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Preface


THIS IS NOT A GUIDE BOOK TO THE REMAINS of Hadrian’s Wall, but (I hope) a simple explanation of how it came to be built, the major events in its history, what purpose it was intended to serve, what life was like for the people who lived on the Wall and in its shadow, how archaeologists know these things, and the limits to what they can know.


One of the curious things about Hadrian’s Wall is that, although they all rely on the same evidence for what happened in the past, archaeologists approach it from different perspectives. There is much disagreement between experts, and not a little misunderstanding. I hope that by producing a straightforward and up-to-date account of the Wall, based on modern archaeological and historical research, I can show readers that there is more than one way of interpreting the Wall, but at the same time offer a factually reliable and interesting account for visitors, general readers, students and archaeologists.


This version of the Wall story gives more emphasis than most to the indigenous population of Britain and the way the Wall affected them, something we have only recently begun to learn more about. It also reflects my concern that archaeologists are getting less and less confident about trying to draw general historical conclusions from the evidence. Historical narrative is increasingly ‘out’, and the social history of what people wore and ate, increasingly ‘in’: but I try to show that there is room for both, and that we can begin to obtain a clearer picture of how the experience for those who lived with the Wall changed from one century to another.


This book may seem unusual because I have deliberately not named any modern archaeologist or historian in the text (with rare exceptions). This is to make for accessibility and readability, and to avoid getting bogged down in debates between personalities. It is also because I feel that sometimes we can only look at a problem afresh by stepping away from it, looking at it from a different angle, and forgetting for a moment the accretion of thought around it. This means I inevitably describe ideas and arguments without crediting their authors in the text, but I have tried always to acknowledge them in the endnotes. I apologise if I have inadvertently failed to do this at any point.


I thank all colleagues who have supplied information or discussed the problems of Hadrian’s Wall over the years. They are too many to name individually, but I am particularly grateful to David Breeze for his friendly encouragement, and for agreeing to read and comment on the text. Paul Bidwell has also read the text and offered valuable suggestions. James Bruhn has provided invaluable discussion and practical assistance. None of these is responsible for any errors in the book, or necessarily agrees with any of the views advanced.


I must thank three people to whom I feel especially indebted. The late Cliff Davies, an inspiring tutor who was unflagging in his help to me as an undergraduate, can never have dreamt that his training in the use of modern historical evidence would one day be applied to Roman times. The late Charles Daniels, my PhD supervisor, first encouraged my move into archaeology and placed his wide knowledge of the Roman frontiers at my disposal. Above all, I have been privileged to work for nearly thirty years with Paul Bidwell, at once a teacher and a friend, and to benefit from his generosity and extraordinary insights. Many of the ideas in this book are his, and I offer it to him in gratitude.


Newcastle upon Tyne


2016




Introduction


WHAT IS HADRIAN’S WALL?


MOST PEOPLE HAVE HEARD OF THE GREAT wall built by the Roman Emperor Hadrian in northern Britain. It has been a World Heritage Site since 1987, and year by year is more aggressively marketed to tourists. Of the hundreds of thousands who make the pilgrimage to see it, many are thrilled by the sight of Hadrian’s Wall in the wildest of Northumbrian settings. The Elizabethan antiquary William Camden (one of the first to give an archaeological description of the Wall, in 1599) was similarly moved: ‘Verily I have seen the tract of it over the high pitches and steep descents of hills, wonderfully rising and falling.’ Many of the modern visitors to the best known parts of the Wall rise above the relentless retail opportunity of the soulless souvenir shops and the corporately branded information panels, and when they get amongst the lichen-covered Roman stones feel – an unmistakable feeling – that they stand among the abandoned ruins of a vanished civilization. The questions are soon triggered: who exactly were these Romans? Why did they come to this remote island and raise such massive structures here? And where did they go? Why was this most impressive and enduring phase in the archaeological record of northern Britain abandoned, leaving traces of a Mediterranean-based culture, still visible in the remote countryside of Northumberland and Cumbria after 1,600 years?
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Fig. I.1 ‘Verily I have seen the tract of it over the high pitches and steep descents of hills, wonderfully rising and falling’: the Wall as it appears today, west of Housesteads.
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Fig. I.2 Hadrian’s Wall did not stand alone as a fortification line at the edge of the Roman Empire: this map shows the frontiers of the Roman Empire in the second century AD. FRONTIERS OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE CULTURE 2000 PROJECT/D. J. BREEZE





A smaller number of enthusiasts are rapidly hooked and begin to wonder what archaeological secrets are held in the parts of the Wall that now lie wholly buried, whether under sheep-cropped grass or beneath the urban landscapes of Tyneside or Carlisle. This book sets out to answer those questions, and to explain what modern archaeology tells us about the reality of events and life on Hadrian’s Wall over the three centuries of its operation.


It is important at the outset to see Hadrian’s Wall in its context: the Wall did not stand alone as a fortification line at the edge of the Roman Empire. Not many visitors to Hadrian’s Wall know that only 160km (100 miles) north there was an equally elaborate Roman frontier work, the Antonine Wall in Scotland. This was built only twenty years after work had begun on the much better known wall of Hadrian, and superseded Hadrian’s barrier for a brief twenty-year period. Fewer still appreciate that the remains of another great series of Roman barriers can be traced for nearly 500km (300 miles) through modern Germany, along the land frontier of the empire from near Koblenz on the Rhine to the area of Regensburg on the Danube.


All these barriers were built and manned by the Roman army, an institution that, like Hadrian’s Wall, has been the subject of much popular fascination. This is partly because the imperial army seems at first sight so sophisticated, so modern, in its organization. It is also because of the sheer scale of its achievements, both in conquest and building. The Roman army, and its changing character over the centuries, takes a central role in this story. However, the army was always surrounded by a civilian galaxy of wives, girlfriends, children, suppliers, traders, priests, slaves, and its own retired veterans, and we shall see that these people outnumbered the soldiers on Hadrian’s Wall and have left their archaeological mark. Only in recent years have archaeologists begun to get a clearer idea of the natives – the indigenous Iron Age people who lived in the area of the Wall and whose northern neighbours constituted the rebellious external peoples who posed a threat to the areas of Britain under direct Roman government.


Any account of what Hadrian’s Wall was for, how it worked, and its ultimate fate, must include these people, practically invisible, archaeologically speaking, until recently: they play a major part in our story, in contrast to previous accounts that have ascribed them little meaningful role, claiming that the comings and goings of the Romans in north Britain were more to do with the personal agendas of Roman emperors and competing priorities on the continent than resistance on the ground. For many historians it has been hard to believe that the will of the invincible Roman army could be frustrated by mere barbarians. We will return to these fundamental issues, but first it is time to set the scene and introduce the Wall, and describe what it consisted of, and the landscape through which it was constructed.


The Course of the Wall


Hadrian’s Wall crosses the narrow isthmus between the Tyne, in the Newcastle area, and the Solway estuary, which indents the western coast just north of the Lake District, near Carlisle. Here Britain is only 127km (78 miles) wide. As we shall see, the Roman mind seized upon such narrow necks of land as having potential for defence by long walls: subsequently, the narrowest isthmus of all in Britain, between the Forth and the Clyde (only 60km – 37 miles), would be chosen for the Antonine Wall in Scotland.
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Fig. I.3 Hadrian’s Wall and other Roman forts in northern Britain.





It is traditional to describe the Wall from east to west, the direction adopted in most of the accounts by pioneer archaeologists in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – ‘the antiquaries’. The Romans also ‘read’ the Wall from east to west: this direction is used in two surviving ancient Roman lists of all the forts along the Wall. In this sense, then, the Wall ‘begins’ on the north bank of the River Tyne at Wallsend, now a suburb of eastern Newcastle. This point is actually 8km (5 miles) inland: the river was deemed wide enough to substitute for the Wall in the few miles between Wallsend and the sea. From Wallsend the Wall runs directly to the point where a Roman bridge crossed the Tyne to Newcastle. From Newcastle the course is west-north-west and follows the northern lip of the broad Tyne and South Tyne valleys.


From Newcastle to the beginning of the crags in the central sector, the Wall was laid out in long straight stretches. Throughout this eastern sector there was no obvious ridge or high commanding line for the Wall to seize. Therefore it ran from high point to high point through an uneven, rolling landscape, having to cross a number of denes and river valleys that dramatically serrated the landscape as they ran into the Tyne, particularly in the Newcastle area. At 43km (27 miles) from Wallsend the Wall crossed a major river, the North Tyne, by means of a bridge.


In the central sector the Wall followed the precipitous basaltic ridge known as the Great Whin Sill. It ran a different kind of course here, weaving to maintain the crest of the crags. As it descended from the Whin Sill at Carvoran, the Wall resumed a course of predominantly straight stretches. It crossed the turbulent Irthing by another major bridge, to run along the well-defined narrow east/west-running ridge north of the river. Between Castlesteads and Carlisle there was again no obvious feature for the Wall to follow so it cut arbitrarily through the landscape, and once again it adopted straight stretches surveyed over a long distance.


From Carlisle to the Solway the Wall was laid out partly in long curving sectors, and partly in straight stretches. There was no elevated contour for the Wall to follow, and its curving course immediately west of Carlisle suggests that it may have been sited to overlook the River Eden. Further west it ran in short, straight stretches overlooking the marshes that merged into the coastline. The Wall ended its course of 80 Roman miles at Bowness-on-Solway, where once it could be traced running far into the sea beyond the present village.


What the Wall Consists of


The Wall was measured in Roman feet (for which the abbreviation RF is used below), and the distances in between structures on the Wall in Roman miles. A Roman mile was a notional 5,000 Roman feet, that is, a thousand ‘paces’ of five feet each; from the Latin milia passuum – a thousand paces – comes our word ‘mile’. Roman miles and feet were somewhat shorter than the modern imperial units. Since Roman measuring rods and rulers were not all made to a standard as in modern times, and as there was more than one ‘kind’ of Roman foot, it is impossible to give a simple conversion into modern units. Many books give 296mm for the standard Roman foot or pes Monetalis, and the feet used on Hadrian’s Wall never vary greatly from this. The equivalent in modern inches would be 11.64. Using a Roman foot of this length, a Roman mile is approximately 1,480m or just under 1,620 yards, which compares to the 1,760 yards of a modern statute mile.


The Wall itself varied in its materials and width according to time and place. It seems to have been originally envisaged as a stone barrier a massive 10RF thick, with a wall walk and parapet taking it to a total height of perhaps 20RF. Originally the western 31 miles were of turf construction (the ‘Turf Wall’ of Hadrian), though soon replaced in stone. Changes in the course of construction mean that for most of its course the Wall was completed to lesser widths, and probably correspondingly lesser height than in the original scheme, but still on a daunting scale and constituting the most formidable of frontier barriers in the Roman Empire. At 6m (20RF) in front of the Wall ran a great V-shaped ditch, generally over 8m wide and up to 3m deep.
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Fig. I.4 Cross-section of the Wall as reconstructed at Wallsend to the minimum likely dimensions. This is the 2.4m (8ft) wide ‘Narrow Wall’. The reconstruction stands 3.7m (12ft) high to the wall walk, with a further 1.5m (5ft) for the parapet.





At every Roman mile or 1,620m was a small fort (‘fortlet’) that functioned as a fortified gateway through the Wall. For obvious reasons these have become known as ‘milecastles’. There are some minor adjustments to their regular spacing for local reasons, but on the whole in the provision of the milecastles we see the orderliness and unswervability of the Roman military mind at work. The regularity of the system descends to even smaller structures, for between every two milecastles were two watch-towers (‘turrets’ in the time-honoured terminology special to Hadrian’s Wall), spaced, therefore, at every third of a mile. On the Turf Wall the milecastles were made of turf, but even there the turrets were originally built in stone.


West of Bowness, down the Cumbrian coast, a system of milecastles and turrets (known there as ‘milefortlets’ and ‘towers’) continued for at least 40km (25 miles). The milecastles are numbered from east to west, and the turrets in each Wall-mile have the number of the preceding milecastle with the suffixes A and B. So, for example, between Milecastles 48 and 49 we find Turrets 48A and 48B. The Cumbrian coast structures are numbered similarly from north to south. This is not a Roman system of numbering, and we have no idea how the Romans referred to the individual structures. The system of notation was devised in the 1920s: it is the basic means archaeologists have of distinguishing structures and referring to their location, and they would be lost without it.


Major garrison forts for full Roman army units also occur along the Wall, in various relationships to it; there are some fifteen in number, spaced on average around 11 or 13km (7 or 8 miles) apart. A further system of full-scale forts was built along the Cumbrian coast. Detached from the east end of the Wall, a fort at South Shields defended a sea-port at the mouth of the Tyne. The forts do not have numbers, and are conventionally and properly referred to, in archaeological literature, by their modern names (‘Chesters’, ‘Housesteads’ and so on) and not their ancient ones, about which there is often considerable uncertainty. Vindolanda, a name that has been in use for a long time and for which there is cast-iron evidence, is the exception to this rule. ‘Chesters’, which is such a common element in modern fort names (but only in Northumberland, not in Cumbria), is derived from the Old English ceaster, and ultimately from the Latin castra (meaning ‘a camp’), and was applied in Saxon times to Roman forts and walled towns in Britain.
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Fig. I.5 A selection of milecastle plans. Bottom right is a Turf Wall milecastle. M. A. SYMONDS





The Wall did not mark the limit of Roman military control, for there were also garrison forts in the zone to the north. The pattern and number of these varied over time: they lay in a zone between 15 and 80km (10 and 50 miles) north of the Wall. The Wall forts were not used occasionally or episodically, but became the permanent homes of particular military units and their attached civilian communities. Their archaeology is therefore deep and complicated, reflecting centuries of occupation.


To the rear of the Wall, between Newcastle and Bowness (and therefore not running all the way to Wallsend), is found a linear earthwork, the so-called Vallum. This was a flat-bottomed ditch, 6m (20ft) wide and 3m (10ft) deep, with a substantially built mound to either side, set 9m (30ft) from the lip of the Vallum ditch. This formidable obstacle demarcated and secured the southern edge of the military zone associated with the Wall fort’s milecastle and turrets. Along this corridor, between the Wall and the Vallum, there runs a Roman road, the main means of communication and supply between the forts and lesser installations, known as the ‘Military Way’ (like ‘milecastle’, and ‘turret’, a term used since the eighteenth century).
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Fig. I.6 I. A. Richmond’s diagram of typical turret plans.
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Fig. I.7 The Wall fort of Housesteads. The Wall joins the north-west and north-east corners of the fort. The original line of the Wall can be seen lying slightly further south, along with Turret 36B, destroyed to make way for the fort.
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Fig. I.8 Profile across the ditch and flanking mounds of the Vallum.





Not all elements of the Wall described above were built at one time. But the basic package described above is what was recognizable to the antiquaries and earliest twentieth-century archaeologists who studied the Wall, before modern survey and excavation began to reveal the complicated sequence by which the frontier was built under Hadrian, and modified under subsequent emperors.


This ensemble of works is still visually apparent in the remote central areas where the Roman works are preserved as upstanding monuments; but today the Wall is no longer visible for much of its course. For the most part there is now only buried archaeology, invisible until contacted by excavation or remote sensing techniques. The eastern 16km (10 miles), where some of the most intriguing recent archaeological discoveries have been made, are buried beneath urban Tyneside. For 37km (23 miles) west of this conurbation, the Wall itself lies beneath a modern road (the B6318), a legacy of the construction of a new military road between Newcastle and Carlisle in the aftermath of the Jacobite uprising of 1745, which utilized the line of the Wall and levelled it for hardcore. Only in Wall-mile 33 do the two lines diverge, the eighteenth-century road taking a low-level route and the Wall ascending to the high crags.




[image: image]


Fig. I.9 The earthworks of the Vallum in Wall-mile 41 (Cawfields). Looking south-east, the central ditch and flanking mounds can be seen, and behind the head of the figure, the later ‘marginal mound’ on the south lip of the ditch.
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Fig. I.10 Milecastle 39 in the central sector. In contrast to most of the Wall, which in this area was unscientifically exposed 150 years ago, the stretches of the Wall to either side were excavated in the 1980s.
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Fig. I.11 The Wall in its unexcavated natural ruined state as a stony grasscovered mound in Wall-mile 39. The excavated Wall can be seen in the distance.





From this point, where (in the words of Hutton’s description of 1802) we ‘quit the beautiful scenes of cultivation and enter upon the rude of Nature, and the wreck of Antiquity’, for some 27km (17 miles) the Wall and its works are substantially visible to the walker across the backbone of England, largely, in the case of the stone structures, as the result of unscientific nineteenth-century excavations; in their natural ruined state the Wall and its milecastles appear as grass-grown stony mounds. Beyond the crags, west of the River Irthing in Cumbria, the Wall is subsumed in a low-lying agricultural landscape (and the city of Carlisle), and hardly anything is now visible in the western 50km (30 miles). Of the structures running down the Cumberland coast, with a handful of exceptions, very little is visible to the modern visitor.


A wholly unexpected discovery in 2001 was a system of emplacements for obstacles in the space between the Wall and its frontal ditch (termed ‘the berm’). These were found at Shields Road, Byker (Wall-mile 2), and later in the same year over a 1km (0.6 mile) length between Throckley and Heddon (Wall-miles 10 to 11). They have since been found at several other points in the eastern 18km (11 miles) of the Wall, and have also been recognized at five sites along the easternmost third of the Antonine Wall in Scotland.
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Fig. I.12 Emplacements for obstacles on the berm between the Wall and ditch, discovered at Byker (Wall-mile 2) in 2001. The Wall foundation can be seen to the left; the dark area to the right of the pits is the Wall ditch.





Not man-traps (lilia), these rectangular and verticalsided pits were most probably emplacements for an impenetrable entanglement of forked branches, closer in appearance and function to what Caesar described as cippi. The frequent description of the emplacements in archaeological literature as ‘pits’ or lilia is therefore misleading, for although they survive archaeologically as pits, in fact they denote the presence of a substantial above-ground structure. The obstacles seem to have been accompanied by a mound raised on the south lip of the Wall ditch.


These obstacles represent the first discovery of a new element in the repertoire of regular Wall works to be made in modern times. Whether they extended along the whole length of Hadrian’s Wall is doubtful: the obstacles were not found in a recent excavation at Black Carts (Wall-mile 29), nor at Appletree on the Turf Wall (TW), 95m (104yd) west of TW Turret 51B. At Black Carts the natural surface was rock, and even the Wall ditch had not been excavated to the usual full size. Most probably it will be found that the obstacles were provided widely throughout the lowland areas to the east and west (where the construction of the wall itself had been prioritized), but were perhaps thought unnecessary in much of the upland central sector. That they are a Hadrianic provision and were originally envisaged everywhere is shown by the width of the berm of both Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall. At some 6m (20ft) – unusually great by the standards of Roman military design – this is governed by the width of the strip of emplacements.


There is obviously much more to be learned about these previously unsuspected elements of the Wall. What has emerged so far is evidence for a primary design that, whether or not implemented everywhere, binds together the functions of the Wall, berm, ditch and turrets in a unitary whole. The obstacles on the Antonine Wall have been found through dogged research, but on Hadrian’s Wall our knowledge of them is due largely to the system, in place since 1990, by which developers and utilities firms fund archaeological work on threatened sites.
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Fig. I.13 The obstacles restored as cippi, consisting of sharpened branches. The Wall crosssection shows the dimensions of the 8RF-wide Narrow Wall between Wallsend and Newcastle. Note to the right the beginning of the Wall ditch, at least 8m (26ft) wide and 3m (10ft) deep. TYNE & WEAR ARCHIVES & MUSEUMS





Research on the Wall


The Wall attracted antiquarian interest from the sixteenth century onwards. Roman inscriptions, coins and other finds came to light, which had a profound meaning for educated men whose learning was rooted in texts transmitted from classical antiquity. The first really detailed accounts and surveys of the remains came after 1700. Excavation was not conducted on any scale until the nineteenth century, and only towards the end of that century did excavations become scientific, in the sense of trying to obtain evidence for the history and significance of a site, or even to answer specific questions.


The most important nineteenth-century contribution to the subject was John Hodgson’s argument (buried in the 1840 volume of his History of Northumberland), based on the inscriptions found at milecastles, that the Wall was the work of Hadrian; previously it had been ascribed to the later Emperor Severus on the strength of misleading late Roman sources. The term ‘Hadrian’s Wall’ only became commonly used in the course of the twentieth century, and for many local people it remains simply ‘The Roman Wall’.


In both Britain and Germany the foundations of modern archaeological knowledge of the Roman frontier works were laid between the 1890s and 1930s. On Hadrian’s Wall this was done by pioneer explorers attached to local archaeological societies and universities, among whom F. G. Simpson and Ian Richmond were foremost. By the 1930s they had worked out the basic structural sequence by which Hadrian’s Wall was constructed, a sequence that still holds true in its basic essentials today.


From about 1930 the history of the Wall was divided into a series of ‘Wall periods’, based on historical dates for supposed episodes of destruction and rebuilding (thought to have taken place in the years 197, 296 and 367), derived from interpretations of the literary sources and inscriptions found at the Wall fort of Birdoswald in 1929, and supposedly apparent at every site on the Wall. This was a universally accepted and unquestioned orthodoxy for a generation, with its most literal expression being found in the writings of Ian Richmond and of Eric Birley, one of the best known and most influential Wall authorities of the mid-twentieth century.


The ‘Wall period’ system was abandoned in the course of the 1960s and 1970s, when it became generally accepted that things could not be that simple, and that different sites on the Wall probably had different histories. As far as the function of the Wall is concerned, one legacy of the ‘Wall periods’ era still holds sway: the belief, first advanced by R. G. Collingwood and strongly supported by Eric Birley, that the Wall curtain controlled unauthorized movement and regulated economic traffic, rather than being a military fortification line.


Although the pace of investigation slowed in all areas after World War II, it has picked up again in recent times, and the 1980s and 1990s saw more excavation and survey on Hadrian’s Wall than in any previous twenty-year period. The large-scale excavations of recent decades have rarely been carried out merely for the sake of pure research, but have tended to have been triggered or justified by heritage management considerations, the pace of building development, and schemes to attract tourists and regenerate run-down areas: in a way a return to the large-scale pioneering work of the nineteenth century, but usually with much more sophisticated techniques. Nevertheless, the knowledge gained since the 1970s has been immense, and controversies and questions that by the 1960s seemed settled, have been reopened.


There is now an immense specialist literature concerning the Wall and its archaeology. Arguably we have a greater knowledge than thirty years ago of distinct archaeological characteristics belonging to different chronological periods of the Wall. It is one of the basic purposes of the present book to use this recently gained knowledge to explain how the Wall changed over time. This will return us to what may be thought of as a series of Wall periods, but they will be very different from those of the 1950s.


One would think that with this great tradition of research there would not be much left to find out about the Wall, and one of the questions most frequently asked by visitors is: ‘Surely it has all been excavated by now?’ In reality, however, archaeological excavation has barely scratched the surface of the resource offered by the buried remains. Some 92 per cent of the Wall itself is now buried and invisible and hardly researched; just over 1 per cent has been destroyed; and the remaining 7 per cent is visible either in its natural ruined state, or as exposed and displayed at various times since the mid-nineteenth century, but very rarely with any accompanying formal archaeological study. The vast majority of the fort interiors are unexcavated.


As a result, there is much that is poorly understood or simply unknown. The fact that an entirely new element of the basic anatomy of the Wall, the frontal obstacles, was not discovered until 2001 illustrates this. If this arrangement could go wholly unsuspected through all the explorations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, what other elements of the Wall might await discovery? I hope this book demonstrates that the idea that the archaeology of Hadrian’s Wall has been ‘done to death’ is a fatal error, and that rather, our understanding has a long way to go.


Also, despite all that has been written about the Wall, there is still a fundamental disagreement about how the Wall really functioned. Intuitively the Wall has been seen as the defensive frontier of an empire that had ceased to expand, acquiring a poetic resonance as the means by which Roman civilization held the barbarians at bay, for a time at least. This romantic view has had its critics ever since Collingwood in the 1920s (and before that), and the currently fashionable interpretation of the Wall, and of Roman frontiers in general, is a very different one. This counter view – now an orthodoxy – does not see the Roman Empire as on the defensive, but stresses the economic relationship between the empire and the peoples beyond the frontiers, seeing the two as interdependent.


According to this view the army units on the Wall defended the province from attack, and projected Roman power aggressively, but the Wall itself was a mere border, a means of regulating, even facilitating, economic movement in and out of the empire. Some modern archaeologists still prefer to see the Wall itself as having had a military purpose in preventing raids or invasions from outside the province. Unexpected discoveries such as the berm obstacles have reopened and sharpened these debates.


How do Archaeologists know about Hadrian’s Wall in the Past?


The intelligent visitor will often ask questions about the day-to-day operation of the Wall, such as: ‘How often was it attacked?’ or ‘How many men were stationed in a milecastle?’, assuming that there are surviving documents that tell us about such things. But somewhat shamefacedly the archaeologist has to tell the enquirer that there are no such documents, and the simple fact is that not a single Roman document bearing on the operation of the Wall now exists. They will have existed once, for the Roman army kept voluminous records, as we know from very rare survivals of documents in conditions of exceptional preservation, such as the dry deserts of Egypt and the Middle East, which have occasionally preserved archives of papyri.


From the Hadrian’s Wall area there comes one of these great exceptions, a mass of ink-written wooden writing tablets preserved because of waterlogged and anaerobic ground conditions at the fort of Vindolanda, found at intervals since the early 1970s and now extensively published, the most extensive collection of new Latin writing from anywhere in the western empire (a smaller number of writing tablets of the same period have also been found at Carlisle).


The Vindolanda archive sheds light on many details of military life: unit strength reports, requests for leave, duty rotas, accounts, lists of supplies, domestic arrangements in the commanding officer’s household, letters to and from overseas relatives of soldiers. They play a regular role in television documentaries and books about Hadrian’s Wall, and assuredly are a prime source for day-to-day social and economic life as it would have been experienced in the early years of Hadrian’s new frontier. Yet what is not often clearly stated is that the vast majority of the tablets date to the years before Hadrian came to Britain in 122, and before the Wall was conceived of and built. They do not make any mention whatsoever of Hadrian’s Wall and therefore cannot possibly shed light on its practical function or day-to-day operation. On the other hand, as near contemporary documents, they provide valuable insights into diet, supplies and aspects of everyday military routine that are unlikely to have changed much when soldiers were manning the Wall twenty or thirty years later.


If there are no routine daily documents of the sort that a historian would normally use, how do archaeologists construct their picture of what happened on the Wall? There is some written evidence. We have the writings of historians and other authorities from the ancient world, which for one reason or another were copied and preserved through the centuries between the end of the Roman Empire and the dawn of modern Europe in the renaissance. These provide the basic background knowledge, but the texts that bear directly on events in northern Britain or on the Wall can be collected in a booklet no bigger than a parish magazine. They are unspecific, sketchy and sometimes of questionable reliability.


Then we have inscriptions. The majority of these are carved in stone: these include commemorative slabs put up when military buildings are completed, tombstones and milestones, and religious dedications on altars or temples. Inscriptions can sometimes be dated by their inclusion of the emperor’s titles or the names of governors. The Romans did not give the current year a number – the concept of having years ‘BC’ and ‘AD’ did not exist in Roman Britain – and the closest to this sort of dating we get is when the names of the consuls in office during the year the inscription was erected are given. There are other kinds of stone inscription, but not many, and stone inscriptions only occur in useful numbers for a very limited part of the Roman period. Inscriptions on materials other than stone can contain significant historical information, such as the bronze certificates (‘diplomas’) awarding citizenship to auxiliary soldiers, but such examples are extremely rare.


Sometimes important evidence for events in Britain occurs on inscriptions from outside the island, for example inscriptions detailing the careers of Italian senators or provincial aristocrats who in their younger days were governors or military officers in Britain. There is a scattering of other local documents (we have already discussed those from Vindolanda), but hardly any with direct bearing on the Wall. Writing tablets are preserved only in deeply buried, waterlogged conditions, and therefore are not only rarely found, but are almost never from the higher, dry archaeological layers that relate to the second, third and fourth centuries, the bulk of the time when the Wall was functioning. The same, incidentally, applies to timbers that can be dated to an exact year of felling by dendrochronology – tree-ring dating. This technique has had spectacular results at the early end of the Roman period, demonstrating, for example, that the pre-Hadrianic fort at Carlisle was founded in AD72/73, but suitable timbers have never been found in the later levels of the archaeological sequence of the Wall.


Otherwise, what do archaeologists rely on? The excavated remains of structures and the finds associated with them – predominantly pottery, animal bone, coins and metal items, architectural stonework – and so on. This combination of structural and artefactual archaeology is the bread and butter of Wall archaeologists in our time. The scientific identification and statistical study of animal bones and plant remains recovered in excavation offer important insights into the ancient diet, sources of supply, and the appearance of the ancient environment. This is essentially an insight into social and economic history, but drawing a narrative of events out of the archaeological evidence is complicated and difficult. The coins are sometimes closely datable and can be used to date structural phases, while fine samian-ware pottery can be closely datable: the coarse pottery is not inherently datable, but its typology can be dated by its occurrence in phases on sites dated by coins, inscriptions or other evidence.


With this kind of artefactual evidence it is often a dry statistical study comparing the amounts of coins or pottery from a given site with the amounts recorded at other sites that will give most information about when and how intensively a site was occupied, or perhaps show up odd patterns that may suggest that some unusual or interesting personnel were present. From all this it should be clear that even on the biggest dig, what is revealed and found does not tell a straightforward story, and it can very rarely be directly integrated with any kind of written record. There is the additional problem that the majority of excavations on the Wall were carried out before the careful techniques of modern stratigraphic digging and recording were developed.


That means it can often be difficult to give a straightforward answer to some of the commonest questions that visitors ask. For example, was Hadrian’s Wall painted white, presenting a dazzling statement of Roman power and superiority to the world beyond? At present there is no simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer to this. At two or three points on the Wall evidence for different kinds of decoration has recently been found. This includes traces of whitewash on a block from the north side of the Wall at Peel Gap (Wall-mile 39), and from the south side of the Wall at Denton (Wallmile 7), a plaster rendering over the joints between stones, which was scored with lines imitating the joints between ashlar blocks. It seems likely that the latter was part of an overall rendering that would have been completed with whitewash and red paint in the lines; however, not enough survived for this to be certain.
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Fig. I.14 One of the highest surviving parts of the Wall, at Highshield Crag, Wall-mile 39, exposed in the 1980s, when traces of possible whitewash were found.





For all the excavation on the Wall over the years these isolated incidences are the only ones that have been recorded: such evidence was simply not looked for in earlier excavations, and in any case, most clearance of the Wall up to the 1970s was unarchaeological. We have no way of knowing how representative of the Wall in general either of these observations is, and neither need belong to the original Hadrianic construction of the Wall, which might have been rendered in different ways in different times and places. Judgement also has to be influenced by our knowledge of building in the wider Roman world, where it would be routine and usual to give a structure like the Wall an overall rendering and ornamental painting, for practical and aesthetic reasons.


This illustrates the point that, despite the fragmentary nature of the evidence, the Roman archaeologist has the advantage that he or she can sometimes understand what is going on by comparing structures of finds from other parts of the Roman Empire: Roman Britain is part of a bigger picture, and archaeological and historical information from other Roman provinces and their frontiers offers clues to how we might fill the great gaps in the evidence from Britain. Caution is needed in doing this, but we are helped by the fact that surviving structures from different ends of the empire suggest that there were sometimes strong similarities in the way that the army was organized and did its building: there was an empire-wide military culture.


So far we have been talking about the evidence from Roman sites, and if it seems patchy and difficult, this is nothing compared to the problems offered by the archaeology of the native Britons in the area of Hadrian’s Wall and to the north. This was a culture without a written language, so all our historical and political knowledge comes from Roman sources. There are no finds, other than the Roman ones, from these settlements that are directly and closely datable, and in any case, these finds occur in such low numbers that they can rarely provide a representative and meaningful sample.
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Fig. I.15 The Ilam or Staffordshire Moorlands Pan, found in 2003. Part of the name of the fort of Camboglanna (Castlesteads) can be seen, and the contemporary Roman term for Hadrian’s Wall: Val[l]i Aeli[i]. BRITISH MUSEUM, TULLIE HOUSE AND THE POTTERIES MUSEUM AND THE PORTABLE ANTIQUITIES SCHEME





Large numbers of radiocarbon dates and other scientific dating techniques offer the only means of tracing the history of these settlements, and these methods have become increasingly practical to use as they become less expensive and are increasingly funded by developers, as planning guidance now demands, during the process of rescue archaeology on threatened sites. Such scientific dating is in general too imprecise to compete with coins and pottery as the main method of dating on Roman sites, but it comes into its own at the end of the Roman period, in the fifth century, when datable coins and pottery ceased to be made or imported. In these circumstances radiocarbon dating can be the only means of determining how long a Roman site continued in occupation.


This may sound a rather depressing assessment of the information available to us, but it is only fair to admit that occasionally really dramatic and surprising finds come to light, which instantly transform our knowledge or change our understanding. The Vindolanda documents have already been mentioned. An outstanding recent discovery (not on the Wall, but in Staffordshire) has been that of a bronze vessel of a type already known, which gives the names of the forts at the western end of the Wall – part of a souvenir set for the soldiers that had served there. Astonishingly, the inscription, on the most probable reading, confirms for the first time what the Wall was called by contemporaries: Vallum Aelium, which translates as ‘Hadrian’s Wall’ (Aelius was Hadrian’s family name). Like the developer funding that revealed the berm obstacles, this discovery is very much a product of our times, for the vessel was found, near Ilam, by metal detector, and it is thanks to the finder and the Portable Antiquities Scheme that it has come to the notice of students of the Wall.


Having seen what the Wall is, and looked at the evidence with which we have to work, it is time to meet the main characters in the story – the Roman army and its opponents in north Britain – and to see how the faltering of once unstoppable Roman military expansion ended with the decision to build frontier walls in Britain and elsewhere. [image: image]




Chapter 1


HOW THE ROMANS CAME TO BUILD A WALL IN BRITAIN


The Limits to Roman Power


THE CITY OF ROME ACHIEVED COMPLETE military domination over the Italian peninsula by 272BC and embarked on a seemingly ineluctable whirlwind of external conquest. By 146BC the North African Empire of Carthage was eliminated, and Greece and Macedonia were Roman possessions. All of Spain except the far north-west of the peninsula was conquered by 133BC. By 121BC southern Gaul had been acquired and the province of Gallia Narbonensis created. The pace was ratcheted up again in the late republic, as ambitious nobles, theoretically acting in the interests of the state, used military power and conquests to buttress their own political positions: most famously, Julius Caesar overran Gaul north of Narbonensis in 58–50BC, in the process taking a Roman army to Britain for the first time and bringing the island into the Roman orbit.


The civil wars between such over-mighty magnates were finally brought to an end in 31BC when Octavian eliminated his last rival and became unopposed master of the Roman world. In 27BC he took the title Augustus and thus became the first princeps, or Roman emperor. So began the period of imperial government that lasted until late in the third century AD, which historians know as ‘the Principate’.


Now that the armies that had once followed this or that dynast were all brought together under the control of Augustus, they could resume their mission of war against foreign enemies. The idea of an empire without end (imperium sine fine) was trumpeted in Augustan propaganda. Augustus genuinely believed that the whole of the globe could in his time be brought under Roman domination (the Romans knew that the Earth was a sphere, although of course they did not know of the existence of the American or Australian Continents). At this stage the Romans did not think in terms of fixed frontiers and permanent limits to the empire. There were lands that were not in practice under their control, but that was a situation that would be remedied by further conquest, and Augustus renewed the process with gusto.


As Augustus entered the thirty-third year of his principate (AD6), the final pacification of the whole of northern Europe must have seemed just within reach. In Germany beyond the Rhine a Roman province was being formed under P. Quinctilius Varus – but it was not to be. In AD6 a serious revolt broke out in the recently ‘pacified’ Pannonia (the Balkan area south of the Danube), and this took three years of bitter fighting to subdue. In AD9, just when the situation seemed to have been recovered, the aged Augustus received the news of the destruction of three entire legions by the Germans beyond the Rhine. At a stroke the assumption that conquest could be carried on indefinitely was dead.


Augustus, shattered and disillusioned by the disaster, stipulated in his will that his successors should keep the empire within its existing limits. He was succeeded by Tiberius (AD14–37), whose son Germanicus carried out punitive campaigns in Germany in 12–16 in an attempt to restore the honour of the annihilated legions. But these failed to have a decisive outcome, and in the end Tiberius recognized the pointlessness of further ambitious offensives beyond the Rhine.


From the time of Augustus a series of legions was permanently stationed along the left (west) bank of the Rhine. It would be a little longer before legions were permanently placed on the Danube, but from the reign of Tiberius (14–37), successor to Augustus, it is certain that detachments of troops were stationed on and patrolling that river, and that it must have been regarded as a boundary. The basic pattern of the Roman imperial frontier in north-west Europe was set. There would eventually be further (though strictly circumscribed) expansion beyond the two great rivers, but no Roman would ever again seriously contemplate the conquest of the whole of Germany. It was in this period, by a murkily understood process, that the regularly planned forts to house permanently stationed army units evolved: these units are a consistent and conspicuous feature of the imperial frontier lines, and therefore familiar from Hadrian’s Wall. But to understand these military bases we need to understand the organization of the Roman army.


An Introduction to the Roman Army


The Roman army was organized into the famous legions. These were basically heavy infantry units, all Roman citizens. Originally these citizen-soldiers had been recruited on a temporary basis to serve in particular campaigns, but Augustus reformed the legions left over from the civil wars into a professional standing army. During the Principate a legion consisted of something over 5,000 men, and there were around thirty legions to meet the military needs of the whole empire.


Even before Augustus, legionary units had been supplemented by so-called auxilia – that is, allied, non-citizen troops. These ‘auxiliaries’ were originally raised from the very peoples that Rome found itself subjugating in its wars of expansion. Augustus also seems to have been responsible for organizing them into permanent standing units, and new units continued to be raised after his time. Often we see them supplying specialist military skills that the heavy infantry legions could not provide: notably fighting on horseback. Auxiliary cavalry ‘wings’ (alae) were essentially formations of mounted warriors from Celtic and Germanic societies that could be deployed against people very like themselves, but they would go on to become some of the most prestigious and formidable units in the Roman army.


In Augustus’ day the citizen-soldiers of the legions (known as legionaries in the English-speaking world, and never, ever ‘legionnaires’) would still have been largely Italian in origin, and for two hundred years they maintained a strongly Mediterranean character, though the number of actual Italians declined sharply over the first century. The auxiliaries must have cut very different figures, to begin with at least. On the reliefs of Trajan’s Column in Rome, carved in the early second century, legionaries are depicted building, manoeuvring and fighting in orderly fashion. In the same scene two auxiliary cavalrymen ride past, thrusting a pair of recently severed heads into the view of the emperor. Even allowing for cosmopolitan prejudice and artistic convention, this tells us a lot about the Roman perception of the contrast between legionaries and auxiliaries.


Originally auxiliaries were probably forcibly conscripted, but in the course of the first century a deal emerged by which after twenty-five years of service they were awarded Roman citizenship upon discharge. Citizenship and the legal and financial privileges it brought with it would be passed on to sons and daughters, so this was a powerful incentive that ensured a flow of voluntary recruits into the auxiliaries in the first two centuries.


Each legion consisted of ten cohorts, each of which consisted of six centuries of eighty men: so the whole was 10 times 480. Around AD70–80 the Senior, or First Cohort, was enlarged in size, to number 800 (ten centuries), although the size and structure of the first cohort in later times may have varied and is not well understood. The legion contained only a very small amount of cavalry, numbering 120. Individual auxiliary units seem to have been modelled on the legionary cohort: so a simple auxiliary unit of infantry (cohors peditata) consisted of six centuries and totalled 480 men. A 480-strong auxiliary cavalry unit was termed an ala (‘wing’) and was made up of sixteen turmae (‘troops’), each of thirty horsemen. Most common among auxiliary units was the part-mounted cohors equitata: 480 foot soldiers (six centuries) and 120 horse (four turmae). Larger, 1,000-strong (milliaria) versions of the ala and cohors equitata appear after around AD70, the ala milliaria having twenty-four larger turmae of forty-two horsemen each (in total 1,008), and the cohors milliaria equitata ten centuries of eighty, and eight thirty-strong turmae (800 infantry and 240 cavalry, therefore 1,040 men in total).
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Fig. 1.1 Trajan’s Column in Rome illustrates the difference between legionaries and auxiliaries in the early second century AD; the legionaries (left), wearing plate armour, move in orderly fashion, while the mounted auxiliaries (right) present severed heads to the emperor.





These ‘paper strengths’ are based on fragmentary evidence and have been the subject of much controversy; they may also have varied according to time and place. Auxiliary units of the various types occupied the Hadrian’s Wall forts; so, for example, we find cohors IV Lingonum equitata (the Fourth Cohort of Lingones, raised in eastern France – part mounted) at Wallsend; cohors I Tungrorum milliaria (the First Cohort of Tungrians, raised in Belgium – ‘one thousand strong’) at Housesteads; and ala II Asturum (the Second Cavalry Unit of Asturians, from Spain) at Chesters.


Although the Roman army had existed for centuries, before the early first century AD, we have very little archaeological trace of any kind of military bases or forts. Before this the army had only ever possessed temporary accommodation in the form of seasonal camps. Nowadays archaeologists reserve the term ‘camp’ to refer to encampments without permanent buildings, which the army had always used in earlier times and which it continued to use when on campaign or on the move. In shape these ‘marching camps’ (to use another term from archaeological literature) can look, superficially, like the permanent bases. Typically in imperial times they might have had the same rectangular shape with rounded corners, but they came in a much greater variety of sizes, had much slighter defences, and inside, rather than any kind of buildings, were pitched rows of tents, made of leather.


Permanent military bases only appear clearly in the continental archaeological record in the early first century. A fair amount is known about the legionary bases built during the German campaigns of Augustus and Tiberius. These sites were still in the process of evolution from the temporary encampments that Roman armies used when on campaign, but already they contained massive buildings, their plans based on Mediterranean prototypes but constructed entirely of timber. By the reign of Nero (54–69) a more familiar fortress type for a single legion was emerging. Only under Claudius (41–54) do we see the first examples of smaller forts for auxiliary units or detachments of legionaries with auxiliaries, but these still have highly irregular layouts, still not well understood. It is only under the Flavian emperors (after AD70) that we see, in Britain and on the continent, the first classic plans of auxiliary forts that have the developed form familiar in the century and a half that ensued.


The types and sizes of units are reflected in the permanent bases they constructed. So a legion was accommodated in a great base some 20ha (50 acres) in area. This is conventionally referred to as a ‘fortress’ in English. The stupendous area covered by a legionary fortress can only really be appreciated by walking the perimeter of one where its outlines can still be made out, whether in the pattern of medieval streets or surviving earthworks, as at the British fortresses of York and Inchtuthil respectively. Just as an auxiliary unit was modelled on one tenth part of the legion, so its base was a microcosm of the great legionary fortress, often covering around a tenth of its area, typically around 2ha (5 or 6 acres). The auxiliary sites are known as ‘forts’ to English-speaking archaeologists.


Fortresses and forts had a rectilinear shape and an internal plan laid out according to standard principles that must have developed rapidly in the first century. But despite this, the plans of no two are exactly alike. The army did all its building itself. In the early days the legionaries, not the auxiliaries, were the builders – on Trajan’s Column the legionaries do the building while auxiliary soldiers stand guard. The materials used in forts and fortresses were mostly earth, clay, turf and timber, and it was only around the turn of the first and second centuries AD that stone came into more general use for defences and buildings, and then only very gradually.


It has probably not escaped your notice that the firming up of forts and fortresses in the archaeological record coincides with the flagging of the imperial project to conquer the world, and Tiberius’ recognition that advance had halted on the Rhine and Danube. A permanent frontier begets more permanent, more easily recognizable archaeological remains, and some of the legionary bases founded by Augustus on the Rhine would be occupied by the army for centuries to come.


So much for the army that made possible the hothouse growth of empire, and which, in some areas, had still further to advance. But what kind of peoples did the Romans encounter in their conquest of northwest Europe and, in particular, Britain?


The Pre-Roman Inhabitants of Britain


The peoples of the later Iron Age of north-west Europe were divided into two broad groups with different languages and customs, and these are still usually known as the Celts and the Germans. In the Celts of Gaul, Spain and Britain, the Romans were dealing with peoples of a common culture, although within this there were countless regional groups with their own peculiar characteristics and dialects of the ‘Celtic’ language. The Celts had no written form of their language. To generalize brutally, these Iron Age people lived in extended family groups in individual farming settlements rather than villages or towns, and operated an economy based on both arable farming and livestock rearing. They were divided into ‘tribes’ or ‘peoples’, though these did not cover extensive areas or have any significant degree of centralization – in 15BC the Romans recorded over forty-six named tribes living in the Alpine region alone.
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Fig. 1.2 A typical enclosed settlement of the pre-Roman Iron Age in the fertile lowlands north of the eastern part of Hadrian’s Wall. TYNE & WEAR ARCHIVES & MUSEUMS





In the lowland parts of Britain, including those transected by Hadrian’s Wall, the Roman army invaded a landscape that was already predominantly cleared of woodland, cultivated and densely settled, at least in the lower lying and more fertile areas. Settlements typically took the form of ditched and banked enclosures containing timber roundhouses, evenly and tightly distributed over the landscape: typically around 900m (980yd) separated neighbouring farmstead enclosures. The economic basis of society was a mixture of wheat cultivation (spelt ‘wheat’ in lowland north-east England, the poorer ‘emmer wheat’ further north in Scotland) and cattle rearing. In north-east England especially, this intensively used pre-Roman landscape has become known to us in much greater detail in recent years, as rescue archaeology in advance of development now routinely discovers and investigates these unglamorous and formerly invisible rural sites.
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Fig. 1.3 A dense pattern of settlement: the distribution of known pre-Roman Iron Age settlements north of the Wall in the Newcastle area. JAMES BRUHN





In north-west England and Scotland the picture is less clear, but there is little doubt that the lowland parts of these regions were also populous societies practising mixed agriculture. In the dales and upland areas of the Pennines, and in the lowland hills and highlands of Scotland, there was obviously a much more marginal pattern of small dispersed settlements, and much less is understood about the economic basis or the dates of individual sites.


From the finds made at their settlements the people of Iron Age Britain come across as farmers first and foremost, but occasionally there are finds of weaponry, usually in hoards away from the settlement sites – a recently discovered example is a magnificent hoard of swords and spearheads from South Cave in the East Riding of Yorkshire, concealed at the time of the Roman conquest. These are a reminder that there was warfare between Iron Age peoples, and for the purposes of this, or resistance to the Romans, they were capable of raising armies, and the social élite was presumably a warrior élite. We have seen how Iron Age warriors were reconstituted into Roman auxiliary units: Spain, noted for its mounted warriors, was the recruiting ground for a series of cavalry alae, and in parts of northern Britain chariots really were used in warfare, as Tacitus describes and as is confirmed by occasional burials of these vehicles. From the Roman sources we see how warriors from these highly dispersed societies could be united under a leader, perhaps specially elected in time of emergency, to wage war.


How Iron Age People were Absorbed into the Empire


The peoples north of the Mediterranean world who did not have cities or towns must have appeared in striking contrast to the urban civilization of Rome. In acquiring Gaul and Spain, however, the Romans found that, if military victory could be achieved – a centuries-long struggle in the case of Spain – it was possible to forge a tolerably ‘Roman’ provincial society. This meant having an aristocratic élite in charge (often the descendants of the pre-Roman Iron Age élite), the cities and country houses in which they displayed their wealth, and a developing market economy, leading to the growth of small market towns in the countryside.


The principle of Roman imperial rule was actually self-government by local élites. Iron Age societies conquered by Rome were organized into areas of local government, based at least theoretically on tribal units. These units of government are known as civitates (this is the plural of the singular form civitas). Our word ‘city’ is derived from the Latin civitas, and indeed at the centre of each of these units was a town where the governing council of the territory sat. Besides the ‘native’ civitates there were other territories with urban centres of higher rank or privilege, such as municipia and settlements of Roman citizens (coloniae).


This is the method of provincial administration that the Romans imposed on the part of Iron Age Britain that was militarily subjugated. To give an idea of the size of these administrative units, that part of Britain south of Hadrian’s Wall, in its heyday as a Roman province, had around twenty-four such city territories, a figure that might be compared to the thirty-nine historic counties of England.


It was easier to effect conquest rapidly where there were pre-existing centres of political control that the Romans could take over. In lowland southeast Britain there were pre-Roman centres of élite power (‘oppida’), with kings and minted coinages, which had developed because of their proximity to, and relations with, the Roman Empire. These were obvious candidates for civitas capitals. The pre-Roman Iron Age centre at Silchester (Hampshire), for example, became a Roman city, civitas Calleva Atrebatum – ‘Calleva, city of the Atrebates’. As with a modern concept such as ‘Iraq’ or ‘Syria’, the Atrebates and other civitates were probably the administrative creations of imperial officials, glossing over a much more complicated reality of pre-Roman tribal identities.


It was easier to move towards local self-government on the civitas model if there were strongly defined local élites to take charge, but throughout much of northern and western Britain there were simply no pre-existing visible centres of élite power. There was less social stratification, and a much more numerous, broadly based warrior élite. Agricultural economies were more subsistence based and poverty stricken. In the north the general lack of easily controllable élite power centres, compounded by the more dispersed pattern of upland settlement, meant that the Roman army was faced with a long task of occupation and pacification before invaded areas could be handed over to civil administration. The Romans seem to have invaded Scotland on the assumption that with perseverance the task could be completed, but because of problems elsewhere the army was never to get the opportunity to finish the job.


The Invasion of Britain


For the Romans, at least, the disaster of AD9 beyond the Rhine was a horrific setback – but the Roman Empire still had a hundred years of expansion ahead of it. But conquest was no longer as constant, and no longer had the dizzying pace of the first century BC, and it fell to the Emperor Claudius (AD41–54) to invade Britain in AD43. The ostensible aim of this late addition to the Roman portfolio was the annexation of the kingdom of the late Cunobelinus, a ruler who had close ties with the Rome of Tiberius. On Cunobelinus’ death around AD40, both Gaius (37–41) and Claudius (41–54) preferred the policy of winding up this longstanding client kingdom. Claudius in particular was anxious for some military glory and the chance to emulate the great Julius Caesar. But once in Britain the Roman army was immediately sent to conquer more of the island beyond the immediate target of Colchester, Cunobelinus’ capital. The commitment to Britain was major: four of the thirty precious legions that ringed the Roman world (over 20,000 men), and as many non-citizen auxiliary troops. The conquest of lowland Britain following the invasion of 43 took place rapidly, but was marred by an early setback: the devastating revolt of Boudicca, leader of the Iceni of East Anglia (60), delayed the pace of advance for a decade.


Following the civil war that convulsed the empire after the assassination of Nero in 68, a new ruling family emerged to replace the Julio-Claudians descended from Augustus. The new dynasty gives its name to the Flavian period (AD69–96). Under the first of the Flavian emperors, Vespasian (69–79), the British advance was resumed. Wales was finally completely overrun, and northern Britain invaded wholesale for the first time. In 79 Vespasian’s governor, Julius Agricola (77/8–83/4), penetrated as far as the River Tay in Scotland. Agricola has a special place in the study of Roman Britain, for his exploits were immortalized in a eulogy written by his son-in-law, the historian Tacitus. There is nothing remotely comparable for any other Roman official who served in Britain, so naturally this text has been closely examined for centuries. However, although once hallowed as an impeccable authority, the Agricola is no longer regarded as a literal historical account.


Agricola and his predecessors established a dense network of forts over the newly acquired lands of the north. Domitian, emperor from 81 to 96, authorized Agricola to press home his war in Britain to final victory, which he seemingly achieved at the battle of Mons Graupius, somewhere in Scotland in 83 (less probably 84). Immediately after this victory, building work started on a legionary fortress at Inchtuthil (near Blairgowrie) and a network of forts ringing the Highlands.


Gradually, then, the legacy of Augustus had become forgotten and ignored, and we see under the Flavians a cautious revival of expansionist ideas. By 85 Britain had been completely overrun and was ripe for transformation into a quiescent Roman province. Some at least must have considered that this process could be taken further: Tacitus lamented in 98 that ‘the conquest of Germany is taking such a long time’. The historian also tells us that even before reaching the end of Britain, his father-in-law Agricola had Ireland in his sights.
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