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THE PROBLEM referred to in the title concerns the chronological relation
ship between Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall, and the chronology 
of events on Hadrian’s Wall when it had once more become the frontier 
of the province.

In the nature of things, archaeological evidence, that is the evidence of 
surviving monuments and artefacts, cannot provide crisp solutions to the 
kind of problems which face us.

Two and a half centuries ago, the Reverend John Horsley of Morpeth was, 
paradoxically, in a better position than we are. He was not overburdened 
with evidence obtained by excavation, though, living as he did in a landscape 
yet little affected by developments in communications, agriculture or industry, 
he was better able than we are to study the surface indications of remains’. 
He had available about one seventh of the inscriptions available to us, and 
was himself an outstanding student of epigraphy. He had at his disposal 
almost all the Greek and Latin written evidence which we have at ours.

A weakness of present-day proto-historic archaeology is its tendency to 
make inferences about military and political events from archaeological 
evidence, and also to use hypothetical interpretations of written evidence as 
a basis for dating structures and artefacts.

Horsley was protected from this temptation.
To Horsley, what we know as Hadrian’s Wall was the Wall of Severus. 

What we know as the Vallum, was to Horsley, Hadrian’s Vallum, or Hadrian’s 
..Wall. To him it was an independent defensive earthwork. He believed it 
to have been built in a .d . 120, and thereafter to have stood alone on the 
isthmus for 87 years.

Horsley ascribes the building of the Antonine Wall to a .d . 140. He knew 
of an inscription of Lollius Urbicus from Balmuildy, and of several other 
inscriptions of Antoninus Pius.

But, of the revolt of the Brigantes in the 150s, of which an account will 
be found in almost every study of Roman Britain published in the past 
seventy years, Horsley has nothing to say. In fact, his chronological table 
shows a gap of eleven years, beginning in a .d . 155, during which time .he 
says there was “no occurrence”. Horsley quotes a Greek writer, Pausanias,
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who had described an action of the Brigantes, but he places the “occurrence” 
in a .d . 140.

On the date of the end of the Antonine occupation of Scotland, Horsley’s 
words are: “It is not improbable that the Caledonians had broke thro’ the 
wall of Antoninus Pius not long after it had been erected, which may be the 
reason we meet with no inscriptions found there, but what belong to that 
reign; —nor any certain date but what belongs to his time”. The implication 
is that Horsley believed it possible that the occupation of the Antonine Wall 
lasted little if at all beyond the death of Antoninus Pius in a .d . 161. He 
confesses himself unable to say whether there was a later return.

As the evidence comes from a written source, Cassius Dio, Horsley naturally 
deals with the occasion, early in the reign of Commodus, when enemy forces 
stormed over a Wall, and were later repulsed by Ulpius Marcellus. Horsley 
places the offensive in a .d . 183, and the counter attack in a .d . 184. He is 
careful not to specify which Wall he thinks is meant.

Horsley quotes written sources for events in Gaul, but not in Britain, in 
a .d . 196 and 197.

Horsley ascribes the building of the Stone Wall to Septimius Severus, in 
a .d . 207 and 208. This is on the evidence of the inscription on the quarry 
face above the river Gelt, in Cumberland, and of several not very reliable 
written sources. In present-day terms this is the beginning of Wall Period II.

We can do very little better, even these days, than Horsley’s account, and 
if we are not careful we can do a good deal worse. R. G. Collingwood said 
that for his period Horsley is as indispensable as Gibbon for his.

From 1732 until 1840 there was little controversy. Horsley seemed to have 
exhausted the subject. Then, the Reverend John Hodgson advanced the theory, 
based on inscriptions found in milecastles, that not only the Vallum, but 
also the Stone Wall, was the work of Hadrian, not Severus. The theory was 
warmly taken up by John Clayton and the Reverend John Collingwood Bruce. 
Over the next half century the theory gained general acceptance. Then, in 
1895, the discovery in eastern Cumberland of a two-mile stretch of Turf 
Wall, on a different line from the Stone Wall, reopened the question. The 
equations, Turf Wall—Hadrian, Stone Wall—Severus, were almost inevitable. 
Four years later, in an appendix to the Glasgow Society’s Antonine Wall 
Report, Professor Francis Haverfield could speak of “the line of the wall, 
commonly called Hadrian’s Wall.” The matter was settled by excavation, 
in Cumberland, before the First World War, and again in the 1930s. The 
question is no longer open. While it might be possible to discuss whether 
the most westerly sector of all is Hadrianic or Antonine, a Severan date is 
everywhere regarded as impossible.

Also in the Antonine Wall Report Haverfield uses the evidence of writings, 
inscriptions and coins, to attempt to fix the date at which the Antonine Wall 
was given up. He suggests two possible dates, a .d . 161, under Marcus Aurelius 
and the governor Calpumius Agricola, and a .d . 180, as a result of the invasion



under Commodus. This is not very different from Horsley, and it would 
strike few students at the present day as at all unreasonable. Elsewhere 
in the Antonine Wall Report, structural evidence derived from excavations 
is published, but not yet used as a basis for historical conclusions.

In the Report, Haverfield mentions a building inscription of a .d . 158, 
found, a year or two before, at Birrens in Dumfriesshire, though he draws 
no special conclusions from it. However, in 1903 a further building inscrip
tion was found at Brough on Noe in Derbyshire, and a dedication slab was 
found, in the Tyne, here in Newcastle, recording the arrival of reinforcements 
from Germany for the legions in Britain. Each was dedicated to Antoninus 
Pius, under the same governor, Julius Verus, and this enabled the governor’s 
name on the Birrens inscription to be read confidently as the same.

This now enabled Haverfield to draw special conclusions. He linked the 
inscriptions with the passage, from Pausanias, to which we have referred, 
and advanced the hypothesis that what Pausanias was describing, and Julius 
Verus dealing with, was a revolt of the Brigantes, the greatest former kingdom 
in northern England. Yet another inscription, from Corbridge, was interpreted 
by Sir Ian Richmond as a dedication to the god of war and vengeance. 
Professor Jocelyn Toynbee interpreted certain large coin issues as evidence 
for a victory in about a .d . 155. An inscription of a .d . 158 had already been 
found in the eastern part of Hadrian’s Wall. It seems to record repair or 
maintenance work.

Rapidly the hypothesis was converted in students’ minds into what Horsley 
would have called an occurrence. A rebellion of the Brigantes was suppressed, 
at the cost of heavy legionary casualties, probably by the newly arrived 
governor, Julius Verus, in a .d . 155. Damage was repaired, in his term of 
office, down to a .d . 158. Troops had been withdrawn from Scotland to help
in the suppression. Forts there had been destroyed, either by the retiring
garrison, to deny them to a northern enemy, or by that enemy. In some 
such form this account is now generally, though not universally, accepted.

In 1910, in that part of his book England before the Norman Conquest, 
which deals with Roman Britain, Sir Charles Oman, in general, follows 
Haverfield. He accepts the Brigantian Revolt, he ascribes the Stone Wall to 
Severus, and, also like Haverfield, considers two possible dates for the eiid 
of the Antonine Wall. But he leans markedly towards the earlier date. He 
says “while Hadrian’s Wall was safe in the period 161-180, we cannot be 
sure that the northern wall was intact.” On the other hand, he believes that 
the Redesdale forts and Newstead may have continued in occupation. This 
is probably as far as anyone could have gone with the evidence available
at the time. A new tool of research, the use of pottery evidence, was being
forged as Oman wrote. John Ward, F. Gerald Simpson, J. P. Bushe-Fox, 
and, in Scotland, James Curie, were beginning its serious study.

Dr. Brian Dobson has pointed out how little evidence there is for a revolt 
of the Brigantes, south of Hadrian’s Wall. The context of the passage in



Pausanias, which is undated, makes it clear, as Eric Birley was the first to 
point out, that the reference is to an invasion by a people from outside the 
province, of a region within or without the province, and not to a revolt of 
a civitas within the province. If the word Brigantes is changed, then the 
passage makes sense in the context of a .d . 140 or so, as Horsley, among others, 
thought.

The inscriptions do not imply revolt. Four of the five are building records. 
The first probably refers to routine maintenance on Hadrian’s Wall. The 
second is from a fort, Brough on Noe, on the southern edge of Brigantian 
territory, re-occupied after an interval. The third is from a fort, Corbridge, 
on the northern edge of Brigantian territory, where stone barracks were 
replacing undamaged timber barracks. And while the fourth is from a fort, 
Birrens, which had been destroyed and was being rebuilt, it was separated 
from Brigantian territory by an undamaged Hadrian’s Wall, and by the 
territory of a further small civitar, it must however be admitted that there is 
a link between Birrens and Brigantia. The reinforcements recorded on the 
fifth inscription, and the commemorative coins, may together imply warfare 
in some area, but not necessarily on or south of Hadrian’s Wall.

There is evidence of destruction, at about the right period, in only one 
Roman fort in the territory of the Brigantes. That is Lancaster, where two 
sets of Antonine buildings seemed to have perished by fire; even there the 
occurrence was used to date the deposit, and not vice versa.

In 1911, The Roman Wall in Scotland, by Sir George Macdonald, was 
first published. A second, much improved and enlarged edition appeared 
in 1934. By that time, nine of the forts on the Antonine Wall had been 
excavated, more or less thoroughly, and from three of them, substantial 
quantities of pottery had been competently published. Macdonald suggested 
an outline for the history of the Antonine Wall which was both fuller and 
more sharply defined than any which had appeared before. It is that which, 
with minor modification, has held the field ever since.

He suggested that there had been three periods of occupation on the 
Antonine Wall.

The beginning of Period I was placed in about a .d . 142, and its end in 
about a .d . 155, as a consequence of Haverfield’s Brigantian revolt. There is 
evidence from the ground for destruction and rebuilding, which could quite 
well have occurred about this time.

The beginning of Period II was placed in about a .d . 158; the date comes 
from the Birrens inscription. Its end was placed in about a .d . 180, on the 
occasion of the invasion subsequently countered by Ulpius Marcellus.

The structural traces of the shadowy Period III are sometimes regarded 
as evidence merely of preparation for a third occupation, and sometimes as 
an actual brief occupation. Macdonald placed this in the period c. a .d . 184 
to c. a .d . 185.

In the Oxford History of England, Collingwood followed Macdonald with



one slight change at the beginning of Period II. On the whole Macdonald’s 
scheme held the field, but it did not satisfy everyone. In 1940, Richmond, 
anticipated to some extent by Eric Birley and by Collingwood, in the earlier 
1930s, suggested that the occupation might have lasted until the closing 
years of the century. For different reasons from each other both Eric Birley 
and S. N. Miller suggested that the brief third period might have fallen in 
the earlier years of the third century.

Others also became dissatisfied. The dissatisfaction was centred on Durham 
and Newcastle, rather than on Glasgow and Edinburgh, or, for that matter, 
Oxford. The reason for it was partly that the Macdonald scheme, while 
internally consistent, was difficult to reconcile with the apparently firmly 
established history of Hadrian’s Wall in the second century. Among other 
things, it demanded acceptance of the simultaneous occupation of both Walls, 
at full strength, for either twenty, or forty years.

Dissatisfaction also sprang from the fact that the Macdonald scheme did 
not take account of the pottery. There were two separate areas in which it 
conflicted with, or seemed to conflict with, the pottery evidence. This is a 
point which cannot be demonstrated verbally, but will have to be taken on 
trust. It is hoped shortly to publish an illustrated discussion.

In 1953, in a paper entitled Calpurnius Agricola and the Northern Frontier, 
an attempt was made to use the evidence of pottery to resolve the question 
of the chronological interplay between the two Walls, in the later second 
century. Decorated samian had already been used in the 1930s, by Eric 
Birley and T. Davies Pryce, to establish the date of the first Roman with
drawal from Scotland, with results which have recently been corroborated. 
In 1953 it was demonstrated that samian, and stamped mortaria, assignable, 
where datable, to the time of Marcus Aurelius, were absent from sites in 
Scotland, apart from Newstead, while they were present on Hadrian’s Wall, 
at Corbridge, and in the hinterland. From this it should have followed that 
most of Scotland was completely and finally abandoned, in a .d . 163 or 
thereabouts, under Calpurnius Agricola. Inscriptions of Calpurnius Agricola 
are found in precisely the same areas as the pottery, and are absent where 
the pottery is absent. This was in a way the earlier of the alternatives favoured 
by Horsley, Haverfield and Oman. What now appears to some students to 
be the answer was within reach, but it was not grasped.

The failure to grasp what now appears to be the final solution was due 
to the fact that the pottery from deposits derived from the destruction which 
had closed the second main Antonine period of occupation at Corbridge, 
matched pottery from the Antonine Wall so closely that it was quite impos
sible that there should- have been a gap of as much as forty years between 
the end of the occupation of Scotland and the destruction of Corbridge. It was 
concluded, probably wrongly as it now seems to have turned out, that the 
two events were contemporary. As the Corbridge destruction was firmly and 
confidently dated, by every student of the subject, to a .d . 197, it seemed



to follow that the Antonine Wall had been occupied until the end of the 
century. This meant, in its turn, that there had been a mere break in its 
occupation after a .d . 163, and not a complete cessation. Though the answer 
was probably incorrect, and though a similar, and equally incorrect answer 
was put forward again in 1970, part of the answer may have been correct. 
A start had been made in questioning the accepted solution, and pottery 
evidence had been brought into use.

From 1958 to 1960 excavations had been directed at Mumrills, on the 
Antonine Wall, by Dr. K. A. Steer. Three years later he delivered the fifth 
Horsley Memorial Lecture to the Society. One of the several results of the 
excavation was the discovery, in the west ditch of the fort, of a rich deposit 
of pottery, and other material, belonging to the end of the second structural 
phase. Like the Corbridge deposit, this had been derived from a destruction. 
A study, by Mrs. K. F. Hartley, of the stamped mortaria, and, by Mr. B. R. 
Hartley, of the samian, seemed to show that none of the stamped pottery 
was later than c. a .d . 160. On the other hand the unstamped coarse pottery 
matched that from the Corbridge group so closely that there could not have 
been a gap of as much as forty years between them. A gap of approximately 
twenty years was the longest which most students of pottery would have 
allowed. As a result the date assigned to the group of unstamped coarse 
pottery was c. a .d . 180, which inevitably brought to mind the invasion 
countered by Ulpius Marcellus. This created the bizarre spectacle of a report 
in which the specialist contributions contradicted each other.

What was not then realised was that the Corbridge dating might be wrong. 
If this had been realised, then the various views could have been reconciled, 
without recourse to an unacceptable time gap between the Corbridge and 
Mumrills groups. It is hoped shortly to publish an illustrated comparison 
of the two groups.

Since 1960 Dr. A. S. Robertson has produced four editions of her hand
book, The Antonine Wall. So far as the points at issue are concerned, her 
general historical reconstruction is close to, though not identical with, 
Macdonald’s. She lays stress on the coin evidence. Using the terminal date 
of a large hoard of Roman coins from Rumbling Bridge, Kinross-shire, she 
places the end of the occupation not earlier than a .d . 186. Because of the 
absence of any coin of a later date, from a significant context, she is also 
unwilling to place it measurably later than a .d . 186.

In his Horsley Memorial lecture, in 1963, published in 1964, Dr. Steer 
both took into account the Mumrills results, and carefully reconsidered all 
the available evidence, mainly that of structures and inscriptions, for the 
history of the Antonine Wall. He argued, among other things, that the second 
structural phase had begun before the end of the reign of Antoninus Pius. 
This idea was not accepted by everyone at first, but even some of its sterner 
critics have now come to accept it. With Macdonald, Steer carried the second 
phase, more or less continuously, into the 180s. This might seem to be in



conflict with the negative evidence of pottery, first remarked on in 1953. 
Steer’s general historical reconstruction is not greatly different from Mac
donald’s except that he places the end of the occupation in the very early 
180s, as a direct consequence of the invasion.

In 1965, a study by Mrs. Charmian Woodfield, was published of the 
stratified pottery from six turrets on Hadrian’s Wall. This was the most 
valuable pottery report to appear in northern Britain for thirty-five years. 
It more than doubled the amount of published stratified pottery available 
from the smaller sites on Hadrian’s Wall. The new material made it appear 
unlikely that, whatever happened in the forts, the turrets and milecastles 
continued in occupation after c. a .d . 180. A comparison with the pottery 
in Scotland made it most difficult to accept the Macdonald-Robertson-Steer 
solution in its entirety, though it did not immediately show the way to an 
acceptable alternative.

In 1967 Professor Sheppard Frere’s definitive work on Roman Britain, 
Britannia, was published. Frere’s interpretation of the history of the Antonine 
Wall, and of its relationship with Hadrian’s Wall, follows Steer’s very closely. 
Frere’s work is illustrated with maps. One shows the north of Britain in the 
reign of Marcus Aurelius. Eighty-three forts are shown as securely occupied, 
thirty-six north of, and forty-seven on or south of Hadrian’s Wall. Frere 
points out in the text that increasing knowledge of the dating evidence pro
vided by pottery may eventually show that not all forts were held simul
taneously within the Antonine period. However, as the map stands, it is in 
itself enough to throw doubt on the validity of the conclusions it illustrates. 
To have achieved the pattern of occupation which is shown, there would 
have had to have been a forty percent increase in the British garrison since 
the previous reign. There is no evidence of any kind for such an increase, 
though there is written evidence for a ten percent increase in the 170s. Frere 
was well aware of this difficulty, and calculated that the garrison required 
to man the forts on the map, together with a number in Wales, would have 
exceeded his estimate for the army in Britain as a whole by almost 9,000 
men. This is a somewhat lower estimate than that arrived at above, but 
the point is the same. The stamped pottery, from both Hadrian’s Wall and 
its hinterland is quite different from that from north of Hadrian’s Wall. It 
is thus difficult to accept that Scotland and Hadrian’s Wall, with its hinter
land, were simultaneously held, in strength, for an extended period.

The earlier part of a paper produced jointly with Dr. J. C. Mann, in 1970, 
restated, substantially, the arguments which had been put forward in 1953. 
It argued for a break in the occupation of the Antonine Wall, and a return 
to Hadrian’s Wall, around a .d . 160. Less convincingly, as it now appears, 
it also argued for a later second-century re-occupation of the Antonine Wall. 
This was on the strength of the similarity between the Corbridge destruction 
pottery and that from Scotland as a whole and from Mumrills in particular. 
This was in spite of the acknowledged fact that stamped and decorated



samian of the ninth and tenth decades of the second century is as scarce in 
Scotland as that of the seventh and eighth decades.

In January 1973 a paper appeared which seems to some students to answer 
the question of the joint history of the two frontier Walls in the second 
century. The paper, by Mr. B. R. Hartley, is entitled The Roman Occupation 
of Scotland: the evidence of samian ware. It appears in the periodical 
Britannia. It seems to confirm the first part of the 1953 and 1970 thesis, but 
to demonstrate that the second part is untenable. It is impossible to present 
a summary of a paper which comprises meticulous lists of the dies of indivi
dual potters’ stamps, studied at first hand, with maps, tables and reasoned 
arguments. But anyone who approaches the paper with an open mind, or 
even sceptically, must either be convinced or acknowledge that there is a 
weighty case to answer. Hartley’s conclusion, on the matter which concerns 
us most, is that the Antonine Wall, and the whole of Scotland beyond New- 
stead, was evacuated in c. a .d . 163. Hadrian’s Wall was re-occupied, and 
certain Stanegate sites were re-constructed. The garrison of the hinterland 
was also increased. There was no later occupation of the Antonine Wall, 
nor of any Scottish site north of Newstead, until the third century.

Hartley comments adversely on the use made of the Corbridge destruction 
deposit; the criticism is in part justified. In 1950, the dating of the deposit 
had depended mainly on the accepted dating of the destruction from which 
it had been derived. This brings up the invasion of a .d . 197, and a con
sideration of how it became part of the accepted history of Roman Britain.

Two successive layers of burnt woodwork had been found when turret 
44b, Mucklebank, was excavated by J. P. Gibson in 1892, suggesting that 
there had been two “great epochs of disaster”. In milecastle 48, Poltross Burn, 
excavated in 1909 by J. P. Gibson and F. G. Simpson, evidence was found 
that it had twice been destroyed and rebuilt. Coin evidence showed that the 
first destruction, that is the end of Period I, had taken place after a .d . 141. 
The destruction was ascribed to a .d . 180 on the assumption that it was 
Hadrian’s Wall which was overthrown in the reign of Commodus. There was 
also evidence of a break in the occupation in the course of the first period, 
and of repairs which were not associated with a disaster, but were associated 
with the replacement of the main gates; these had earlier been removed. 
These sub-phases were numbered IA and IB.

Results which were, or which seemed to be, wholly consistent with these 
were obtained at six turrets and a milecastle in the next twenty years; in only 
four of the turrets was there re-occupation after the end of Period IB. 
By and large the turrets and milecastles excavated subsequently have pro
duced similar results. In the forts of Rudchester and Benwell the relationship 
of structures to Wall Periods was less clear. Since 1930 more has been learnt 
at both sites, and also at Housesteads. In 1960 and 1961 at Haltonchesters 
there was dramatic evidence of the destruction by fire of one of the principal 
buildings. The unstamped pottery closely matched that from the Corbridge



and Mumrills deposits, while the stamped mortaria matched those from 
Corbridge.

In 1929, at Birdoswald, in an excavation directed by Eric Birley, I. A. 
Richmond and F. G. Simpson, evidence of four successive main structural 
phases was found. Re-used, for the second time, face up, in the latest floor 
of a barrack block, was an inscription of Septimius Severus, a .d . 205-208.

Eric Birley and F. G. Collingwood used this evidence for a reinterpretation 
of the history of the Wall.

Not long before, Collingwood had published reasons for supposing that 
Severus had had little or nothing to do with Hadrian’s Wall. He had the 
strength of mind to change his mind, as he often did. In 1930 he wrote: 
“the most important finds were two inscriptions. One recorded the restoration 
of some large building under Severus, about the years 204-208.—The second 
period must now be made to begin with Severus;—but this involves a new 
date for the end of the first period. We can no longer be content to ascribe 
the great destruction to the reign of Commodus. We seem almost compelled 
to connect it with the occasion, during the usurpation of Clodius Albinus, 
when the Maeatae broke into the now undefended province and had ulti
mately been bought off by the legate of Severus.”

This was the first appearance in print of the invasion of a .d . 196 or 197.
Eric Birley clearly summarised the new Wall Periods later the same year, 

both in the report on turret lb , Denton Hall, and milecastle 9, Chapel House, 
and also in the Birdoswald report. Simpson explicitly accepted the new 
scheme. Richmond was slower than his colleagues to accept the new ideas. 
His actual words, in the Birdoswald report, were: “The end of period I 
is uncertain as between 181 and 196-7”. Richmond accepted the Severan 
restoration, and the idea that there might have been a lapse of time between 
destruction and restoration, though unacceptable to Collingwood, is one 
worth bearing in mind.

The Birdoswald Severan inscription is only a small part of the evidence 
which has been adduced. There are several other inscriptions attesting 
restoration. There is reliable evidence of destruction, at about the right time, 
from a number of sites on the isthmus. There is written evidence that the 
Maeatae were involved in some activity. The significance of the inscription 
is that its discovery was a turning point. It led directly to the new hypothesis 
that the destruction of Hadrian’s Wall fell in a .d . 197 rather than a .d . 180.

The hypothesis was that the Maeatae crossed the Wall of Hadrian, un
occupied because troops were absent in Gaul, and were responsible for 
wreaking widespread damage, as far south as York and Chester. After 1930 
it received an enthusiastic reception, and soon hardened into an occurrence. 
It naturally appeared in Collingwood’s contribution, in 1937, to the Oxford 
History of England. Richmond rapidly accepted it, and it appears in his 
Roman Britain of 1953, though Chester is dropped from among the destroyed 
sites. By 1967 there is increasing caution. Frere remains quite certain that



the Maeatae had penetrated into the province, but he deals with the episode 
in a restrained manner. With others, York is dropped from among the 
destroyed sites.

Hartley had tentatively questioned whether the damage to Hadrian’s Wall 
which was repaired after a .d . 205 could have been incurred as much as eight 
years previously. In papers published in 1970, both Dr. M. G. Jarrett and 
Dr. J. C. Mann, jointly and severally, rejected the invasion of a .d . 197 
entirely. They suggested that the general destruction was a consequence of 
an invasion in a .d . 207, described with circumstantial gusto by the Greek 
writer Herodian.

In 1972, a paper by Dr. A. R. Birley was published, in which the reliability 
of Herodian’s evidence is convincingly questioned, and the view that the 
Maeatae actually invaded the province in a .d . 197, is clearly re-stated.

Hartley’s paper, however, which appeared a few weeks later, makes it 
difficult to accept a destruction of Hadrian’s Wall in either a .d . 197, or 
a .d . 207. It is now beginning to appear that it had already been destroyed 
in a .d . 180 or shortly thereafter. The Corbridge destruction group can hardly 
be more than twenty years' later than the Mumrills destruction group. So 
long as the Corbridge group remained tied to a .d . 197, then the Mumrills 
destruction could not be earlier than c. a .d . 180, and might even be later. 
But if we accept that the destruction of Mumrills is securely dated to not 
later than c. a .d . 163, the Corbridge destruction can hardly be so late as 
a .d . 197. If it is brought earlier by exactly as much as Mumrills has been 
brought earlier, it brings us to a .d . 180. This seems too good to be true, 
but it might well be. It certainly makes much better sense of the typically 
mid-Antonine samian in the Corbridge group.

If Corbridge was destroyed in a .d . 180, then so was Haltonchesters; the 
pottery groups are virtually identical, and Haltonchesters lies in the path 
of any invader making for Corbridge. With Haltonchesters go, also on pottery 
grounds Rudchester, certainly, and Benwell probably. And, as Richmond 
once thought, possibly Birdoswald itself. In fact it might be claimed that all 
the sites on the Wall which have produced evidence of destruction in the 
later second century had been overwhelmed together in a .d . 180.

Dio implies that the Wall which was crossed by the barbarians had a 
garrison. This was a difficulty for the 1953 hypothesis. But, if the Antonine 
Wall was unoccupied, and it really looks as though it was, then it follows 
with almost equal certainty that it was Hadrian’s Wall which Dio had in 
mind.

In addition to many elsewhere, building inscriptions of Septimius Severus 
are known from an outpost fort, from Corbridge and from three forts on 
the line of the Wall. There is however no indisputable example of a building 
inscription of Commodus. This makes it appear that the reconstruction, and 
the beginning of Wall Period II might after all have been Severan. We may 
ask if there could have been a gap of twenty or more years in the occupation;



this is an idea which Richmond once briefly entertained, but Collingwood 
rejected.

At Corbridge, the visible pair of granaries, built wholly of stone, with 
buttresses, at a higher level than before, as well as the aqueduct and fountain, 
also at a higher level, and the walled military compounds, are demonstrably 
contemporary with each other. The compounds are certainly the first struc
tures on their part of the site, after the destruction. A building inscription, 
from Corbridge, now in Hexham Priory, which is dated to between a .d . 202 
and a .d . 208, records the building of a granary. This is very probably one 
of the pair of buttressed granaries. From this it follows, as Eric Birley first 
suggested in the mid 1930s, that the substantial restoration at Corbridge was 
Severan. If, and only if of course, the destruction was Commodan, then 
there was a delay of twenty years before the rebuilding. There had been a 
gap in the occupation at Corbridge before. It is less easy to visualise this 
on Hadrian’s Wall, but there is no way of knowing what alternative methods 
of frontier control were adopted.

Dr. Dobson has pointed out orally that Britain was in a disturbed state 
under Commodus. The successor to Ulpius Marcellus as governor, a man 
by no means lacking in character and ability, was actually relieved of his 
command, at his own request, because of the mutinous and hostile mood of 
his own troops. In these circumstances, it may be that, apart from emergency 
steps to hold the line, restoration proceeded slowly. Once thoroughgoing 
restoration and improvement had begun under Severus, it still continued for 
a generation, at South Shields, Chesters, Greatchesters, Birdoswald and 
Netherby. It is permissible to ask whether the phrase about buildings having 
fallen down through old age, which appears on several inscriptions, including 
that of Severus from Risingham, may not mean exactly what it says.

None of this is meant to imply that nothing happened in a .d . 197 or in 
a .d . 207, merely that the end of the later Antonine occupation at Corbridge, 
and the end of the first main period of occupation on Hadrian’s Wall, may 
h a v e  fallen in a .d . 180, rather than a .d . 197 or a .d . 207.

What is put forward on the subject of the later second century is intended 
as no more than a tentative hypothesis, which revives much which was 
generally accepted before 1930. It is certainly not presented as a new ortho
doxy to replace the views which many have accepted as orthodox for forty 
years or more, and it has to be conceded that there are difficulties.

The total quantity of samian from Scotland is small. It might therefore 
be argued that negative arguments are hazardous, and that the absence frdm 
Scotland of certain stamps may be fortuitous. However, the patterns of 
occurrence in Scotland north and west of Newstead on the one hand, and 
on Hadrian’s Wall and in its hinterland on the other, are markedly different. 
In areas where certain stamps are relatively abundant, other stamps are 
consistently rare. From this it would seem to follow that arguments from 
the absence from Scotland of certain categories of samian could be valid.



Several decades ago Eric Birley and T. Davies Pryce used similar arguments 
from the absence of Trajanic samian from Scotland, with what appear to be 
wholly acceptable results.

In addition to hoards, several coins which had been struck between a .d . 
160 and a .d . 190 have been found on the Forth-Clyde isthmus. Several still 
later coins have also been found, though they have not been made the subject 
of discussion to the same extent as the mid- and late-Antonine coins. It 
would be unscholarly to write off evidence to smooth the way for a hypothesis, 
but it is nevertheless a fact that none of the coins under discussion was found 
in a stratified deposit in the course of an archaeological excavation.

The ideas, old or new; revived or borrowed freshly from fellow students, 
are, in summary form:

The Antonine Wall replaced Hadrian’s Wall in a .d . 142.
There may have been no revolt of the Brigantes in northern England in 

the 150s, though sites in Scotland were in need of repair later in that 
decade.

The Antonine Wall may have been finally evacuated and Hadrian’s Wall 
reoccupied, with some Stanegate forts and the hinterland, in a .d . 163.

The general destruction of Hadrian’s Wall may have taken place in a .d . 
180; full-scale restoration work may or may not have begun before a .d . 205.

More than anything else it has been Hartley’s paper which has provided 
the impetus for what has been said.

It will not have escaped notice that the final summary differs very little 
from Horsley’s summary, with which we began.

There are still questions remaining—what happened at the end of Period 
II, when exactly did it happen, and what were the consequences.

A historical approach helps us little. Horsley was insulated from the parti
cular questions, and so were all his successors down to 1892.

When turret 44b, Mucklebank, was excavated, two layers of burnt wood
work, suggesting “two great epochs of disaster” were uncovered. Again, at 
milecastle 48, Poltross Burn, there was evidence that the structures had 
been rebuilt, and altered, on a second occasion. The latest coin from the level 
before the second rebuilding, that is, from the end of Period II, was of 
a .d . 269. It was concluded that Period II had ended in a .d . 270.

Similar evidence, or evidence interpreted in similar fashion, has come from 
a number of other sites, though Dr. Breeze and Dr. Dobson have shown that 
evidence for a widespread destruction at the end of Period II is neither 
uniform nor complete.

At Birdoswald, re-used for the first time, face downwards, in the same 
floor as the inscription of Severus, was an inscription of Constantius Chlorus, 
one of the Tetrarchy. A.D. 297-305.

Commenting on this, in 1930, Collingwood says “hardly less important 
is the fact that we can now definitely ascribe the beginning of the third period 
to Diocletian and his colleagues, in particular to Constantius Chlorus. The



end of the second period seems then to demand a date some years later 
than 270”.

The event subsequently chosen to explain the end of Period II is one for 
which there is no direct evidence. It was a withdrawal of troops from Hadrian’s 
Wall during the fighting between Constantius and Allectus which gave to 
the Piets an opportunity to invade in about a .d . 296.

The last coin in the level of Period II at Birdoswald was of a .d . 218. At 
Bewcastle, a mere seven miles away, the latest coins from the apparently 
corresponding level were of a .d . 270; at milecastle 48, Poltross Burn, a mile 
and a third away from Birdoswald, of a .d . 269. This evidence provides a 
terminus for the end of Wall Period II in the immediate area. It is noteworthy 
that surprise is expressed in the Bewcastle report that not a single coin of 
Carausius or Allectus was present in the level of an occupation which, it. 
was unquestioningly accepted, did not end before a .d . 296. The possibility 
that the absence was due to the occupation having in fact ended before a .d . 
296 was not considered.

At Birdoswald, the inscription of Constantius specifies three buildings 
which were restored, at least one of them being rebuilt from the ground. 
This rebuilding is by definition the beginning of Period III, at Birdoswald 
at any rate. But this does not necessarily mean that the end of Period II came 
immediately before the rebuilding under Constantius.

Part of the inscription reads: “—praetorium quod erat humo copertum, 
et in labem conlapsum et principia et balneum restituit.”— “—restored the 
commanding officer’s house, which had been covered with earth and had 
fallen into ruin, and the Headquarters Building and a bath building—”. 
Many of us long believed that this simply did not mean what it said. It 
seemed barely possible that a house should fall so completely into ruin 
that its remains became grassed over, during the few years between the 
inferred invasion and the rebuilding. It seemed that the commanding officer 
was unwilling to admit the thoroughness of the enemy’s action.

But, in 1960 and 1961 at Haltonchesters, and again in 1972 at Rudchester 
it was found that the buildings of the second main structural phase, corre
sponding to Wall Period II elsewhere, had in fact been allowed to fall into 
ruin and became covered with earth, before the buildings of the next structural 
phase were erected over them. The structures to which this happened were 
the commanding officer’s house, and barracks, which will have been part- 
timbered. The phenomenon was not observed in the granaries, which will 
have been wholly of stone. The burnt wattle and daub, in evidence at both 
sites at the end of Period I, was absent at the end of Period II.

There is no clear evidence from the Birdoswald structural report that the 
same kind of thing happened there. There are however references to deep 
but insecure foundations for a building of Period III, to earth floors, and 
to a flagged floor, which had subsided considerably. All this may be signifi
cant. The inscription refers to one building as covered with earth and to



two others requiring rebuilding. The excavation took place on a fourth 
building.

When the curtain Wall immediately west of Birdoswald was being dis
mantled for consolidation in about 1950, it was found to have been rebuilt 
from its foundation, and also to seal third-century pottery; this suggests 
a time when the Wall was in ruin, and the fort, whether manned or not, 
was standing free.

This is not necessarily to suggest that the whole of each of the three 
forts, Birdoswald, Haltonchesters and Rudchester, lay abandoned and in 
ruin from a .d . 276, the earliest possible date of the latest inscription before 
that of the Tetrarchy, until c. a .d . 300, or even later. Some at least of their 
buildings, however, including important ones, had, quite certainly, been 
abandoned and allowed to fall into ruin.

There is evidence, as Dr. Breeze has pointed out orally, that South Shields 
was in much the same state. Richmond suggested that the conversion to living 
quarters of some of the granaries which had been built for the campaigns 
of Severus, had taken place under Constantius. Excavation in 1966 and 1967 
showed that the conversion had taken place immediately after the end of 
the campaigns, as Dr. J. C. Mann and Dr. J. J. Wilkes had foreseen. With 
two exceptions, there is remarkably little evidence, either structural or ceramic 
for the period c. a .d . 220 to a .d . 370, after which dated pottery is once 
more abundant. The two pieces of positive evidence certainly do not suggest 
a normally functioning fort.

The north gate had gone out of use. One portal had been completely 
blocked, another had been partly blocked, and a guard-chamber had been 
demolished. It was already known that a functioning tile kiln, and a second 
unused kiln of the same type, had been built within the ruins of one of the 
Hadrianic granaries. The kilns are securely dated to c. a .d . 300. It was 
contrary to normal practice to fire kilns inside the ramparts of an occupied 
fort, from which it would seem to follow that the fort was not occupied. 
It must however be allowed, both that the manufacture of tiles might imply 
an intention to rebuild, and also that as coins of the earlier part of the fourth 
century have been recorded, someone was present.

Nobody can have any idea how, if at all, the province was threatened 
in the late third century, or whence the main threat, if any, came. The Wall 
may have done its work and become for a time redundant. There is no 
compelling reason to suppose that the end of Period II fell at the very end 
of the third century. It may well in fact have fallen not much later than 
a .d . 276. The latest coin in one of the largest hoards ever found on Hadrian’s 
Wall was of a type struck in a .d . 270. A number of other hoards ended 
at about the same time.

At Birdoswald, the beginning of Period III fell between a .d . 296 and a .d . 
305, and it probably did so at Housesteads and Greatchesters and at the 
outpost fort of High Rochester. From Housesteads there is a fragment of



what may be an inscription of the Tetrarchy. The distinctively planned struc
tures of the third phase at Housesteads, in the barrack excavated by Dr. 
Wilkes, are probably dated by the inscription. There are parallels to them 
elsewhere, notably at Greatchesters and High Rochester. Nothing remotely 
resembling them has been found at Haltonchesters, Rudchester or South 
Shields.

At South Shields no military structures have been observed later than the 
granary conversion. At Haltonchesters and Rudchester there was only one 
structural phase after Period II. At Haltonchesters this consisted of two sets 
of buildings, mutually exclusive in plan, at the same level, and both over- 
lying late fourth-century pottery. Some were in rough ashlar while others 
consisted of stone sills with mortices for uprights. At Rudchester the single 
building encountered at this level was of the stone-sill type. This phase is shown 
by the pottery to correspond, at least approximately, to Period IV at Bird
oswald. It seems to follow that for about a century, from the late 270s to 
the late 360s, Haltonchesters and Rudchester lay with skeleton garrisons or 
without garrisons at all, in grass-covered ruin, with perhaps the more substan
tial buildings, granaries or baths, protruding as dilapidated but unobscured 
masonry.

It is not to be expected that there will be unanimity among fellow students 
about what happened between c. a .d .  280 and c. a .d . 370. It may seem rash 
to claim that of the six forts considered three were without a full garrison 
for some thirty years and three for close on a century. But the facts are 
there, and they demand interpretation. The facts are new; they have come to 
light long after the last occasion, more than forty years ago, on which a 
revised general interpretation was attempted.

There is more than one way of defending a frontier province. There may 
well have been times when to hold a continuous line with sixteen or seven
teen large garrisons was either unnecessary or impossible.

Horsley said that he endeavoured to show what the truth was. In this 
lecture the endeavour has been more modest, but the ultimate objective is 
the same.




