounced.
4. Platter in black burnished ware, similar decoration: Gillam 

type 329.

The following group comes'from floor-levels of period III, 
and thus a date of emergence in the third century may pro
visionally be assigned to its types:

5. Jar in gritty fabric, dark grey, outside discoloured perhaps 
through use as a cooking-pot; in fracture, orange and buff; pro
nounced wheel-ridges on the inside.

6. Jar with dark grey, slightly gritty surface.
7. Jar in smooth, bluish-grey fabric.
8. Platter in smooth, orange fabric: the colour may be due to 

burning. The thickness and chamfering of the base make it possible 
that this vessel had a footstand.

9. Small cooking-pot in light grey fabric; gritty surface, heavily 
encrusted with soot.

10. Wide-mouthed jar; light grey fabric with gritty surface, dis
coloured orange by burning.

11. Dish in “ Housesteads ware” ; dark red surface, almost bur
nished, and brick-red in fracture. From beneath a stone bench of 
period HI, which thus gives this ware a date of emergence not later 
than the end of the third century.

(iv) Huntcliff ware (fig. 3, 12-13):, A quantity of pottery 
in this very distinctive fabric with its pitted surface was found 
amongst the upper layers and topsoil.

12. Flanged bowl. The type occurs in the Yorkshire signal- 
stations (cf. M. R. Hull, A rch . Journal lxxxix, 1933, 245, no. 28) but 
has not hitherto been recorded in this fabric from Hadrian’s Wall.





13. A  selection of rim-types; three of them (d, e and g) have 
the groove on the inside of the rim, normally assignable ‘to Wall 
period IV.
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(/) Coins. By M ich ael G. J a r r ett .
The-general condition of the coins is poor; many are 

very worn, and all the bronzes have suffered considerable 
corrosion. Most of them were originally identified by Dr. 
J. P. C. Kent of the British Museum. One third of them are 
barbarous radiates of the late third century, and more than
half of the total are to be dated to that century.

1. t r a j a n  Sestertius c. 103-112.
Obv.: [ ]0 A V G  GER DAC [ ]
Rev.: Illegible.

2. TRAJAN As 98-117.
3. Sestertius, probably an early issue of Hadrian, c. 117-119; it is 

now worn almost smooth on both sides, and is completely 
illegible.

4. h a d r i a n  Sestertius 118.
Obv.: [ Jt r a i a n v s  h a d r i [  ]
Rev.: f o r t  r e d  s  c  

r i c  551a.
5. Early imperial As or Dupondius.
6. Early imperial As or Dupondius.
7. s e v e r u s  Al e x a n d e r  Denarius 222-228.

Obv.: [ i ] m f  c  m  a v r  s e v  a l e x a n d  a v g  

Rev.: p a x  a v g  

r ic  168.
8. t e t r i c u s  i i  270-274

Obv.: [ ]ic[ ]
Rev.: Illegible, with badly struck design well off-centre.

9. Illegible late third century radiate, probably not barbarous.



10. Barbarous radiate, late third century.
11. Barbarous radiate, late third century. The letters e and c can 

be distinguished on the reverse.
12. Barbarous radiate, late third century. The obverse is a hopeless 

jumble, but the reverse shows a seated figure of fair workman
ship.

13. Barbarous radiate, late third century.
14. Late third century radiate, not barbarous.

Obv.: Illegible and unidentifiable.
Rev.: [s ]a lv s[ ]

15. Barbarous radiate of Claudius Gothicus type. , After 268.
16. Radiate, probably barbarous.
17. Barbarous'radiate, late third century. The letter m can be read 

on obverse.
18. Barbarous radiate, late third century.
19. Illegible, late third century radiate, probably not barbarous.
20. Illegible late third century radiate, probably not barbarous.
21. valens - 364-378.

Obv.: d n v [alens p]f avg 
Rev.: [ ]om[ ]

The reverse is worn but probably the gloria romanorvm type.




