
I.—JOHN HORSLEY AND THE ANTONINE WALL
(Being the Fifth Horsley Memorial Lecture 

delivered on 27th March, 1963)

Kenneth A. Steer

In the previous lectures in this series my distinguished 
predecessors have considered John Horsley’s achievements 
primarily in relation to Hadrian’s Wall. This is not sur
prising, since Horsley’s genius is nowhere displayed to better 
advantage than in his study of Hadrian’s Wall, and his dis
cussion of that monument in the Britannia Romana forms 
the core around which the rest of the book was constructed. 
In comparison, the account of the Antonine Wall in the 
Britannia Romana is of slighter proportions, occupying only 
one short chapter1 and a small portion of another,2 but it is 
none the less valuable for the original observations that it 
contains, and also for the illustration that it provides of its 
author’s methods. Appropriately, the highest tribute to 
Horsley’s work north of the Border has been paid by one of 
the most eminent of all Scottish antiquaries. “ Speaking 
from my own experience in Scotland,” declared Sir George 
Macdonald, “ I can say that, if a student of Roman Britain 
chooses to ignore Horsley, he will do so at his peril.”3

Any assessment of Horsley’s contribution to the study of 
the Scottish Wall must, however, begin by glancing briefly at 
two other accounts of the same frontier that appeared only a 
few years before the publication of the Britannia Romana in 
1732. The earlier of these, first printed in Bishop Gibson’s

1 Book I, chapter 10.
2 Book II, chapter 3.
3 Archtzologia Aeliana (hereinafter abbreviated as AA) ser. 4, x, 2.
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1695 edition of Camden’s Britannia4 and repeated without 
substantial alteration in the second edition of 1722,5 is 
chiefly remarkable for the ignorance that it reveals of even 
the most elementary facts concerning the Antonine Wall. 
Although it is stated to have been “ grounded on the 
authority ” of Sir Robert Sibbald, the brief text is a farrago 
compounded from the notes of several observers, and notably 
from those of the cartographer, Timothy Pont, which were 
made towards the end of the sixteenth century. The quality 
of the observations may be judged from the fact that the 
eastern end of the Wall is completely astray, being placed to 
the west of Abercorn, instead of some four miles to the east 
of that village; while the two conflicting lists of Wall “ forts ” 
that are given constitute a fantastic assemblage of structures 
of widely different types, including a Bronze Age cairn, 
several native sites of Early Iron Age date, a number of 
genuine Roman stations, and at least two Norman mottes, 
many of which are not even situated in close proximity to 
the Wall but lie some distance away, on the northern side of 
the isthmus.6 The accompanying diagram of the Wall, also 
derived ultimately from Pont’s papers, is equally bizarre at 
first glance, although, as Macdonald has pointed out, its 
peculiar features may not be entirely fanciful but may rep
resent actual structural details which have been imperfectly 
observed and misunderstood.7

Alexander Gordon’s description of the Antonine Wall in 
his Itinerarium Septentrionale* which followed in 1726, is a 
work of a very different calibre. A man who appeared in

4 Cols. 957-60.
5 Cols. 1283-91.
6 The majority of the non-Roman monuments on the list are in Stirlingshire, 

and their identifications are discussed in the Scottish Commission’s recently 
published Inventory of that county.

7 The Roman Wall in Scotland (hereinafter abbreviated as RWS), 2nd edit. 
(1934), 74. Additional support for this suggestion is furnished by the two 
semicircular “ watch towers within a call one of another ” which strongly 
recall, in their present collapsed state, the pair of “ expansions ” on the western 
slope of Croy Hill (Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland 
(hereinafter abbreviated as PSAS), xc, 169).

8 Pp. 50 ff.



many roles—singer, artist, author, Secretary of the Society 
of Antiquaries and finally Secretary to the Governor of South 
Carolina—“ Sandy ” Gordon has already figured prominently 
in these memorial lectures, and largely to his disadvantage. 
Sir George Macdonald, who made a searching examination 
of his character and career in the inaugural lecture,9 came to 
the conclusion that he was a “ shifty and not over-scrupulous 
adventurer” who shamelessly picked Horsley’s brains in 
composing his account of Hadrian’s Wall, and then, by pub
lishing first, deprived Horsley of much of the credit to which 
he was entitled. In the fourth Horsley lecture, however, 
Professor Birley went some way towards redressing the 
balance by demonstrating convincingly that the indebtedness 
was not entirely on one side, and that Horsley for his 
part borrowed a good deal from the Itinerarium without 
acknowledgment.10 In these circumstances it seems wisest 
to refrain from making moral judgments. That Horsley was 
the loser in the exchanges cannot be denied, but he must have 
freely revealed to Gordon that the Notitia list provided the 
key to the identification of the Roman names of the forts on 
Hadrian’s Wall, and if he felt that his confidence had been 
betrayed it is remarkable that he did not charge Gordon with 
plagiarism either in the Britannia Romana or in his private 
correspondence. On the other hand, Horsley’s own borrow
ings, though by no means negligible, were hardly blatant 
enough to incur reproach in an age which was less sensitive 
in such matters than our own.

So far as the Antonine Wall is concerned, there is no 
reason to suppose that Gordon’s observations owe anything 
to external prompting. Starting at Old Kilpatrick, the 
terminal fort on the Clyde, he traversed the whole length of 
the Wall on foot, taking copious notes and measurements, 
and sketching any inscribed or sculptured stones that he 
encountered on the way. The results of this activity, in the 
form which they assumed on publication, are open to criti
cism on many counts. The map which he claimed to

9 AA4 x, 32 ff. 19 AA4 xxxvi, 9 ff.



have made by a geometrical survey “ on six large Sheets ”, 
and which it was proposed to issue separately,11 never 
materialised, and the published map12 is too small in scale 
to be of any real value. The drawings and readings of the 
inscriptions, including the important collection of stones 
previously recovered from the western end of the Wall and 
assembled in Glasgow University, contain many gross 
mistakes, for Gordon was no epigrapher, while the plans of 
the forts are in many cases positively misleading. Despite 
the assertion that he employed a Gunter chain in making his 
survey, the scales of the fort plans, like most of the distances 
cited in the text, are given in paces, and it is impossible to 
reconcile these scales with one another or with actual 
measurements on the ground: in some cases the length of a 
pace is less than five feet, and in other cases nearer six. 
Moreover, it was not until he approached Rough Castle, 
more than half-way across the isthmus, that Gordon, whose 
attention had been concentrated on the Ditch, became aware 
of the existence of the Rampart, although it was visible 
enough in places which he had passed, notably on Ferguston 
Moor. Consequently all the forts west of Rough Castle 
appear to be either detached from the limes, or to have no 
protection on the north side other than that provided by the 
Ditch. That the Ditch itself should have been regarded as 
flat-bottomed, instead of V-Shaped, is not surprising. in 
view of the considerable amount of silting-up that has taken 
place since Roman times; but its depth is frequently 
exaggerated, measurements of up to 35 feet being recorded, 
whereas the maximum original depth was probably not more 
than half that figure. And an even worse blunder was his 
conjecture that the upcast mound on the outer lip of the 
Ditch represented the remains of a second Rampart, forming 
the advance defence of the entire work.

The all too-obvious defects of Gordon’s account are, how
ever, to some extent off-set by a number of solid virtues. 
The track of the Wall is described in much greater detail,

11 It. Sep. 50, 188. 12 Ibid,, facing p. 11.



and more accurately, than by any previous writer, and by 
the time he reaches the end of his journey the principal 
constituent parts of the work—the great Ditch, the Rampart 
to the south of it, the forts in which the garrison was housed, 
and the service road known as the “ Military W ay”—have 
been clearly distinguished. The actual remains, or the 
approximate positions, of thirteen of the eighteen Wall-forts 
are identified, together with several minor structures such as 
the “ expansions” on either side of Rough Castle and a 
possible guard-post in the Peel Glen. And although Gordon 
was mistaken about the structure of the Rampart, surmising 
that it was made not of turf but simply of upcast from the 
Ditch, he was the first to observe that the stone foundation 
was a continuous feature, and the first to divine its true 
purpose. Finally, not the least of the benefits of his survey 
is that, by pruning away much of the dead wood, it cleared 
the way for Horsley’s description, to which we may now turn.

The precise date of Horsley’s perambulation of the 
Antonine Wall is not known, but it was evidently after the 
publication of the Itinerarium Septentrionale since he fre
quently alludes to that work.13 Like Gordon, he describes 
the remains from west to east, and provides illustrations of 
the forts and the carved stones. But substantial improve
ments are immediately obvious. The topographical account 
of the Wall is fuller and more precise than in the Itinerarium, 
and the general map is reinforced by four sectional maps of 
good quality, drawn to a larger scale.14 In spite of their 
crude appearance, the thumb-nail sketches of the forts are

13 It is possible that it took place in the winter of 1728-9 since Sir John 
Clerk, writing to Roger Gale on 15th February, 1729, said “ Mr. Horseley has 
been in this countrey, and did me the favour of a visitt ” {Publications of the 
Surtees Society, vol. 80, 390). But Horsley had strong ties with Edinburgh (cf. 
AA4 x, 4, 8, 28) and was often in Scotland. A letter from Professor William 
Hamilton to Clerk, introducing Horsley and dated 30th October, 1728, is 
preserved amongst the Clerk of Penicuik papers (No. 5034) in H.M. General 
Register House, Edinburgh.

14 The only major error on the maps is the transference of the fort at 
Camelon from the north to the south side of the Wall (see the frontispiece of 
the present volume). This was presumably a slip on the part of Horsley’s 
surveyor, George Mark.



on the whole less inaccurate than Gordon’s more pretentious 
draughts,13 while Gordon’s manifold blunders in copying 
and deciphering the inscriptions are gently but firmly 
corrected.16 Before considering the text in more detail, 
however, it is necessary to make one general observation. 
As Collingwood emphasised in the second of these memorial 
lectures,17 Horsley stood head and shoulders above contem
porary writers on Roman Britain, the basic difference being 
that whereas they were antiquarian journalists, content 
merely to report what they saw, and with a strong predilec
tion for the “ curious”, Horsley was a pioneer of modern 
archaeological method, collecting facts not for their own 
sakes but for the inferences and deductions to be drawn 
from them. Unfortunately, this scientific approach to the 
problems of the Antonine Wall was severely handicapped, in 
the days before air photography and excavation, by restric
tions imposed by the nature of the material. For, owing to 
the predominantly earth-and-timber construction of the 
frontier works, most of the fine detail, and in some cases 
even the main outlines, had been obliterated at an early date 
either by natural agencies or by cultivation; and the relatively 
uncomplicated surface remains offered no challenges to 
theoretical thinking to compare with those presented on the 
southern isthmus by such riddles as the Vallum and its 
crossings, the Turf Wall, the milecastle and turret systems, 
and the varying breadth of the stone Wall. Nevertheless, as 
we shall show, Horsley’s logical reasoning, allied to his acute 
powers of observation, did produce one major advance in 
knowledge, as well as a number of more limited gains.

Horsley begins his description of the Antonine frontier in

15 See especially Bar Hill and Balmuildy. On the other hand, several 
features of Horsley’s plan of Rough Castle, and notably the imaginary outer 
defences enveloping both fort and annexe, clearly indicate that it was copied 
from Gordon.

16 But Horsley made free use of Gordon’s drawings of decorative details on 
the building-records in preparing his own illustrations. (Compare, for example, 
the illustrations of stones ii, iii, and ix in the Britannia Romana with the 
drawings of the same stones in plates 10, 11 and 12 of the Itinerarium).

17 AA4 xv, 1 ff.



the Britannia Romana with a discussion of the precise limits 
of the Wall. Gordon had assumed the terminal forts to be 
Old Kilpatrick on the west and Carriden on the east, but 
others had preferred Dunglass to the former and Kinneil to 
the latter. Horsley could find no certain indications of the 
Wall beyond Old Kilpatrick, and he shrewdly observes that 
any extension to Dunglass would be useless since it would be 
immediately overlooked by mountains on the north. On the 
other hand he notes a fact which Gordon had missed, namely 
that the Military Way did not end at Old Kilpatrick but 
continued along the north bank of the Clyde at least as far as 
Dumbuck. Macdonald suggested18 that the road led to a 
harbour at Dumbarton, and this may well have been the 
case. But at Dumbuck, about a mile upstream from Dum
barton, the presence of a great shoal allowed the river to be 
forded at low tide in Roman times. It was to guard this vital 
crossing that an Antonine fort was established at Whitemoss, 
at the southern end of the ford, and it would not be sur
prising if the northern, end was similarly controlled by a 
forward post linked by road to Old Kilpatrick. Horsley 
also perceived that the narrow estuaries at either end of the 
Wall exposed it to the risk of being outflanked, and with 
characteristic insight he concluded that special precautions 
must have been taken to meet this threat. “ The wall,” he 
says, “ perhaps has been no farther extended than from 
Kinniel or Caer-ridden to Old Kilpatrick, tho’ stations at 
proper distances have been continued farther along the shore 
of the frith.”19 He thus predicted the discovery not only of 
Whitemoss, but of the chain of smaller posts that are now 
known to have prolonged the defensive system westwards 
along the southern shore of the Clyde, presumably as far as 
the mouth of the estuary. As to the eastern limit of the 
Wall, Horsley came nearer to the truth than any of his 
contemporaries when he remarked that the “ remains, near 
the Grange house, make a turn, and quit the most advan- 
tagious ground for a rampart ”.20 But he was not convinced

18 RWS 188. 19 Britannia Romana, 160. 20 I b i d 159.



that the remains in question were in fact those of the Wall, 
and, not without some hesitation, he finally subscribed to 
Gordon’s opinion that the Wall had been extended as far as 
Carriden.

Turning to the anatomy of the Wall and its associated 
works, we find that Horsley’s drawing of the Ditch section21 
is no improvement on Gordon’s, while by an odd quirk his 
profile of the Rampart shows a foundation of five courses of 
ashlar in place of the single layer of boulders with dressed 
kerbs that actually exists. He does, however, correct 
Gordon’s misapprehension about the nature of the Outer 
Mound, pointing out that it was not a built Rampart but 
merely the upcast from the Ditch which had been heaped up 
in some places, and in others had been “ designedly leveled 
or plained, so as to form somewhat like a terrass ”.22 The 
main features of the Military Way—its resemblance to the 
north road that crossed the Wall at Watling Lodge, the 
directness with which it goes from fort to fort, and the pro
vision of loop roads at some of the forts—.are depicted with 
a sure hand. But he was mistaken in thinking that two 
types of construction were employed, large paving stones 
being used where the ground was low or damp, and smaller 
stones where it was higher and drier. As far as is known, 
the heavy foundation stones were provided throughout, but 
they are not normally exposed except in hollows where the 
upper metalling has been removed by water action. Horsley’s 
most notable contribution, however, concerns the forts. At 
an early stage in his enquiry he realised that the forts on the 
Antonine Wall are spaced out at intervals of about two 
miles—a fact which Gordon and his Gunter chain had sur
prisingly failed to detect. From this discovery, it was a 
simple matter to calculate that, in order to complete the 
series, forts were required in the vicinity of Cadder, Seabegs, 
Falkirk, Inveravon, and Kinneil, and accordingly Horsley 
made a particularly thorough search of these areas. Nothing

21 Ibid., 176, N .l (reproduced as the frontispiece of the present volume).
22 Ibid., 163.



could be found either at Falkirk, where the fort had already 
been built over, or at Inveravon. But at Cadder he was able 
to identify the exact site of the station from surface indica
tions which had escaped the attention of previous observers, 
and he also noticed faint traces of possible forts at Dick’s 
House, to the east of Seabegs, and at Kinneil. In other 
directions his reasoning was less successful, not because the 
arguments he employed were in themselves irrational, but 
because the evidence at his disposal was incomplete. Thus, 
his valiant attempt to reconstruct the building scheme of the 
Wall by use of the distance-slabs was foredoomed to failure 
because it did not. allow for later discoveries, or for the fact 
that duplicate slabs were placed at the ends of each com
pleted length. And although he acutely observed that the 
manner in which the Wall accommodated itself to certain 
forts demonstrated that the forts were earlier in date, his 
conclusion that such forts must therefore have been founded 
by Agricola could no longer be sustained as soon as it was 
known that the Antonine fort-builders worked independently 
from the squads engaged on the construction of the Wall. 
Apparently neither Gordon nor Horsley was aware of the 
existence of “ milefortlets ” situated midway between pairs 
of forts, such as have been found by air photography at 
Wilderness Plantation and Glasgow Bridge, and in the course 
of building operations at Watling Lodge. The possible fort- 
let in the Peel Glen, previously mentioned, is still uncon
firmed and in any case is too close to the fort of Castlehill 
to have been another member of that series, while the few 
“ Watch Towers” or “ Castella” referred to by both writers 
have proved to be either “ expansions ” or medieval mottes. 
Likewise, the occasional “ Exploratory Turrets ” which figure 
in both accounts seem also to have been “ expansions ”, and 
although Horsley compares them in size and shape to the 
turrets on the Tyne-Solway frontier he is careful to add that 
they are “ so few and so situated, that one cannot conclude 
from what now appears, that the. series of them has been so 
regular and uniform, as I have shewn that (it) was on the



wall of Severus”.23 These words admirably demonstrate 
the objective judgment and restraint which Horsley always 
displays whenever he realises that the evidence bearing on 
any particular problem is incomplete or ambiguous. Many 
other illustrations of the same qualities could be given, but 
one more will suffice. Horsley was the first to recognise 
that the seventh-century road-book known as the Ravenna 
Cosmography includes the names of ten of the forts on 
the Antonine Wall—Velunia, Volitanio, Pexa, Begesse, 
Colanica, Medionemeton, Subdobiadon, Litana, Cibra and 
Credigone. In view of his success in identifying the forts on 
Hadrian’s Wall named in the per lineam valli section of the 
Notitia Dignitatum, it would not have been surprising if he 
had attempted a similar interpretation of the Ravenna list, 
but this he resolutely refused to do, realising that in the 
absence of controls from epigraphic or other sources any 
such identifications would be simply guesses. As Professor 
Birley has reminded me, later Northumbrian antiquaries 
have been less inhibited, for both John Hodgson and 
Cadwallader J. Bates discussed this question in some detail, 
propounding solutions which, though wholly theoretical, at 
least succeeded in divining that the order of the list was from 
east to west.24

It has been remarked25 that students of Hadrian’s Wall 
have more than once fallen into error merely through mis
reading, or failing to read, the Britannia Romana; and the 
question is sometimes asked whether Horsley’s account of 
the Antonine Wall may not also contain observations whose 
import has been overlooked by later scholars. I do not 
believe this to be the case. As a source-book for the inscrip
tions, and as a record of those parts of the Wall that have

23 Ibid-24 For Hodgson, see History of Northumberland, part II, vol. iii (1840), 258. 
Writing in AA2 xix, 105 ff., Bates assumed that the list started in the west and 
worked eastwards, but he changed his mind in a later paper published in the 
same volume (190 f.). The equation of Velunia, the first name on the list, 
with Carriden was determined by the discovery of an inscribed altar in 1956 
(PSAS xc, 1 ff.), but the other identifications are still uncertain.

25 AA4 xv, 1.



been destroyed since it was written, the Britannia Romana 
will be of enduring value. But in the present century excava
tion and air photography have revolutionised our knowledge 
of the history and anatomy of the Scottish frontier, and the 
only hope of further progress lies in the continual application 
of these and other scientific aids. Nevertheless, there is one 
lesson to be learnt from Horsley that is particularly apposite 
to our own times. It is axiomatic that the histories of the 
two Walls must be intimately connected, and that, so long 
as they co-existed, major events or policy changes affecting 
the one must have left their mark upon the other. The 
recognition of this interdependence is implicit in Horsley’s 
pages, and much of the value of his account of the Antonine 
Wall derives from the comparisons that he makes with 
Hadrian’s Wall, whether he is discussing the local terrain, 
the tactical considerations involved in the siting of the 
barrier, or the structural characteristics of the remains. 
Since Horsley’s day, however, research on the two Walls has 
inevitably proceeded along independent lines, and one of the 
main problems that confronts the student of Roman Britain 
at the present time is a perplexing lack of correspondence 
between the occupational periods claimed for each frontier. 
Whereas on Hadrian’s Wall only two Antonine periods are 
recognised, the second of which begins in a .d . 163 and ends 
in a .d . 196, it is believed that on the Antonine Wall there 
were three periods, the first of which is dated by Macdonald 
from a .d . 142 to about a .d . 155, the second from a .d . 158 to 
about a .d . 184, and the third from about a .d . 184 to about 
a .d . 185. From time to time scholars on both sides of the 
Border have attempted to reconcile these differences by 
modifying Macdonald’s chronology. But no solution has so 
far proved to be sufficiently compelling to win general 
acceptance. More recently, the need for reconsideration of 
the whole question has been further emphasised by the 
demonstration that the three periods thought by Macdonald 
to be represented in the rampart at Rough Castle, and in 
the filling of one of the ditches at Mumrills, are illusory,



only a single period being present in each case. On Hadrian’s 
Wall too the position has become more flexible with the 
admission that the beginning of the second Antonine period 
may have occurred in the closing years of Pius rather than 
early in the reign of Marcus Aurelius.26 And above all we 
must now take into account the enormous advances that have 
been made since the last war in the study of the Early Iron 
Age in North Britain, since it is evident that the major shifts 
in Roman military policy in the region during the second 
century were directly attributable to native pressures. From 
time to time in the course of my service with the Scottish 
Commission I have had occasion to consider this problem 
of welding together the old and new evidence from both 
Walls, and from the native sites that lie between them, into a 
more coherent pattern, and it seemed to me that it would be 
an appropriate tribute to John Horsley to present the results 
of my reflections, in the second part of this paper, in the 
form of a general stock-taking.

* # *

At the outset of the local Early Iron Age, perhaps about 
400 B.C., the inhabitants of northern England and southern 
Scotland were living in family units in lightly fenced en
closures containing one or more circular, timber-framed 
houses. Although they differ in detail, the walls being 
constructed in some cases of wattle-and-daub and in others 
of split timbers, the houses are basically of the same design, 
whether they occur in Durham,27 Cumberland,28 Roxburgh
shire,29 Peeblesshire,30 Fife,31 or Stirlingshire,32 and appear to 
represent an indigenous development from simple Bronze

26 Birley, E., Research on Hadrian*s Wall, 250.
27 West Brandon (AA4 xl, 1 ff.).
2sWolsty Hall (Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archceo- 

logical Society’s Transactions, ser. 2, Iix, 7 ff.).
29 Hayhope Knowe (PSAS lxxxiii, 45 ff.).
30 Harehope (PSAS xciii, 174 ff.).
31 Scotstarvit (PSAS lxxxii, 241 ff.).
32 West Plean (PSAS Ixxxix, 227 ff.).



Age prototypes. At West Plean a house of Late Bronze Age 
pattern was actually demolished and replaced by a typical 
Early Iron Age dwelling in what seems to have been a con
tinuous occupation of the site, and houses of both kinds were 
also present at West Brandon. Long before the advent of 
the Romans, however, the peaceful conditions implied by 
these unfortified homesteads and small settlements had been 
succeeded by a state of unrest which found expression in the 
erection of hill forts in many areas and in the strengthening 
of septal and tribal organisations. The hill forts are widely 
distributed throughout the region between the Forth-Clyde 
and the Tyne-Solway gaps, and are particularly numerous in 
the territory ascribed by Ptolemy to the Votadini and the 
Selgovae (Fig. I).33 Here the only pronounced empty spaces 
are in flat or inhospitable districts—the Pentland Hills and 
the adjacent coal measures, the narrow coastal strip north
wards from Tynemouth to Alnwick, and the broad belt of 
poor quality mountain land that runs in an arc from The 
Cheviot south-westwards to the Bewcastle fells, and thence 
north-westwards to the heights of Selkirkshire and the Upper 
Tweed. A general tendency for the forts to thin out towards 
the southern isthmus is also apparent, and it is well-known 
that they are extremely rare to the south of that line, in the 
kingdom of Brigantia. On the east it seems evident that the 
Tyne formed the northern limit of Brigantian territory, but 
the position further west is uncertain. All that can be said 
is that the absence of native forts to the south of Langholm 
allows the possibility that Brigantian hegemony in this area 
extended beyond the line subsequently chosen for Hadrian’s 
Wall, as has been argued on other grounds.

According to Ptolemy’s map, the Votadini were estab
lished in the coastal districts between the Tyne and Forth, 
their southern territory extending in Roman times as far 
inland as Bremenium (High Rochester) in Redesdale, while

33 I wish to express my grateful thanks to Mr. G. Jobey, and to my colleague, 
Mr. R. W. Feachem, for assistance in the preparation of Figures 1 and 2: also 
to my colleague Mr. I. G. Scott, who made both drawings.



FIG- 1. THE HILL-FORTS OF THE VOTADINI AND SELGOVAE

the Selgovae, whose lands included the Roman fort of 
Trimontium (Newstead) at the foot of the Eildon Hills, lay 
on their western flank. It might be thought that the areas 
occupied by each tribe could be more precisely determined 
by wide differences in the types of hill forts, or in the material 
equipment found in them, but this is not the case. No dis
tinctively Votadinian or Selgovian traits are recognisable in 
the somewhat lean harvest of relics so far recovered from 
Early Iron Age sites in the Tyne-Forth province, while the 
forts do not fall neatly into two broad groups corresponding 
to the tribal territories. The overwhelming majority of these 
forts are very small, their internal areas being rarely more 
than four acres, and many local types can be discerned by 
variations in lay-out, in the choice of situation, or in the



character of the defences. Sometimes only two or three 
forts, confined to neighbouring spurs, display idiosyncratic 
features which mark them off from the forts in the adjacent 
areas. Other groups, such as the “ ridge-top” forts of south
west Roxburghshire,34 and the massive circular forts found on 
the northern foothills of the Lammermuirs,35 are more widely 
distributed, but the political organisation that each of these 
groups reflects is no higher than that of a subdivision within 
the tribe, or pagus as the Romans termed it. At the opposite 
end of the scale there are a number of forts which, on account 
of their exceptional size, are distinguished for convenience 
by the term oppidum. Whether they were built for per
manent occupation, or simply as temporary rallying-points 
during times of crisis, these large forts testify to the existence 
of more highly disciplined communities than those repre
sented by the minor castella. As employed in the Tyne-Forth 
province, the designation oppidum is, however, an arbitrary 
distinction, since the forts in question do not in fact constitute 
a closely related group. The eight marked on the map 
(Fig. 1) are all over 10 acres in extent, but they range from 
39 acres (Eildon Hill) to 12 acres (The Dunion), and are 
linked to the small forts by others of intermediate size. 
Clearly not all the forts shown on the map are contemporary, 
and at Eildon Hill, and possibly also at Traprain, the oppida 
appear to have evolved from, or at least succeeded, smaller 
fortified nuclei, thus repeating a pattern of development 
familiar in the hill forts of southern England. But at the 
time of the Agricolan invasion, the Votadini and Selgovae 
were evidently a considerable way from realising the degree 
of centralisation reached by the Belgic tribes. The general 
picture, so far as it can be interpreted at the present time, is 
that of loose confederations of relatively small communities 
whose defences were directed as much against their imme
diate neighbours as against threats from more distant

34 R.C.A.M. Inventory of Roxburghshire, 18.
35 E.g. Kidlaw (R.C.A.M. Inventory of East Lothian, No. 259); Longfaugh 

(R.C.A.M. Inventory of Midlothian, No. 60).



sources. Oppida and small forts existed side by side, and 
there is no suggestion that any of the former were sufficiently 
important to have acquired the status of a tribal capital. 
There are grounds for believing that the “ cities ” mentioned 
by Ptolemy in the Tyne-Forth province— Curia and Bremen- 
ium amongst the Votadini, and Carbantorigum, Uxellum, 
Corda and Trimontium amongst the Selgovae—are all 
Roman forts, rather than a mixture of Roman and native 
sites; while the pre-eminent position that Traprain Law 
achieved belongs to a later age and was specifically created 
by Roman policy.

One of the effects of the Roman occupation would 
undoubtedly be to accelerate the unifying processes at work 
in the Lowland tribes. Central authorities with whom 
Rome could deal would be set up, and the integration of the 
communities within each tribe would be further stimulated 
by the decrees which compelled them to demolish their 
individual strongholds, and which formalised the tribal 
boundaries. It is thus worth while to .enquire whether the 
extent of Votadinian territory can now be descried by 
studying the distribution of the circular houses with walls 
some 3-4 feet in thickness, faced on both sides with dry 
stone, which characterised the domestic sites of Northumber
land, Lothian and the Merse in the second century A.D. 
Stone houses of this kind do not occur in southern Scotland 
in the pre-Roman period, the Bronze Age rings of boulders, 
frequently termed “ hut-circles ”36 being in fact sepulchral 
monuments, and when they do appear they are almost 
invariably contained within stone-walled enclosures. The 
homesteads at Crock Cleuch37 and Hartside Hill,38 and the 
settlements at Milking Gap39 and Huckhoe,40 are typical 
monuments of this class, and, thanks to the admirable work 
done by members of this Society under the leadership of 
Mr. George Jobey, and to the recent completion of the 
Scottish Commission’s survey of Peeblesshire, the distribution

36 E.g. at Muirkirk (PSAS xlviii, 373 ff.). 37 PSAS lxxxi, 138 ff.
33 Antiquity, xvii, 139. 39 AA* xv, 303 ff. 30 AA4 xxxvii, 217 ff.



FIG. 2. NATIVE SETTLEMENTS WITH STONE HUTS IN THE TERRITORIES OF THE 
VOTADINI AND SELGOVAE

of the surviving examples within the Tyne-Forth province 
can now be plotted with confidence (Fig. 2). In the first 
place it will be observed that they extend as far south as the 
Tyne, but not beyond it. They are indeed totally absent 
from County Durham, thus confirming the deduction 
already made from the hill-fort distribution that the Tyne 
formed the boundary between the Votadini and the 
Brigantes. To the west however, the position is less clear. 
As the map shows, the great majority (85%) of the sites in 
question occur either along, or to the east of, Dere Street, or 
in the valley of the North Tyne, the only significant excep
tions being a small cluster in the valley of the Slitrig Water, 
south of Hawick, and a scattered group in the vicinity of the



Roman fort at Lyne, Peeblesshire. The discrepancy between 
the distributions on either side of Dere Street would be 
much more marked in former times, since many sites lying in 
arable ground to the east of the road, and particularly in the 
coastal belt, will have been obliterated by cultivation, or 
damaged to such an extent that their distinguishing charac
teristics are no longer visible.41 On the other hand, the settle
ments in the upland areas to the west of the road, where 
cultivation has been less intensive, must represent a con
siderably higher proportion of the original total.

Since the Votadini extended as far inland as Redesdale, 
their domains no doubt included the North Tyne also, but 
north of Bremenium the existence of the Slitrig and Lyne 
groups of stone settlements, in what must presumably have 
been Selgovian territory, makes it impossible at present to 
draw a firm demarcation line between the two tribal areas 
in Roman times. What is particularly noteworthy, however, 
is the complete absence of such settlements in Dumfriesshire, 
where native forts are abundant, and where, as in south
western Scotland generally, it must be supposed that timber 
houses continued in use throughout the Roman period.

That the Votadini welcomed the arrival of the Romans 
is evident from the late first-century pottery found on 
Traprain Law, and from what is known of the later history 
of that site.42 On the other hand it is equally certain that 
the Selgovae formed the chief obstacle to the pacification of 
the Lowlands. The picture is the familiar one of a Celtic 
tribe seeking the protection of Rome against a more power
ful, aggressive neighbour, and the Romans well knew how to 
exploit such a situation for political ends. Initially the 
speed of movement of Agricola’s army seems to have taken 
the Selgovae by surprise, for although a show of resistance 
m ay have been put up by a section of the tribe, hastily 
mustered behind new defences on the northernmost of the

41 Many of- the unclassified sites mapped by Mr. Jobey (AA4 xxxviii, facing
p. 18) doubtless belong to the category under consideration.

42 See Roman and Native in North Britain (ed. Richmond, I. A.), 76 ff.



Eildon Hills,43 the Lowlands were overrun in the course of 
the first lightning thrust which carried the advance forces as 
far north as the Tay. The magnitude of. the danger pre
sented by the Selgovae is more clearly revealed in the period 
of consolidation that followed, when a network of forts and 
roads, pivoted on the great fort at Newstead in the shadow of 
the Eildons, was constructed in and around the tribal terri
tory. Nor were these precautions unjustified by events. 
For the disaster that befell Newstead at the time of the first 
Roman withdrawal from Scotland shortly after a .d . 100 
seems to have been the result of a local attack which caught 
the garrison by surprise. And we shall see that there is 
reason to think that a similar fate overtook the first 
Antonine fort some fifty years later.

Viewed against the native background sketched in the 
foregoing paragraphs, it is evident that, at the time when it 
was built, Hadrian’s Wall was open to criticism on two 
counts. In the first place the stability of the rearward areas, 
essential to the maintenance of any frontier system, was 
threatened by turbulent elements amongst the Brigantian 
hill folk, as yet untamed by romanisation. And what was 
even more serious, the philo-Roman Votadini were now 
shut out of the province, and were once again exposed to 
the hostile attentions of the Selgovae. Hadrian and his 
advisers can hardly have been unaware of the dangers 
inherent in this situation, and it is reasonable to suppose 
that special precautions were taken to guard against them. 
The addition of the Vallum to the original Wall scheme 
emphasises the exceptional importance attached to cutting 
off the Brigantes from contact with their northern neigh
bours and thereby reducing the risk of a concerted revolt. 
On the other hand the security of the forward zone could 
only be guaranteed indirectly by treaty arrangements, under 

‘which the Votadini and other friendly tribes were presum
ably accorded the status of client kingdoms, and it was clearly

43 R.C.A.M. Inventory of Roxburghshire, p. 310.



a breakdown of these arrangements that precipitated the 
Antonine reoccupation of Scotland. The statement by 
Capitolinus44 that Lollius Urbicus built the new Wall “ after 
driving back the barbarians ” implies that the disruption of 
the delicate system of checks and balances established in the 
Lowlands may have been due to the infiltration of northern 
tribesmen; and Professor Piggott has argued, that both the 
broch at Torwoodlee on the Galawater, which was appar
ently occupied during the period a .d . 100-140, and the 
nearby broch at Bow, may represent the strongholds of 
invading chieftains.45 But although it is open to doubt 
whether the broch-men were amongst the first of the British 
tribes to make formal submission to the Romans, as has 
sometimes been claimed on the strength of a statement in 
Orosius, Mr. Hamilton has pointed out that close connexions, 
based on trade, were maintained between them and the Vota
dini during the period in question.46 Hamilton has therefore 
proffered the alternative suggestion that the brochs in eastern 
Scotland were erected by mercenaries introduced by the 
Votadini at the time of the Roman withdrawal from Scotland 
in the early years of the second century, and entrusted with 
the defence of key points. The small number of these 
brochs, and their curious distribution, makes it difficult, 
however, to interpret them in relation to any overall strategi
cal design of this kind. Moreover, these peripheral brochs, 
including the three in Wigtownshire which cannot be divorced 
from the argument, are not a unique phenomenon. Stray 
examples of other types of Iron Age structures such as the 
Stanhope dun,47 the Castlehill Wood group of duns in Stir
lingshire,48 and isolated crannogs in Fife49 and Berwick
shire,50 also occur at considerable distances from their 
native regions. There are many circumstances in which 
these outlying structures could have been built, other than by

** Vit. Ant. Pii, 5, 4. 45 PSAS lxxxv, 92 S.
46 The Northern Isles (ed. Wainwright, F. T.), 53 ff.
47 PSAS xciii, 192 ff. 48 PSAS xc, 24 ff.
49 R.C.A.M. Inventory of Fife, Kinross and Clackmannan, No. 573.
50 R.C.A.M. Inventory of Berwickshire (revised edition), No. 289.



mercenaries or invaders, and it would be chasing shadows 
to attempt to discriminate between them.

Loosely interpreted, an otherwise unintelligible passage 
in Pausanias51 could be taken to mean that the Antonine 
advance into Scotland was a punitive measure, .undertaken 
because certain Lowland tribesmen had invaded the terri
tory of the Votadini or of some other tribe in treaty alliance 
with Rome. However that may be, there can be no doubt 
that the Roman army command had decided that law and 
order could not be re-established in the Lowlands unless the 
Selgovae, and possibly the Novantae also, were once again 
brought under direct control. To that end the Agricolan 
pattern of roads and forts was revived with slight modifica
tions, the western trunk road through Annandale being par
ticularly heavily guarded and a double garrison of legion
aries and auxiliaries housed in the rebuilt fort at Newstead. 
And an obvious corollary of these arrangements was the 
creation of a new limes on the Forth-Clyde isthmus, partly 
in order to complete the cordon drawn round the Selgovae, 
and partly for defence, against the barbarians further north. 
Whether the Antonine Wall was intended to be a permanent 
replacement for Hadrian’s Wall it is difficult to say. The 
signs are that in reoccupying Scotland the Roman command 
was seeking to solve an immediate problem, rather than to 
anticipate long-term needs, and it is significant that Hadrian’s 
Wall was not completely abandoned, holding garrisons of 
some sort being maintained in the forts. The wisdom of this 
precaution will appear in the following discussion of the 
occupational periods on the Scottish frontier.

PERIOD I

In all Antonine forts in Scotland the first occupation 
appears to have ended simultaneously. In every case it 
terminated in utter destruction, the barracks being burned

51 Descript. Graec., viii, 43, 4.



to the ground and the stone buildings so thoroughly wrecked 
that rebuilding, when it came, had to start virtually from 
the foundations. On the strength of an inscription attesting 
reconstruction at Birrens in a .d . 158,52 Macdonald linked 
this disaster with the revolt that broke out in Brigantia about 
a .d . 155, when Julius Verus was governor of Britain, and it 
is now generally agreed that the bulk of the Roman forces in 
Scotland must have been withdrawn on this occasion to help 
to suppress the rebellion. It is often impossible to tell 
whether signs of destruction observed in a Roman fort rep
resent deliberate slighting by the defenders in pursuance of a 
scorched earth policy, or the results of a successful native 
assault, but there are some hints that the first destruction of 
the Antonine Wall was the work of the garrison itself prior to 
evacuation. A section cut through the east defences of the 
fort at Mumrills in 1960 revealed that the clay rampart had 
been demolished and cast into the inner ditch at the end of 
Period I, apparently before the site was abandoned,53 
while at Balmuildy, Miller concluded that the annexe bath
house had been carefully dismantled and the remains covered 
with a spread of clay.54 Moreover, if Macdonald was right 
in thinking that the distance slabs were taken down from the 
Wall and buried at some time in order to prevent them from 
falling into native hands,55 concealment of these stones, and 
perhaps of a number of altars also,56 may well have occurred 
now rather than during the final withdrawal. On the other 
hand the theory of an orderly retirement of Roman troops 
from Scotland at the close of the first Antonine period does 
not accord with the evidence from Newstead, where a native 
attack culminating in a massacre of the defenders is indi
cated by the human skulls and abandoned equipment found 
amongst the rubbish that was cleared out of the headquarters

52 Ephemeris Epigraphica (hereinafter abbreviated as EE), ix, 1230.
53 PSAS xciv, 90.
54 Miller, S. N., The Roman Fort at Balmuildy, 55.
55 RWS 362.
56 E.g. the group of altars dedicated by Marcus Cocceius Firmus which were 

found in a pit outside the fort of Auchendavy (PSAS lxx, 363 ff.).



building at the beginning of period II.57 Nor does the theory 
satisfactorily account for certain curious features of the 
reorganisation of the northern defences that followed, and 
in particular for the part played by Calpurnius Agricola.

The conflict between the evidence from the Antonine 
Wall forts and from Newstead can only be resolved on the 
assumption that the Brigantian insurrection was accom
panied, or closely followed, by a revolt of the Selgovae. This 
would not be surprising. As the main opponents of Rome in 
the Lowlands, the Selgovae had probably suffered more than 
most tribes from the deportations that attended the Antonine 
reoccupation of Scotland, and by a .d . 155 a new generation 
of tribesmen would have grown to maturity. Collusion with 
the Brigantes would have been facilitated by the removal of 
the milecastle doors on Hadrian’s Wall and the construction 
of the Vallum crossings at the time of the Antonine advance, 
and it may well be that the rebellion was planned as a joint 
enterprise. Alternatively, the Selgovian rising may have been 
an independent, opportunist affair, occurring after the main 
body of the Roman forces had been withdrawn, and when 
only a rearguard remained at Newstead either as a holding- 
party or to complete the work of demolition. For Dr. Curie 
observed that the amount of abandoned material was much 
less on this occasion than at the time of the previous disas
ter, in the opening years of the second century, only three of 
the Antonine rubbish-pits found on the site yielding appreci
able quantities of relics.58

No destruction attributable to the troubles of a .d . 155-8 
has so far been detected in the forts on Hadrian’s Wall or in 
the eastern outposts of High Rochester and Risingham, but 
it is possible that Annandale, on the western flank of Sel
govian territory, was involved. The suggestion comes from 
the native oppidum on Burnswark, three miles north-west of

57 Cf. Pit 1 (Curie, J., A  Roman Frontier Post and its People, 116). The 
date of the action is given by the discovery in the same pit of an altar dedicated 
by the commanding officer of the Antonine I legionary troops in garrison at 
Newstead.

58 Op, cit., 113.



Birrens, which is gripped as in a vice by two Roman camps 
situated respectively on the north and south slopes of the 
hill. If these camps represent actual siege-works—as is 
commonly supposed in view of their relationship to the hill- 
fort, the provision of artillery platforms, and the discovery 
of Roman sling-bullets, some bearing traces of impact, at two 
of the gates of the fort—a punitive campaign following a 
revolt of the Selgovae about a .d . 155 would seem to be the 
most appropriate setting for the action. For it is now known 
that the camps cannot be earlier than a .d . 140, since one of 
them partly overrides the defences of an Antonine fortlet,59 
and they are not likely to be later than the end of the second 
century, when the focus of native resistance had moved 
beyond the Forth. The siege theory is however open to a 
number of objections. So far as it exists at all, the so-called 
“ circumvallation ” marked on Christison’s plan60 is a rela
tively modern field-boundary, and despite its commanding 
position it is difficult to believe that the oppidum would have 
been strong enough to render an elaborate siege necessary.61 
Moreover, the excavations carried out in 1898 showed that 
the larger, south camp was not a temporary but a semi-perma- 
nent work, the northern rampart and the ballista platforms 
being protected by a stone capping, while the interior con
tained traces of “ walling, pavement‘and debris, evidently 
of large and important buildings.”62 It is at least arguable 
therefore that the camps were never used in actual opera: 
tions, but were simply training-quarters for troops engaged 
in storming native fortifications. But further speculation 
would be unprofitable until this remarkable group of 
remains has been excavated on a scale, and with a skill, com
mensurate with its importance.

On the withdrawal of the Roman garrison from Scotland 
at the end of Antonine I it is reasonable to assume that

59 Transactions of the Dumfriesshire and Galloway Natural History and 
Antiquarian Society, xxv, 148.

60 PSAS xxxiii, pi. iii facing p. 232.
61 Cf. R.C.A.M. Inventory of Dumfriesshire, 94 ff.
62 PSAS xxxiii, 227 f.



Hadrian’s Wall would be reconstituted as a continuous 
frontier barrier. The reoccupation of the turrets and mile- 
castles, and the removal of the Vallum crossings, which 
inaugurate Period IB on the. southern isthmus, are usually 
assigned to a somewhat later date (about a .d . 163), in the 
governorship of Calpurnius Agricola, but it is more likely 
that these and other immediate precautions to close the 
frontier were initiated by Verus. It is significant that the 
legionary drafts sent from Germany under Verus to reinforce 
the army in Britain were shipped direct to the Tyne,63 while 
a building inscription found between Benwell and Rud- 
chester64 indicates that repairs to the Wall were in progress in 
a .d . 158. On the other hand, less urgent reconstruction 
work, such as the replacement of the Turf Wall in stone, may 
well have been deferred until the governorship of Calpurnius 
Agricola or even later.

PERIOD II

Reference has already been made {supra, p. 22) to the fact 
that Birrens was reoccupied by a .d . 158, and Professor Rich
mond concluded that only a short interval separated the 
first and second Antonine periods at Newstead.65 It has 
however been suggested that the Antonine Wall was not 
reoccupied at this time, and that period II on the northern 
isthmus did not begin until about a .d . 184, following the 
invasion of the province by tribesmen from beyond the 
Forth early in the reign of Commodus.66 This view is based 
on two assumptions: firstly that sufficient troops would not 
have been available in a .d . 158 to garrison both Walls at the 
same time, as well as the intervening territory and a sub-

63 EE ix, 1163. Had they been intended for immediate service in Brigantia 
these reinforcements would presumably have entered the country by way of the 
Humber.

64 Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (hereinafter abbreviated as CIL), vii, 
563.

65 PSAS Ixxxiv, 14.
66 Transactions of the Architectural and Archaeological Society of Durham 

and Northumberland, x, 375.



stantial part of Brigantia; and secondly that no military 
advantage would be gained by holding both Walls simul
taneously. Nevertheless, the evidence from the Antonine 
Wall is unambiguous, the vital information being provided 
by the fort on the Bar Hill.

It has often been observed that whereas the workmanship 
of the period I buildings on the Antonine Wall is of a very 
high quality, the period II buildings are in comparison 
extremely poorly executed. The difference is so marked that 
it can only be accounted for on the assumption that the forts, 
like the Wall, were originally built by legionary craftsmen, 
and that the subsequent restoration was the work of the 
auxiliaries. Now, it so happens that three of the forts— 
Rough Castle, Castlecary and Bar Hill—have each produced 
an auxiliary building-record set up in the reign of Antoninus 
Pius,67 and if the above deduction is correct these records 
must relate not to the first period of occupation but to the 
second, which must therefore have begun before the death 
of Pius in a .d . 161. Fortunately we can test this conclusion 
by other lines of enquiry in the case of Bar Hill, where 
inscriptions record the presence of two auxiliary regiments, 
the First Cohort of Hamii, archers from Syria, and the First 
Cohort of Baetasii. The Hamii were stationed at Carvoran 
on Hadrian’s Wall under both Hadrian and Marcus 
Aurelius,68 so that they were presumably at Bar Hill either 
from a .d . 142-155 or after a .d . 184. As has already been 
said, the Baetasii were certainly at Bar Hill under Pius, but 
they could have been the second rather than the first garrison 
if the second period of occupation at Bar Hill had begun, as 
at Birrens, before a.d . 161. The alternative possibilities may 
therefore be expressed as follows:

Period I
(a) I Hamii
(b) I Baetasii

Period II  
I Baetasii 

?

Period III 
?

I Hamii
67 EE ix, 1241; CIL vii, 1099; and EE ix, 1245.
68 CIL vii, 748, 758.



Now both the stones that refer to the Baetasii69 were found 
in the well of the headquarters building, together with a great 
deal of miscellaneous equipment and architectural fragments 
obviously derived from clearing up the building after it had 
been sacked. The circumstances are reminiscent of the 
systematic tidying up of the Newstead principia following the 
disaster at the close of the first Antonine occupation, but the 
two events cannot be equated. For although no stones 
nam ing the Hamian regiment were discovered in the well at 
Bar Hill, fragments of their distinctive weapons were present, 
including arrow-heads and bow-tips fashioned out of deer 
horn. The Bar Hill disaster must accordingly be the second 
of the two disasters recorded on the Antonine Wall, occurring 
at the end of period II, and it follows fromi the alternatives 
set out above that the Hamii were the original garrison and 
the Baetasii the later one. Two other scraps of evidence 
point in the same direction. Firstly, the Hamian arrow-heads 
were found underneath the rest of the rubbish, in the mud at 
the bottom of the well,70 and were presumably deposited 
there when the fort was evacuated at the end of Antonine I. 
And secondly, as Macdonald pointed out,71 the Baetasii were 
evidently in garrison at the time of the sack since their 
memorials were standing in the principia when the building 
was overthrown. To sum up, there is no reason to doubt 
that, as soon as the Brigantian revolt had been crushed, not 
only Birrens and Newstead, but the forts on the Antonine 
Wall also, were repaired and reoccupied. Although the indi
vidual garrisons were changed, it is worth noting that in the 
majority of cases the new stone buildings in the Wall forts 
were erected on the old foundations, and this in turn implies 
that the break in the occupation was of relatively short 
duration.

Precisely how the Roman High Command managed to 
deploy its forces over an area extending from Brough in 
Derbyshire to Ardoch in Perthshire will never be known,

68 Macdonald, G. and Park, A., The Roman Forts on the Bar Hill, 80 ff. 
70 Ibid., 115. 71 PSAS Ixxiii, 258.



but various economies can be discerned. Some forts such 
as Raeburnfoot and Loudon Hill, which have revealed only 
a single Antonine period, were presumably not reoccupied; 
others like Cappuck and Ardoch were reduced in size; and 
at Newstead the introduction of an ala milliaria in place of 
the previous mixed force of legionaries and auxiliaries 
achieved a considerable saving in men while actually increas
ing the striking power of the garrison.72 There can be no 
doubt, too, that under Verus and his immediate successors 
other reinforcements would be sent to Britain in addition to 
the legionary drafts already mentioned. But such reinforce
ments rarely appear on record,73 and are virtually impossible 
to trace once they have been absorbed into the existing 
garrison.

Once it is accepted that the Selgovae were implicated in 
the Brigantian revolt of a .d . 155-8, Roman military strategy 
in North Britain in the second half of the second century 
assumes a more coherent pattern. Having crushed the rising 
with the help of reinforcements from Scotland, Verus 
apparently followed the normal practice of planting garrisons 
in the centres of disaffection. Brough on Noe, which has 
produced an inscription mentioning Verus, was doubtless 
not the only Pennine fort to be built, or rebuilt, at this time; 
while control was re-established over the Selgovae by the 
reoccupation of the forts at Newstead, Castledykes, Craw
ford and Birrens, and by the construction of a new 5^-acre 
fort at Lyne.7d The restoration of the Antonine Wall fits 
into the same pattern of cordon control, since, as Antoninus 
Pius had appreciated, the Selgovae could not be effectively 
contained as long as the Forth-Clyde isthmus remained un
guarded. And in order to eliminate the risk of any further 
joint action by the two offending tribes, Verus took the 
logical step of blocking free access through Hadrian’s Wall

72 Cf. Richmond’s remarks in R.C.A.M. Inventory of Roxburghshire, 29.
73 A notable exception is Dio’s mention of the dispatch of 5,500 Sarmatian 

auxiliaries to Britain in a . d . 173 (Dio Cass., lxxi, 16).
74 The evidence for Antonine II occupation at Lyne and Crawford derives 

from recent excavations as yet unpublished.



and re-introduced the original patrol system based on the 
milecastles and turrets. The success of these measures is. 
shown by the fact that when war again threatened in 
northern Britain a few years later, the Selgovae do not appear 
to have been involved. For Calpurnius Agricola, the 
governor dispatched by Marcus Aurelius to deal with the 
situation, has left no record of activity in Scotland, the 
extensive rebuilding with which he is associated lying wholly 
in Brigantia—in the Pennines, the Lake District and the 
Tyne-Solway gap.75 It seems possible therefore that the 
picture of Calpurnius Agricola as an innovator, who dras
tically changed the existing frontier system, may have to be 
revised. Rather he appears to have been satisfied to continue 
the policy initiated by Verus, but to have extended it by 
strengthening Roman hold over the still restless districts of 
Brigantia, and by concentrating additional forces on the 
Tyne-Solway isthmus.

PERIOD III

On Hadrian’s Wall period IB lasted until a .d . 196 when 
Clodius Albinus withdrew the bulk of the Roman garrison 
from Britain for service on the continent. In Scotland, 
however, the situation in the last quarter of the second 
century is obscure. The Scottish forts situated between the 
Walls exhibit only two Antonine periods, and it has been 
claimed that the coarse pottery from Newstead hints that 
the second occupation may have continued until a .d . 196.78 
In contrast, the traditional view of the history of the 
Antonine Wall, enunciated by Macdonald, is that period II 
terminated about a .d . 184, and was immediately followed by 
a short, final occupation. The arguments used to support 
this conclusion are not, however, sufficiently compelling to

75 For details cf. Gillam, J. P. “ Calpurnius Agricola and the Northern 
Frontier ” (!Transactions of the Architectural and Archaeological Society of 
Durham and Northumberland, x, 359 ff.).

76 PSAS lxxxiv, 37.



preclude other interpretations, and various alternative 
chronologies have in fact been proposed. They include the 
suggestions that the third period extended until a .d . 196; 
that the second period began about a .d . 184 and terminated 
in a .d . 196, the third period being assigned to the campaigns 
of Septimius Severus early in the third century; and even that 
the third period is non-existent. The main reason for the 
confusion is that the excavation reports of individual forts 
on the Antonine Wall do not tell the same story, so that 
before attempting to draw any general conclusions it is 
necessary to summarise the evidence from each of them in 
turn.

M u m r i l l s 77

Defences. The defences were thoroughly overhauled at the 
beginning of Antonine II, the clay rampart being rebuilt 
in places and the ditches recut. In a subsequent disaster, 
dated by coarse pottery to between a .d . 170 and a .d . 185, 
the vicus was burnt down, but the wreckage was speedily 
removed, some of it being used to fill in the ditches on 
the west side of the fort. Preparations for a third period 
of occupation are indicated by gravel digging in the 
abandoned ditches.

Headquarters. Three structural periods were identified. The 
first two undoubtedly correspond to Antonine I and II, 
while the third period alterations, which are of a rela
tively minor character, could represent either modifica
tions carried out in Antonine II, or restoration of the 
second headquarters in Antonine III.

Commandant’s House. The remains of this building were too 
confused by the insertion of a suite of baths to serve as 
a guide to the fort’s history. As Macdonald recognised, 
the earliest, timber house would be inappropriate in a 
fort of this size, and it is likely to have been replaced in 
stone in Antonine I. Alterations had been carried out

77 PSAS Ixiii, 396 ff.; PSAS xciv, 86 ff.



in Rooms 6 and 7 of the stone house on two occasions, 
but it is not certain that these changes represent successive 
occupations. Three stages were traced in the evolution 
of the baths, but these, too, cannot be correlated with 
occupational periods.

Barracks. No systematic attempt was made to uncover any 
of the barrack-blocks, but trenching revealed at least two 
structural periods.

Men’s Bath-house. Two periods were present, probably 
corresponding to Antonine I and II, but in the third 
period it was thought that the building was disused and 
its remains covered in.

R o u g h  C a s t l e 78

The verdict on this fort must await the results of the 
excavations at present being conducted by Mr. Iain Maclvor 
on behalf of the Ministry of Public Building and Works. To 
date, three separate road surfaces have been found on the 
berm, but the three stages postulated by Macdonald in the 
construction of the rampart have been disproved. Only two 
periods have been detected in the barrack area north of the 
via principalis, the earliest apparently represented by tented 
accommodation, but scarcely any new work has so far been 
done on the principal buildings, some of which (e.g. the 
commandant’s house and the bath-house) are thought to 
exhibit at least two, and possibly three periods. Macdonald’s 
analysis of the structural sequence represented by the annexe 
defences is largely hypothetical.

C a s t l e c a r y 79

The fact that three different garrisons have left memorials 
here may indicate three occupational periods, but no en
lightenment on this point is to be gleaned from the

78 PSAS xxxix, 442 ff.; PSAS lxvii, 243 ff.
79 PSAS xxxvii, 271 ff.



wretchedly inadequate excavation report. There are various 
hints that the stone buildings were reconstructed, and, as 
happened at Mumrills, the fort ditches facing the annexe 
were deliberately filled up at some period and sealed with 
cobbling in some places. But a single restoration would 
suffice to account for all the traces of reconstruction.

C r o y  H i l l 80

Headquarters. Macdonald claimed three periods, but the 
first merely consists of two post-holes which might well 
have belonged to the Agricolan praesidium. On analogy 
with other Wall-forts, the blue clay foundations and the 
excellent masonry should be the work of the Antonine I 
builders. The rebuilt walls, bound with yellow clay and 
incorporating reused material, will then be Antonine II, 
and there is no evidence for a third period. 

“ Granary”.*1 Three structural periods were also observed 
on this site, but the first was represented only by a short 
length of gutter, and the “ granary”, with its blue clay 
foundations and high quality masonry, ought to be 
Antonine I. In this case the “ drastic alterations ” des
cribed by Macdonald will have been carried out at the 
outset of the Antonine II reoccupation, rather than in 
the course of that occupation. In the third period the 
building was not reconstructed, the site being “ covered 
with the same cobbling that was laid over the two streets 
by which it was flanked and over the Military Way, the 
whole being merged into one great cobbled area ”.82 

Via Principalis. Three successive roads were detected. The 
earliest was later repaired with reused material, but 
without any significant change in level, and subsequently 
a new road was laid which sealed the previous surfaces.

80 PSAS lxxi, 32 ff.
81 The situation of this building, and the lack of both a loading platform 

and a raised floor, suggest that it was not in fact a granary but a storehouse 
similar to the buttressed stores buildings found at Cramond.

82 PSAS lxxi, 65.



B a r  H i l l 83

This was one of the first Wall-forts to be explored, and 
lack of detailed information forbids an analysis of individual 
structures. As already described (supra, p. 27) the fort was 
wrecked at the end of Antonine II, and the debris subse
quently removed. There is no evidence for rebuilding in 
Antonine III, although two auxiliary regiments and a detach
ment of legionaries are named on inscriptions found, on the 
site.

C a d d e r 84

Headquarters. Only a single set of foundations was dis
covered, and it is easier to regard them as Antonine 1 
(the earlier pits being either Agricolan or proto-Antonine) 
than to accept the author’s hypothesis that the first head
quarters, though stone built (presumably by legionaries), 
had no foundations and vanished without a trace. In 
this case the signs of reconstruction observed must relate 
to Antonine II, and there is no evidence for a third 
period.

Commandant’s House. Three successive houses were diag
nosed, the first of stone and the other two of timber, and 
were assigned to Antonine I, II and III respectively. The 
stone building is clearly Antonine I, and was wrecked at 
the end of that period; but the first timber building might 
have been accidentally burnt down, and replaced by the 
second, in Antonine II. Clarke’s rejection of the latter 
possibility was based on a comparison with the history 
of the bath-house, but the structural periods in the two 
buildings cannot be equated for reasons given below. 

Barracks. Trenching revealed two periods, distinguished by 
differences in the packing of the post-holes, but there were 
no certain indications of a third period.

83 Macdonald, G. and Park, A., The Roman Forts on the Bar Hill.
84 Clarke, J., The Roman Fort at Cadder.
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Site IV . Two periods of timber building, followed by a third 
period when the site was turned into a dumping-ground.

Site X . Three successive timber buildings, the last apparently 
a shed open on one side, heavily cobbled, and serving 
as a large workshop—the adjacent area being waste 
ground riddled with pits.

Fort Bath-house. Three periods were identified, followed by 
. a fourth in which it passed out of use. But, owing to the 

exceptional stresses to which they were exposed, bath
houses frequently required repair, and, unless they 
involve complete restoration, structural changes cannot 
be correlated with historical periods.

East Gate. The latest floor in the guard-chamber sealed two 
Antonine occupation-layers.

B a l m u i l d y 85

Headquarters. Two periods only, the second characterised 
by poor workmanship.

Commandant’s House. Two periods, separated by a destruc
tion.

Barracks. The single block (IX) uncovered was probably 
rebuilt once, but there are no indications of a third 
period.

Fort Bath-house. Described as being the key to the successive 
phases in the fort’s history, this bath-house was wrecked 
and repaired, wrecked again, and then “ done away with, 
the ruins being levelled with the surrounding area The 
second period workmanship was of inferior quality.

Annexe Bath-house. Although it was built over the east 
ditches of the fort, the annexe bath-house was legionary, 
Antonine I work. It showed no signs of reconstruction, 
but was dismantled and covered with clay before the first 
disaster occurred.

85 Miller, S. N., The Roman Fort at Balmuildy.



D untocher86

Only two periods were identified “ unless the close juxta
position of pairs of stone-packed post-holes in the military 
enclosure is evidence of a third. No other such evidence 
was noted, either because the remains were too hopelessly 
disturbed for it to have survived, or else because it never 
existed”. The additional post-holes referred to could pre
sumably be contemporary with the enclosure and therefore 
proto-Antonine.

Old  K ilpatrick87

Defences. Two structural periods were detected in the ditch- 
system and at the south and west gates.

Headquarters. The original building was restored under a 
new garrison, presumably at the beginning of Antonine 
II, and it was thought that a second restoration was 
“ indicated by rough cobbling found here and there upon 
the foundation of the preceding period ”.88 

Barracks. Two periods of barracks, distinguished respec
tively by sleeper-trenches and post-holes, were recognised 
in the praetentura. Some of the second period post-holes 
had subsequently been replaced, but this probably rep
resents running repairs carried out in Antonine II, rather 
than a third period restoration.

Latrine. The original building was wrecked, presumably at 
the end of Antonine I, and restored on a larger scale but 
in a rough and ready fashion. Subsequently it was 
wrecked again but this time it was not restored, the site 
being levelled with a spread of cobbles and debris.

Two conclusions emerge from the foregoing summaries. 
In the first place it is clear that period II on the Antonine

86 Robertson, A. S., An Anionine Fort, Golden Hill, Duntocher.
87 Miller, S. N., The Roman Fort at Old Kilpatrick; PSAS lxvi, 220 ff.
88 Miller, op. cit., 27.



Wall ended in a destruction no less complete than that which 
terminated period I. All the forts so far examined were 
involved in the catastrophe, and at Bar Hill the garrison was 
either overwhelmed or withdrew in great disorder, presum
ably in the face of enemy pressure, leaving behind a large 
quantity of tools and personal articles of many kinds. At 
Mumrills the vicus was burnt to the ground, but whether by 
Roman or native hands is uncertain. It is now generally 
agreed that Macdonald was right in linking this disaster 
with the barbarian invasion recorded by Cassius Dio early 
in the reign of Commodus, when the northern tribesmen 
crossed the Wall that separated them from the Roman 
province and wrought great havoc, slaying a legate with the 
troops under his command. Since Hadrian’s Wall shows no 
signs of damage at this time, the Antonine Wall must be 
meant, and Mr. Gillam’s analysis of the great quantity of 
coarse pottery found in a destruction deposit at Mumrills in 
1958 indicated that the deposit was formed at some time 
within the period a .d . 170-185.

Secondly, there can be no doubt that a start at least was 
made in preparing the Wall for a third occupation. As on 
the previous occasion, the gap between the occupations 
seems to have been of short duration, for at Mumrills the 
debris from the Antonine II vicus was shovelled into the 
outermost ditch on the west side of the fort before any 
appreciable quantity of silt had had time to form in the 
bottom. Everywhere the wrecked buildings were levelled, 
and large areas of cobbling were laid down for the reception 
of new buildings. But when we attempt to identify the 
period III buildings we are confronted by several curious 
anomalies. Obviously no great significance can be attached 
to the lack of evidence for such buildings in some forts, since 
allowance must always be made for the removal of the latest 
levels by cultivation or stone robbing. But whereas struc
tural changes noted in one or two principal buildings, such 

. as the headquarters at Mumrills and the commandant’s house 
at Cadder, could imply that these buildings were re-erected



in Antonine III, the evidence does not amount to proof. 
And doubts are increased by the fact that other essential 
buildings such as the men’s bath-house at Mumrills, the 
“ granary ” (storehouse) at Croy Hill, the internal bath-house 
at Balmuildy, and the latrine at Old Kilpatrick do not appear 
to have been restored after the second disaster. Moreover, 
there are no convincing indications of more than two periods 
in any of the barrack-systems so far explored. It is at least 
arguable, therefore, that although the task of tidying up and 
repairing the Wall was begun, and perhaps proceeded more 
rapidly in some forts than in others, it was never completed. 
Other scraps of evidence seem to point in the same direction. 
Thus, at Mumrills a temporary hearth, presumably used by 
a repair squad, was found lying on top of the foundations of 
the second period principia, and a similar hearth was the 
only structure of any kind discovered in 1959 on an 
extensive cobbled spread designed to serve as a foundation 
for new buildings in the annexe. At Cadder yet another 
hearth had been built and left close to the east wall of the 
bath-house, in what the excavator justifiably described as 
“ a rather incredible position in a normal and orderly occu
pation”.89 And at Cadder also the site of one of the build
ings (IV) fronting on to the via principalis was being used as 
a rubbish-dump when the fort was finally evacuated. My 
own view, therefore, is that the case for a third period of 
occupation on the Antonine Wall is not proved. On the 
contrary, the evidence available to date leads me to believe 
that the barbarian invasion early in the reign of Commodus 
brought about the end of Antonine II on the Antonine Wall 
and in many of the forts to the rear; that although it was 
initially decided to re-occupy Scotland following the success
ful punitive campaigns of Ulpius Marcellus, and a start was 
actually made with the repair of the Antonine Wall, this 
decision was rescinded while the work of reconstruction was 
in progress; and that with the possible exception of Birrens, 
which may have been converted into an outpost for Hadrian’s

89 Clarke, op. cit., 60.



Wall, all the Scottish forts that had escaped the disaster were 
now evacuated. It would obviously be impertinent to claim 
that this broad interpretation of events represents the final 
solution, or even that it overcomes all the immediate diffi
culties. But at least it seems preferable to Macdonald’s 
theory of a third occupation of the Antonine Wall, lasting 
for one or two years, since this implies that the barbarian 
invasion of a .d . 184, the greatest of the wars in which 
Commodus was engaged, in some mysterious way affected 
only the forts on the Wall and left those to the rear com
pletely unscathed. The alternative suggestion that period 
III on the Antonine Wall dates to the early third century 
does not accord with the latest evidence from Mumrills, and 
its rejection is easier to accept now that the legionary base 
for the Severan campaigns has been discovered to the north 
of the Wall, at Carpow.

What then remains to be done on the Antonine Wall? 
The forts at Inveravon, Kinneil and Seabegs have still to be 
located, although the search for Kinneil has recently been 
narrowed down by the elimination of one of the two most 
obvious sites. Search must also be made for additional 
“ milefortlets ”, in order to decide whether or not they consti
tute a regular series, comparable to the milecastles on 
Hadrian’s Wall, and one of the known examples should be 
thoroughly investigated as soon as possible. The obvious 
choice is the one at Wilderness Plantation, which is doomed 
to destruction by gravel digging in the near future, and 
where the opportunity offered for total excavation should 
reveal precise information about the size of the garrison and 
the periods of occupation. Within the Wall-forts, the best 
hope of determining the number of the structural periods lies 
in the complete examination of two or three typical barrack- 
blocks. Barracks have been largely neglected in the past, 
but they are likely to be a more reliable guide to occupation 
periods than stone buildings since each major reconstruction 
should leave its own distinctive pattern of post-holes or 
sleeper-trenches imprinted in the subsoil. Nor must it be



forgotten that the outpost forts of Ardoch, Strageath and 
Bertha have their own contribution to make. On general 
grounds it seems probable that the histories of these forts 
corresponded to those of the Wall-forts, but we do not in fact 
know whether this is so. Strageath and Bertha are still 
unexplored, while the results obtained at Ardoch during the 
excavations of 1896-7 cannot be properly evaluated until the 
site has been re-examined by modern methods.

There is indeed plenty of work to be done, and if anyone 
should question whether it is worth while spending time and 
effort on objectives which, individually considered, can only 
produce limited advances in knowledge, he will find the 
answer in John Horsley’s preface to the Britannia Romana:

“ In a large treatise, or collection, the minuter parts 
are not to be separated from the rest, and the importance 
of these in the abstract view to be estimated; but the 
usefulness of the whole design is first to be regarded, 
and the lesser parts to be considered as they bear relation 
to the whole.”
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