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The Function of Hadrian’s Wall

J. C. Mann

As with the study of Tacitus's A gricola , so with 
the study of Hadrian’s Wall: it is important not 
to take the work too literally. It is vital to 
recognize that each is a magnificent piece of 
rhetoric, a rather grandiose statement designed 
to impress rather than to convey the truth. If 
one accepts Tacitus word for word, one can 
build a picture of a military and administrative 
genius which is totally false. If one accepts 
Hadrian’s Wall structure for structure, one can 
build a picture of a work of military genius 
which is also totally false. This is the fate of 
Major D onaldson’s attempt to produce a milit
ary appreciation of the design of Hadrian’s 
W all.1

The fundamental error here is indeed to 
treat Hadrian’s Wall as though it were an 
example o f Christopher Hawkes’s “ text-free” 
archaeology. The irritation o f the archaeologist 
at having to take account o f what historians 
(whether ancient or recent) h a v e . to say is 
understandable, but to characterize the study 
of any period for which there is written evi
dence as one o f “text-aided” archaeology as if 
archaeology were the prime source, and his
tory merely its handmaiden, is to get the 
situation totally wrong. It is verily to put the 
cart before the horse. It is necessary even more 
to reject any claim that it is possible to study 
Hadrian’s Wall without regard to any other 
evidence, whether historical sources, or 
archaeological information from other fron
tiers. To regard its archaeology as the only key 
to a real understanding of Hadrian’s Wall is a 
gross error.

Hadrian’s Wall represents one culmination 
of nearly 900 years of the existence of a Roman 
state. More concretely, it represents a state
ment by a thoroughgoing, not to say fastidious, 
reformer, following on the disruptive effects of 
the rule of a near psychopathic aggressor.

Trajan, throwing away m en’s lives with the 
grim abandon of a Second World War Air 
Marshal, had given way to a man who could 
not stomach such slaughter, and who believed  
that the empire should rest, at least temporari
ly, on its laurels, and allow its wounds to heal. 
It is in the light of this situation that we must 
see the building o f Hadrian’s Wall.

We must also see it in the light of what had 
happened in northern Britain since the time of 
Agricola, in particular in the light of what we 
can dimly discern was happening along the 
Tyne-Solway isthmus during the reign of Tra
jan. For the Hadrianic frontier did not spring 
fully armed from the head o f Hadrian. It 
represents quite simply a rationalization and 
extension o f what had begun to form under 
Trajan. I once described the process by which 
frontiers formed around the empire as one in 
which they “congealed” ,2 and the develop
ments on the Stanegate under Trajan illustrate 
this process admirably.

At som e time in the Flavian period— not 
necessarily under Agricola, more probably 
under a successor— permanent forts were 
erected along the Stanegate, at Corbridge, 
Vindolanda, Nether D enton and Carlisle. This 
is a normal spacing for forts in the customary 
network established in the wake o f definitive 
conquest. Even the addition of intermediate 
forts between these four, as then follow ed, is 
not conclusive proof that the Stanegate had 
ceased to be merely an important cross-country 
route. It is just about possible to accept that 
Brampton Old Church and Carvoran were 
merely normal reinforcements o f such a cross
country line of communication: a line running 
between Carlisle and Corbridge was an 
obviously important link between the western 
and eastern routes into Scotland.

It is when we begin to consider what



appeared next, in between these structures, 
that we becom e suspicious that something 
different is developing. Stations of some sort 
are established at Crosby on Eden (between  
Carlisle and Bram pton), Little Boothby (be
tw een Brampton and Nether D enton), Throp 
(betw een Nether D enton and Carvoran) and 
Haltwhistle Burn (betw een Carvoran and Vin
dolanda). In the case o f Throp and Haltwhistle 
Burn w e can establish that they were posts o f a 
m ere one acre, and f  acre, respectively. It is 
evident that we are no longer dealing with the 
normal stationing of forts along a line of com 
munication. If it be suggested that these fort
lets belong to the first phase o f Hadrian’s Wall, 
the immediate question is, what function could 
they possibly have performed then?— and the 
im m ediate answer, given that the first phase of 
Hadrian’s Wall involved the construction of 
m ilecastles and turrets, is that there is no viable 
function then for fortlets on the Stanegate. 
They cannot date to after the beginning o f the 
building o f the W all. But such fortlets make 
admirable sense if we see a frontier system  
congealing under Trajan on the Stanegate line 
between Carlisle and Vindolanda, no doubt in 
direct response to pressure from the Selgovae 
to the north: a reappraisal o f the evidence 
shows that their concentrated strength lay little 
to the north o f precisely this stretch o f the 
Stanegate.3 Once Rom e had retired to the 
Tyne-Solway isthmus it was inevitable that she 
should feel pressure from the main hostile 
force to the north. It was equally inevitable 
that som e form of frontier system should begin 
to take shape in the face o f that threat. The 
function o f posts like Throp and Haltwhistle 
Burn (and presumably Crosby on Eden and 
Little Boothby also) falls neatly into place: it 
was to provide bases for patrols, whose task 
was to inhibit infiltration across the line o f the 
Stanegate. The signal towers at Pike Hill, 
W alltown (later to act as Turret 45a) and on 
Barcom be Fell equally fall precisely into place 
in the gradual growth of a system of observa
tion and control in this sector. This is what I 
meant by the way in which frontiers “con
gealed” : they formed in response to specific 
threats, in specific sectors, in a very ad hoc

way. (A  close parallel is the Taunus frontier in 
Germany, set up in the face of pressure from  
the Chatti.)

It was this ad hoc development which Had
rian set about to rationalise, and to extend and 
organize in a coherent fashion right along the 
line of control. To prevent infiltration across an 
east-west road is very difficult if the garrison 
responsible can only patrol the road line it
self—however closely the posts on that road 
may be placed. (The difficulty is of course even  
greater if there is not even a road.) Even with 
lookout towers and scouting, it will be difficult 
to stop infiltration. The logical solution is a 
physical obstacle, difficult for intruders to 
cross. A  ditch will be less effective than a wall.

Hadrian, coming to Britain in a . d .  121 or 
122, had already apparently encountered a 
similar problem in Germany. A t any rate, it is 
generally agreed that he was responsible for 
the construction there of a wooden palisade, to 
control movement into and out o f the province 
of Upper Germany. It is important to note that 
this barrier— a single row of hefty beams set in 
a trench— had no other structures attached to 
it. There was no question here of any artillery 
coverage o f the face o f the barrier.

Coming to Britain, Hadrian found the garri
son of the Carlisle-Vindolanda sector exercised  
by pressure from the north. To ease their task, 
and that along the whole isthmus, the intelli
gent answer was a wall: Hadrian’s Wall. In a 
very real sense, this is Hadrian's Wall. If we 
look at every other physical frontier barrier of 
the Roman empire, we find that there is not the 
rigidity o f spacing which characterizes Had
rian’s Wall. Neither in Upper Germany and 
Raetia, nor in Numidia, do we encounter the 
rigid intervals between structures which we 
find with the milecastles and turrets on Had
rian’s Wall.

Adm ittedly, in the Antonine Wall, it is now  
clear, as we can see through the genius o f John 
Gillam, we have a copy of the final Hadrianic 
form of Hadrian’s Wall. There clearly existed  
fortlets, at approximately one mile intervals, 
which correspond to the milecastles o f Had
rian’s Wall. But although we have “expan
sions” at certain places, it is difficult to argue



that on the A ntonine Wall there was a cohe
rent series o f emplacements for catapults, 
which might have made the Antonine Wall in 
some sense a “military” structure.

The fact is, o f course, that Hadrian wished to 
make a statement to the people of northern 
Britain. H e wished to state that Rom e is in
vincible: there is no point in your making 
pin-prick attacks on its invulnerability. Look at 
this magnificent structure— defended gateways 
every m ile, and turrets with equally imposing 
regularity. This is pure rhetoric. This is a 
simple statement of the might of Rome. What 
hope have you of challenging it?

The rigidity of spacing of structures along 
Hadrian's Wall is truly remarkable— and quite 
un-Roman. N o competent Roman commander 
would have contemplated such rigidity, if he 
were interested in establishing a practical line 
of control. Left to himself, his work would 
have been marked by its flexibility, as indeed 
we can see, when we look at what later altera
tions were made, to both the Hadrianic and the 
Antonine barriers. The only man who could 
have imposed such rigidity is Hadrian himself. 
Hadrian’s Wall is a rhetorical statement of 
Roman power, imposed willy-nilly on the gov
ernor of the day.

It is nevertheless a remarkable fact that 
Rome maintained Hadrian’s Wall for nearly 
three centuries. But it is important to note in 
what form it was maintained. Most of the 
turrets were abandoned by about the end of 
the second century. Thereafter, it is true, most 
of the milecastles remained in occupation. 
Milecastles without turrets?

The facts are quite simple. A s Major 
Donaldson rightly says, there is no real evi
dence that the army patrolled the “top” of 
Hadrian’s Wall. (The Hadrianic palisade in 
Upper Germany was certainly topped by no 
such “patrol-track” .) The function o f the mile
castles, earlier as well as later, was surely 
primarily to provide bases for patrols in adv
ance of Hadrian’s Wall. For too long we have 
failed to appreciate the importance of intelli
gence-gathering in Roman military operations. 
No proper study has been made, either of the 
earlier speculatores, or of the exploratores of

the later period. N o army can operate effec
tively without intelligence. But the garrison 
could not obtain useful information by stand
ing on Hadrian’s Wall, peering through the 
Scotch mist. Certainty could only be obtained  
by patrols to the north.

In the third century, this source was au
gmented by the stationing o f scouts in the 
outposts. N ot only does Netherby appear as 
castra exploratorum (rather oddly: it is not a 
proper place name) in the A ntonine Itinerary, 
but we have epigraphic evidence for the scouts 
at R isinghanr and High R ochester.5 It would  
however be naive to assume that the Romans 
only discovered the importance of intelligence 
in the third century a . d .  W hile we hear little of 
it in the early empire, there is every reason to 
think that scouting work was merely then one  
of the many duties o f the ordinary soldier (the 
earlier speculator having now apparently ac
quired other duties). It is only in the late 
second century that separate units o f explora
tores appear. This indicates only that intelli
gence gathering had now becom e the special 
function o f a particular group o f units, not that 
it had suddenly appeared on the military scene.

Even after the outposts became the bases for 
long range operations, the milecastles re
mained of value for short range work, especial
ly the countering o f petty thieving and smug
gling. Although a rhetorical over-statement, 
Hadrian’s Wall nevertheless had a bureaucratic 
value. But in no way did the military defence of 
the occupied part o f Britain depend on H ad
rian’s Wall.

The Roman army was not necessarily always 
better equipped than its enem ies. It was not 
necessarily braver than its enemies: nothing 
could be braver than, for exam ple, the Celtic 
tribesmen who hurled them selves naked onto  
the Roman legions. It was superior in its 
manoeuvrability in the open field. It is custom
ary to compare this quality with that o f chess
men on a chessboard. But chessmen are bound 
very rigidly by the rules as to how they can 
move. N o such rules bound the Roman soldier. 
This flexibility of m ovem ent gave him the 
advantage which ensured his success in the 
field.



In other words, he did not depend on such 
factors as the spacial deployment of ancillary 
equipm ent, such as artillery. H e prevailed be
cause he could and did outmanoeuvre his 
opponents. Alm ost always, in order to do this, 
he needed the open field. H e worked better if 
he was not confined by set-place artillery, or by 
set-place defences. Roman commanders in the 
Wall area would expect to have ample warning 
of any serious attack from the north, ample 
enough to allow them to deploy forces well in 
advance o f the W all, in open country where 
manoeuvrability would really count.

In no way could a com petent commander 
allow any sizeable enemy force to approach the 
Wall itself. If such an approach took place, 
then the system had failed (as it clearly did in 
the early 180s). The strictly military defence of 
the Roman occupied area would have been just

as efficiently secured if Hadrian’s Wall had 
never existed. We have become mesmerized by 
structures, and have ignored both the function
ing of the army, and the outlook of its supreme 
commander. Hadrian’s Wall is a magnificent 
piece o f Roman engineering. But militarily it 
is, in the end, merely a piece of Roman rhe
toric.
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