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J o h n  G i l l a m  was born in Chesterfield on 10  July 1 9 1 7 . His father, who was serving in 
the Derbyshire Yeomanry at the tim e, was a mechanical engineer by trade and his 
mother was a teacher. After attending local schools he read history at St. C had’s 
C ollege, Durham, whence he graduated in  honours in  1 9 3 8 . In the follow ing year he



took a diploma in Theology at the same college. Shortly after the beginning of the last 
war he enlisted in the Royal Army Medical Corps and, after an attachment to 2/6 
Duke of W ellington’s Regiment, was commissioned, in 1942, into the 14th Punjab 
Regiment. H e served in India, North Africa, Sicily, Italy and Austria, finishing the 
war on the staff of the 8th Army with the rank of Brevet Major. In 1942 he had 
married Marie Watson, a fellow student from Durham.

Returning to Durham, he took up a Research Studentship at Hatfield College and 
came under the expert guidance and inspired teaching of Eric Birley and Ian 
Richmond. In 1948 he became Lecturer in Romano-British Archaeology at King’s 
College, Durham (which later became Newcastle University) and, in 1956, he became 
Reader in Roman and Romano-British History and Archaeology, a post which he held 
until his retirement. He joined the Department of Archaeology upon its foundation in 
1972.

For many years he was at the forefront of Romano-British Archaeology. He played 
a major role in the excavation of the Roman forts at Corbridge and he directed or was 
associated with many excavations both in this country and abroad. Although he wrote 
widely on many aspects of Romano-British Archaeology his main interest was always 
in Roman pottery. Before the war he had already published a paper on Derbyshire 
Ware, and a steady stream of publications flowed from his pen thereafter. Of these, 
probably the best known is: “Types of Roman Coarse Pottery Vessels in Northern 
Britain” , whose three editions made it something of a best-seller, and whose fourth 
edition he was working on at the time of his death. Two other works of equal value to 
researchers up and down the country are: “Sources of Pottery Found on Northern 
Military Sites” , and “Coarse Fumed Ware in North Britain and Beyond” , both of 
which have also become standard works of reference. His extensive knowledge of the 
subject and his meticulous approach to its study served as a model and an inspiration 
to many students over the years, and enabled him to write with authority on the 
history of the Roman frontier in northern Britain. In 1977, to mark the occasion of his 
sixtieth birthday, his colleagues in the field dedicated to him a volume devoted to 
pottery studies.

He was a fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, a member and past President of both 
the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle upon Tyne and the South Shields Archaeolo
gical and Historical Society, a member of the Study Group for Roman-British Pottery 
and a founder member of the Rei Cretarii Romanae Fautores.

Apart from his strictly archaeological activities he always had an interest in and an 
aptitude for languages; he spoke and read Hindi, Urdu, Italian and German with 
ease. He was widely read and knowledgeable about many subjects but particularly 
Military History and the history and vernacular architecture of the village of 
Corbridge where he and his family lived for many years.

These are the bare facts of John’s life. Those who knew him will realize how far 
they fall short in summing up either his considerable academic achievements or, more 
importantly, his personality. To find one word to express his indefinable quality is 
practically impossible but perhaps the word “charisma” comes closest. John Gillam 
was an extremely skilled and skilful practitioner of his profession but it was, above all, 
the charisma of his personality which added an extra dimension to his skill and



enabled him to communicate it to the benefit of so many others. It was his character 
with its warmth, enthusiasm and humour which made a great many people in many 
different countries deeply love and respect him.
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