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Introduction
At the end of July, 1961, excavation was resumed at the 

foot of Chapel Hill, where buildings had been located in 
the previous summer (AA4' xxxix 301ff.). Heavy rainfall 
throughout the five weeks of excavation seriously hampered 
the work, and the deep trenches in the valley bottom became 
the natural drainage point for the hillside. But for the 
assistance of Mr. Charles Anderson and his Ministry of 
Works staff, who lent us two mechanical pumps, work would 
have had to be abandoned after the second week, and it is 
clear that if further excavation is to be done in this area, it 
should only be attempted after a prolonged drought.

Summary
It is now evident that shortly after the fort was constructed, 

external buildings were erected in the valley south of the 
Vallum, near Chapel Hill. A  rubbish-pit belonging to this 
period contained a gold ligula and an unguent vessel, whilst 
two posts perhaps indicate wooden buildings. Some years 
later, circa a .d . 150, stone buildings replaced the temporary 
wooden houses, and these in turn were abandoned towards 
the close of the century. This may indicate a change of policy 
after the disaster of 197, when the later settlement grew up 
north of the Vallum, beneath the walls of the fort. The 
earlier site was not entirely abandoned, however, for a small 
shrine containing a Spring (AA4 xxxix, Site I) and a temple 
(Site III) certainly continued in use for part at least of the 
third century.

The extent of this early settlement is not yet clear. Five
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buildings have now been found clustered together below the 
northern slope of Chapel Hill, but surface indications and 
the observations of earlier antiquaries suggest that other 
buildings extended as far as the Knag Burn in the east and 
another hundred yards to the west. The comparatively high 
standard of construction is in noted contrast to that of the 
majority of the buildings examined to the north of the Vallum 
in the 1930’s (AA4 xii 205fi.), and it argues for a more 
civilised and wealthy class of inhabitant, if not for a more 
numerous population.

The temple which overlay the second-century building 
was circular, small (13 feet diameter), and very carelessly 
constructed, and no positive proof emerged that it could be 
identified with Mars Thincsus. But the accumulated evi
dence of Clayton, Bruce and the present excavation, strongly 
suggests that it was from this building that the altars and 
frieze were taken in the 1880’s.

Site III
The northern wall of a building on site III had been 

revealed at the close of the excavations in 1960 (AA4 xxxix, 
plate xxvi 2), and work was resumed upon this site in July 
1961. There proved to be four occupational phases, and 
these will be dealt with in chronological order.

Phase I
Immediately above a subsoil of whin fragments and clay, 

between 7 feet 6 inches and 8 feet from the present surface, 
there lay a shallow rubbish deposit, sealed by a light clay 
packing. The deposit contained a quantity of animal bones, 
the majority of which had been split to obtain the marrow, 
five fragments of coarse pottery, a piece of decorated samian, 
a gold ligula and the greater part of an unguent vase (see 
figs. 3, nos. 5 and 13; 5, no. 1). The pottery was uniformly of 
Hadrianic date, and may represent rubbish thrown out of 
Site II, where there were indications of Hadrianic occupation 
(AA4 xxxix 305). The gold ligula and unguent vase suggest



that the inhabitants were Romanised and comparatively 
wealthy, presumably being either traders or veterans. Two 
timber posts, marked L on the plan (fig. 2), were found in 
this deposit, and since they bore no relation to the later 
structures they may be assigned to some purpose in the 
Hadrianic period.

Phase I I
A small rectangular workshop 29 ft. 9 in. by 19 ft. 6 in. lay 

above the earlier deposit. It was strongly constructed with 
deep foundations, and due to the subsequent dampness of the 
site, its woodwork was preserved exceptionally well (see plates 
XVII and XVIII). It had a wide doorway in the western 
wall, the lower portion of the door posts remaining in position 
(marked J on plan), a smaller door in the eastern wall, which 
still retained its jamb and posts (A), whilst a further jamb 
lay above the narrow partition wall where it joined the 
wattle fence (marked D on plan). The remains of the wattle 
fence stood upright in its original position, constructed of 
oak posts as uprights and birch branches twined between 
them (see plate XVIII, fig. 1). The small room enclosed by 
the wattle fence and the stone dividing wall contained a rough 
platform which bore traces of fire, and may represent a 
blacksmith’s bench (B). There was no trace of a hearth or 
furnace within the building, but a thick layer of coal-dust 
throughout the floor-space, and a wooden coal bunker (H) 
just outside the wide doorway, indicated that some such 
structure must have lain near by.

All the floor-space of the workshop was flagged, and at 
the same level flags continued to the west of the building. 
These bore only slight traces of wear, which may indicate 
either a short period of use or some additional floor covering 
above them. Above the workshop floor lay a rich deposit 
of rubbish. Amongst a quantity of samian and coarse 
pottery, there lay wooden wedges, planks, posts, bottle- 
stoppers, a cup and a couch or chair leg; iron tools and scraps 
of metal; 52 boots and shoes in a fragmentary state, besides



FIG. 2 . SITE III. TEMPLE OF MARS THINCSUS, FACING W EST. THE PAVED  
CATTLE TROUGH EXTENDED AS FAR AS THE FRONT PEGS.



FIG. 1 .  SITE III. WATTLE FENCE OF THE WORKSHOP. NOTE THE ANGLE OF THE 
TEMPLE W ALL ON THE RIGHT.

Photo. R. E. Birley.

FIG. 2 . SITE III. THE WESTERN DOOR OF THE WORKSHOP, SHOWING THE 
WOODEN THRESHOLD AND SUPPORTING POSTS.



scraps of unworked leather;1 three ballista balls; two votive 
lamps; a terracotta statuette without head or arms; beads, 
bones, fragments of bronze and glass. There were no coins 
amongst this deposit—indeed, no coins were found at any 
stage of this year’s excavation. Presumably the rubbish 
reached the floor after the .building was abandoned, and may 
represent tidying up after this part of the settlement fell out 
of use. At any rate, the coarse pottery in this collection, of 
which samples are illustrated, is very largely of second-century 
origin.

Bearing in mind that what is presumed to be the early 
third-century temple of Mars Thincsus lay above the work
shop, its operative life must be approximately 150-196. Two 
more stone buildings of this period (Sites IV and V) were 
found near by, and it now appears that there was a stone-built 
civil settlement at Housesteads in the second century, south 
of the Vallum. The great quantity of leather work, and the 
wooden objects which seem to belong to a carpenter, together 
with the positive evidence of the industrial use of coal, all 
indicate that this settlement was a productive one. This is 
all the more interesting when one remembers that the exten
sive excavations in the later settlement (AA4 xii 205ff.) 
produced few signs of industry. This may, of course, be due 
to the chances of excavation, for the areas examined earlier 
were far from a good water supply, and the proximity of 
water must have been vital to the majority of industries. 
Either workshops of the later settlement must lie to the east 
of the 1930’s excavations, near the Knag Bum, or else the 
settlement had markedly changed in character to that of a 
market town.

Phase III
After the workshop had lain deserted for a number of 

years, a small temple, 13 ft. in diameter, was built over part 
of the area. It was of very rude construction, and its wall of

1 N ote: Much of the wood and leather is being preserved and studied by 
Dr, C. M . Daniels in the Joint Museum of Antiquities.



VO.
FIG. 2. SITE III. TEMPLE OF MARS THINCSUS ABOVE WORKSHOP.

large undressed stones appeared to have had nothing better 
than earth and rubble to hold it together. Its builders had 
given little thought to foundations, which extended only two 
feet below the floor level, and in most cases the walls rested 
upon the rubbish covering the workshop floor. Unfortunately 
the western portion of the temple had been badly destroyed, 
presumably after its excavation in the 1880’s—perhaps the 
stones were used to form the present paved cattle-trough 
nearby. But sufficient remained to give some sort of picture 
of the building. To judge from the state of the walls, it must 
have been a half-timbered structure with a wooden roof. 
There was a doorway in the northern section of the wall 
(K), though its width could not be determined accurately. 
On the floor there were traces of a small wattle screen at



the eastern end (E on the plan), while four fragments of posts 
were found some four feet west of the screen (G). Presump
tive evidence alone indicates that this was the temple of Mars 
Thincsus. Clayton’s description of his excavations, which 
are borne out by Bruce (Handbook, ed. 1885), shows that 
his men found the altars and frieze between the foot of the 
northern slope of Chapel Hill and the Well (Site I). As will 
appear later (in the discussion on sites VII and VIII), there 
is no room for another building between the temple and the 
foot of Chapel Hill, and such a large group of sculptures must 
have remained in situ for them to have been found together. 
The furthest they can have been moved is outside the temple 
to the west during Phase IV, though this need not have 
happened (see below). The only surprising feature is the 
comparatively fine workmanship of the altars and the gross 
nature of the building itself, but one must bear in mind that 
an irregular force of auxiliaries could not have the funds to 
build anything ornate, and the little money they had would 
most likely be diverted to pay for a professional to carve the 
altars for them. Parallels for this type of circular temple 
have been found (Harald Koethe in 23. Bericht der R.-G.K., 
1934) in Gaul, South Britain, Raetia and Pannonia.2 Koethe 
states that they tend to be situated near mountain tops, 
springs or cross-roads in the Celtic area. They are generally 
for native cults. The closest parallel to the Housesteads 
temple has been found at Bonn, where a circular building 4 
metres in diameter was dedicated to the Matronae Aufaniae 
(Bonn. Jhb. 136/7, 1932, 154.160). Further speculation 
cannot really help to solve this problem, but it would seem 
that it is justifiable to conclude that the temple of Mars 
Thincsus has now been located near the spot whence the 
altars were removed in 1883/4—rin spite of the fact, which 
should not be given too much credence, that the excavators 
reported that a diligent search failed to reveal any buildings 
in the vicinity. The existence of Sites II, III, IV and V  
should cast doubt upon their observations.
' 2 1 am grateful to M r. A . R. Birley for drawing my attention to this article.



Phase IV
A partial reconstruction of the floor at a higher level, and 

the presence of a hearth (F on plan) made from a roofing tile 
near the wooden posts, indicates a later development in the 
life of the temple. This new phase does not appear to have 
lasted for long, but little more can be said about it. Perhaps 
it represents temporary inhabitation of the temple, or a 
weakening in the spirit of the worshippers which moved them 
to alter the internal structure and include a much-needed 
source of heat.

The excavation of Site III provided the bulk of the 
summer’s work, but for much of the time the floods drove 
the excavators out of the trench, and forced them to seek less 
dangerous work nearby. Accordingly, in the gaps between 
the long and heavy showers which graced the last two and a 
half weeks of August, work was carried out on a number of 
other sites to add more information to our knowledge of the 
earlier civil settlement. This work will be briefly described, 
and since the present excavators have now completed their 
work at Housesteads it would perhaps benefit any future 
work if they included a further description of features that 
antiquaries have commented upon, but upon which no work 
has yet been done.

Site IV
In 1898 R. C. Bosanquet had reported (AA2 xxv) traces 

of buildings to the west of the well that bore marked resemb
lance in date to those of Sites II and III. The 25-in. Ordnance 
Survey map marks his excavations opposite the Mithraeum, 
but his plan (AA2 xxv) shows that they were much closer to 
the well than that, though it is difficult to say much more 
from his sketch. However, in the course of excavating a long 
trench to the west of the well, traces were found of recent 
disturbance, and it seemed clear that the site of Bosanquet’s 
trenches had been located. All that can be said of Site IV 
is that the construction of its wall was markedly similar to 
that of the workshop on Site III, that there appears to have



been a door leading into the narrow passage between Sites 
IV and V, and that the modern water-pipe from the well has 
cut through the wall and removed all trace of it for a space 
of three feet, twenty feet from its southern turn. As with all 
the buildings examined in this area, the tops of the walls lie 
nearly three feet beneath the modern surface, a result, no 
doubt, in part due to the ground being levelled for corn- 
growing around 1700. A rubble-packed drain lay between 
this site and the next.

Site V
Here again, there is little to say except that it adds a 

further building to this group. The area immediately to the 
east of it was composed of a heavily packed surface of stone 
and clay, and from amongst this packing two nearly complete 
coarse pots were recovered.

Site V I
Between Site V and the Well, there were traces of a 

heavily made-up roadway, differing in texture from the pack
ing outside Site V . The limits of the road were not recovered, 
but it presumably ran north-south to link a road running 
east-west above the well with a similar road running along 
the foot of Chapel Hill (see Site VIII). This road bore signs 
of at least two alterations to its original surface, and was 
certainly no mere track, since its core was composed of heavy 
rubble and clay some three feet six inches deep.

Site V II
A trench was cut from the southern wall of Site III, ten 

feet from its eastern end, for a distance of 30 feet towards 
Chapel Hill. At a depth of six feet the rapidly rising water- 
level caused it to be abandoned, but no trace of building was 
found, and the pottery from the trench indicated no change 
from that found within the workshop.3

3 There was thus no space for any building between Site I I I  and the foot of 
Chapel H ill.



It was from a depression 65 feet east of Site III and 22 feet 
south of it that another Mars Thincsus altar was recovered in 
1920, by Mr. Thomas Thompson and his grandson William, 
who succeeded him as custodian of Housesteads, and whose 
sudden death in July 1961 must have come as a shock to all 
members familiar with Housesteads. A trench was cut across 
this depression, to determine whether the altar had stood 
within a building, but at a depth of 2 feet 10 inches a cobbled 
surface was found, stretching at a uniform level throughout 
the trench. This was clearly another road, running east-west 
and linking up with the southern roads that leave the fort.

Near the Knag Burn, 30 yards north of the corner of the 
field-walls that limit the fort field in its south-eastern corner, 
a low mound is clearly visible, with a large faced stone resting 
upon it. A  trench into this mound revealed a heavy pile of 
whin boulders, probably collected together when the field- 
wall was being built.

Sites X  and X I
Two trenches were cut into the top of the western end ot 

Chapel Hill, in the hope that traces might be found of a 
building that eighteenth-century antiquaries confidently pos
tulated in that quarter. But no walls were found, and instead 
there appeared to be an earthen rampart with rough stone 
packing running north-south across the hill. Lying about this 
feature were fragments of Roman pottery. At first sight this 
appeared to be the remains of some sort of defensive work, 
and only further excavation can solve the problem, but it 
must be remembered that Chapel Hill has had a checkered 
history, and the rampart may in fact be the result of ground 
clearance before ploughing in the late eighteenth century (see 
Hodgson in AA1 i). Chapel Hill is, however, an ideal site 
for a small hill-fort, for it would be surrounded m post- 
Roman times by a considerable swamp, from which the



“ sweet-scented willows ” were only cleared away in 1782 and 
drainage put in shortly afterwards.

Site X II
A few weeks before he died, Mr. Thompson reported that 

some years ago, when digging a ferret out of a rabbit-hole in 
the wood to the east of the Knag Burn, he came across a wall 
standing many courses high. There is no trace upon the 
surface of any building in this wood, and probably only a 
chance find will once more reveal it.

Site X III
John Hodgson reported, in AA1 i, that “ on the west side 

of the Knagg-burn, where it enters the inges, the ground is 
irregular, with the remains of considerable buildings ”. In 
the 30’s a trench was cut in this neighbourhood and signs of 
occupation were discovered, but no building walls. Surface 
indications in this area are no longer as positive as they were 
in Hodgson’s day, but it should nevertheless repay thorough 
investigation. Buildings here could well belong to the second- 
century vicus.

Site X IV
From surface indications, it is clear that other buildings 

beside the Mithraeum occupy the gentle rise to the west of 
Chapel Hill, and there are also traces of further buildings 
immediately north of this, over the field-wall.

Site X V
As one walks along the Wall between the fort and House

steads milecastle, and glances down to the field below the 
crags to the north, one may observe a grass-covered circular 
structure which looks like an old sheep-fold. John Hodgson 
reported this structure in 1822, and its appearance has altered 
so little since his day that one is tempted to agree with him 
that it may be Roman. His words were: “ Where a flat stone 
is set up in a meadow called Grospoolhole, on the north side



of the station, there is a circle nine yards in diameter, the 
verge of which is hemmed with a mound, that produces grass 
of richer green than the ground about it. Has it the custody 
of the ashes of some Roman soldier? The people say, that a 
chorus of fairies, who live in caves in the neighbouring rock, 
give it the deepness of its verdure in their moon-light dances. 
(Note: there is a similar structure above the Knag Burn 
wood and just north of the Vallum. It is marked on Bruce’s 
map.)

Conclusions
It is now certain that a settlement sprang up at House

steads, south of the Vallum, shortly after the fort was built, 
and that it was abandoned either at the end of the second 
century or early in the third. We need look no further than 
the disaster of 197 for its destruction and subsequent rebuild
ing higher up the hill, on the Severan reconstruction of the 
Wall. It appears likely that settlements of this period may be 
found south of the Vallum at other forts on the Wall. The 
size of the early settlement at Housesteads is still a matter for 
conjecture, but it seems likely that it occupied the valley 
bottom below the fort, between the Knag Burn and the end 
of the terracing in the west. It would therefore be on a 
smaller scale than the later settlement, which seems to have 
expanded to include the dwellings of a near native popula
tion, possibly representing a semi-servile mining community. 
There was certainly plenty of work for miners in the neigh
bourhood, for coal, lead and iron are abundant, and it is 
unlikely that the Romans would ignore such deposits. 
Finally a word should be said about the possibility of further 
work in this settlement. Housesteads Vicus has had more 
attention devoted to it than any other settlement on the Wall, 
and it was hoped that from the excavations a complete plan 
of a settlement might be obtained. But due to the size and 
scattered nature of the sites, and in the valley'due to the great 
depth at which they are now lying, a complete plan of the 
settlement would take many more years’ work. At present



the project must be shelved and attention might better be 
turned to a settlement that is more compact, such as that at 
Vindolanda or Cilurnum.
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THE POTTERY

Angela Birley

(a) Coarse pottery (fig. 3). Reference is made, wherever possible, 
to Mr. J. P. Gillam’s paper, 64 Types of Roman coarse pottery in 
Northern Britain ” (AA4 xxxv).

1. Stratified among rubbish upon workshop floor. Jar of coarse, 
orange fabric with greyish fawn slip. No parallel in Gillam.

2. Same stratification. Jar of black fumed ware; cf. Gillam type 
128.





3. Stratified, in the drain between Sites IV and V. Almost complete 
cooking pot of grey fumed ware (note the deformed shaped 
nearest to Gillam. type 135.

4. Stratification as 1. Cooking pot of black fumed ware, with 
wavy line on the rim. Cf. Gillam type 129.

5. Stratified among the rubbish deposit of phase 1, beneath the 
workshop floor. Cooking pot of dark grey, gritty fabric, with 
lattice pattern on the wall; nearest to Gillam type 112. Hadrianic.

6. Stratification as 1. Jar of pale grey ware with a whitish slip; 
not the same as Gillam type 157. Cf. E. and M. Birley, “ Fourth 
report on excavations at Chesterholm-Vindolanda ” (AA4 xv), 
fig. 3, 35.

7. Same stratification. Jar of dark grey ware; no parallel noted.
8. Same stratification. Jar of grey ware, the out-turned rim suggest

ing a late third-century date.
9. Same stratification. Beaker of thin, brittle, silver-grey ware; 

nearest to Gillam type 172.
10. Stratified among rubble packing outside the east wall of site V. 

Much of a small cooking pot of grey fumed ware; cf. Gillam 
type 170.

11. Stratification as 1. Jar of orange-fawn, gritty fabric; no parallel 
found.

12. Same stratification. Jar of hard, pale grey material, with metallic 
sheen on the outside.

13. Stratification as 5. A  small flask of very coarse, beige fabric; 
nearest to Gillam type 37, which begins in the Flavian period.

14. Same stratification. Carinated bowl of smooth grey fabric; 
nearest to Gillam type 217.

15. Stratification as 1. Bowl imitating Dr. 38, of beige fabric; 
nearest to Gillam types 201-2.

16. Same stratification. Hard whitish-grey ware, with paler slip. 
No parallels found.

17. Same stratification. Large jar of coarse, dark grey fabric.
18. Same stratification. Flagon neck and handle, of grey fabric. No 

parallels found.

(b ) Samian. Reference is made to CGP= Stanfield and Simpson,
Central Gaulish Potters. Unstratified pieces are marked with an
asterisk.

Fig. 4. *Much of a samian platter, bearing the stamp a v g v s t i n v s  
(of the Rheinzabern potter whose period of production is esti
mated as c. a .d . 160-200); nearest in form to Ludowici’s type Tb, 
but noteworthy for the rouletting which runs round its flat rim,



FIG. 4. PLATTER BY AVGVSTINVS (±).
a feature for which no parallels have been noted. Found in the 
disturbed area beneath the modern cattle-trough.

Fig. 5. 1. Among the rubbish deposit of Phase 1, beneath the work
shop floor. Dr. 37, part of a free-style vessel, closest perhaps to 
Potter X-6, who uses a similar trifid leaf and plain circles in the 
field, c. a .d . 130-150.

2. Among rubbish on workshop floor. Dr. 37, clearly the work o f  
c r i c i r o  (c f. CGP pi. 117, 1). a .d . 140-180.

3. *Dr. 37, undoubtedly assignable to Potter X-6. a .d . 125-150.
4. Stratification as 2. Dr. 37, probably the work of t e t t v r v s ;  the 

figures on the left cannot be identified, c. a .d . 150-190.
5. Same stratification. Dr. 37, attributable to g e l e n v s .  a .d . 

125-140.
6. *Dr. 37; the thick bead-row crossed by astragali is reminiscent of 

the style of a v s t r v s .
7. Stratification as 2. Dr. 37, the ovolo and acanthus leaf suggesting 

a t t i a n v s  as its maker, a .d . 130-160.
8. In rubbish deposit outside the south wall of site III. Dr. 37, 

Central Gaulish, but potter unidentified, c. a .d . 130-150?
9. Stratification as 2. Three pieces of a Dr. 37, clearly the work 

of d o c c a l v s  (cf. CGP pi. 93). a .d . 130-150.
10. Same stratification. Dr. 37, assignable to d i v i x t v s  (on whom 

cf. CGP, p. 209, referring to “ the scarcity of d i v i x t v s  bowls on 
Hadrian’s Wall ”). a .d . 160-190.

11. Same stratification. Dr. 37, Central Gaulish, showing some 
affinity with the work of Potter X-3 but clearly later work; cf. also 
CGP pi. 86 for some analogous layouts on bowls by a t t i a n v s .  
c. a .d . 150?

12. Same stratification. Dr. 37; by its fabric and style, East Gaulish 
or German, but no parallels have been noted.






