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PREFACE





This handbook was initially commisioned as an early member of a projected series of guides to aspects of Scottish Archaeology, under the auspices of CBAScotland, now the Council for Scottish Archaeology (CSA), and I remain grateful to Mrs Edwina Proudfoot, then President of CBA Scotland, for inviting me to compile it. A preface by Mrs Proudfoot (1984), augmented by a postscript (1998) by Dr Shannon Fraser, then Director of CSA, ornamented earlier editions.


The success of the handbook (published 1984 by John Donald Publishers) led to a corrected reprint in 1990, and a more thoroughly revised second edition in 1998. Continuing demand has prompted this reformatted and enlarged new (third) edition which takes into account developments and discoveries of recent years. In what follows, Part 1 (The Romans in Scotland) has been revised, but remains of similar length; Part 2 (Visiting Scotland’s Roman Remains) has been expanded and a number of fresh illustrations added; more emphasis too is placed on the tribal society into which the Romans intruded in the early centuries AD, though it remains as ever difficult to demonstrate that Iron Age sites were in fact contemporary with the Roman period, or phases of it.


All but a very few sites where something remains visible at ground level were revisited by the author in Spring 2004, or access to them checked. It comes as some relief that many field monuments seem hardly to have deteriorated at all in the last 20 years. Small-scale damage however continues, even at rural sites. Skilful negotiation by Historic Scotland and other bodies can mitigate the impact of development or farming activity. Some recently found sites have been lucky to survive at all to the present day – here I think of the fortlet observed by aerial reconnaissance in 1992 within the new town of Livingston, West Lothian; others must have been lost without record as towns and hamlets have expanded. A cine-film by the late Anne S. Robertson showing the Antonine Wall in 1956–58 has been supplemented by a video record made by the present writer in 2002; similar visual records made at other sites at known dates could be similarly useful.


Currently the Antonine Wall is being proposed as a ‘World Heritage Site’ in a multinational bid encompassing Roman frontiers in Europe from the Atlantic to the Black Sea. If successfully achieved, WHS status could attract EU funding, encourage local initiatives, prompt international research projects and strengthen the hand of planning authorities.


As ever the author will be grateful for information from readers on alterations to access. Streets can be renamed, roads renumbered, fresh obstacles encountered, fences removed or barriers rendered impenetrable, a never-ending process which will inevitably continue. An extreme example, noted in the second edition, was the complete and expert removal of a disused railway viaduct across the Tarras Water at Broomholm in Dumfriesshire, leaving the intending visitor using the first edition of this book confronted by a fast-flowing river and no apparent means of crossing it. In 1998 I also referred to uncertainty over means of access to the fortlet at Redshaw Burn, South Lanarkshire, where the traditional route had been severed by the M74 motorway, then under construction (see now below, p. 89)


The bibliography has been updated. The line-illustrations have in many cases been enhanced and updated with the aid of computer-based technology. A number of new or replacement photographs have been incorporated.


The author, and many readers too, are now able to access an ever-growing body of online resources, not only to establish the location of sites and learn of their history, but also to view digitised images of the remains, in particular via the CANMORE and CANMAP databases hosted by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), and the Scottish Cultural Resources Access Network (SCRAN) database, which at the time of writing holds upwards of 300,000 images taken from museums, galleries and archives. Some relevant websites are listed at p. 192. A selection of artefacts from an increasing number of national, local authority, university and private museums can be viewed online, and their opening hours checked.


The present guide stands in a long tradition: readers may recall the two monographs by Jessie Mothersole (Agricola’s Road into Scotland and In Roman Scotland, both published in 1927), delightfully illustrated by her own sketches and watercolours. In 1960 Professor Anne Robertson’s excellent handbook to The Antonine Wall was published by the Glasgow Archaeological Society, and has been several times reprinted and revised.
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INTRODUCTION





When the Romans first came to Britain in AD 43, in the reign of the emperor Claudius, it may be doubted whether they had any clear intention of advancing as far north as Scotland. However, early successes in overrunning southern England drew Roman armies forward first into northern England and then, in the years after AD 79, into Scotland.


The Romans remained in Scotland, on and off, for at least a century and a half, and exercised some considerable influence over events there for rather longer. Yet even today it is a commonly held belief that Hadrian’s Wall, that stupendous monument to Roman power on the crags between Tyne and Solway, was the northern limit to the Roman domain in Britain. This view is widely held both in Scotland – where it testifies to the unconquerable spirit of the indigenous peoples against an invader – and in England where everything north of Hadrian’s Wall is considered to have been beyond the Roman pale.


Scotland can boast of no Roman towns or villas, so common in areas further to the South. In general the archaeological remains to be discussed here are the remnants of military installations, built more often in timber and turf than in mortared stonework.


The following pages also contain a brief description of the categories of small finds – inscribed stones and altars, coins, brooches, cooking pots, even shoes and belt buckles – which were lost, left behind or discarded by the army of occupation, and serve to provide us with a fascinating picture of life in the frontier area of Rome’s northernmost province. Museums where relics of the Roman presence in Scotland can be viewed are listed below in an Appendix (p. 189).


The handbook is designed to appeal to the reader with little or no prior knowledge of things Roman, yet who wishes to learn something about a brief but action-packed interlude in Scotland’s past, when the northern part of the island of Britain became a part of the very extensive Roman Empire. It aims also to provide an impression of how our picture of the Roman period is built up from the literary accounts and the archaeological evidence, so that the reader may see what can be legitimately inferred and what must remain, inevitably, hidden from the modern enquirer.


If this handbook achieves anything, it will be to encourage the reader to go out and locate the remains for him- or herself, and visualise their appearance nearly 2000 years ago. The itineraries (pp. 77ff) aim to provide an indication of what may be seen at individual sites, set against the backcloth of Scotland’s often spectacular scenery. There is the further hope that this guidebook will help the reader to be able to recognise sites as being Roman, to perceive what distinguishes them from monuments of earlier or more recent epochs, even where no archaeological excavation has ever taken place.


In the following pages two liberties are taken with the name Scotland: firstly that it is used at all, when the reader will remember that the Scots from whom the northern half of the island of Britain takes its present name are not attested historically before the mid-fourth century; secondly that the term will be employed on occasion to encompass all the territory between Shetland and the River Tyne – that is, Scotland can be everything north of Carlisle and Newcastle, and so includes great parts of present-day Northumbria and a little of Cumbria. The Romans knew of no Anglo–Scottish Border on the present line; whenever they moved northwards, their starting point was the Tyne–Solway isthmus.


Key to the Maps
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Note the abbreviations RCAHMS = Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland; HS = Historic Scotland; FC = Falkirk Council.












PART ONE



THE ROMANS IN SCOTLAND
















1
SCOTLAND ON THE EVE OF THE ROMAN INVASION





It has been prevalent in some circles to suppose that when the Romans arrived in Scotland, no one else lived there, or that everyone else promptly left. In fact Scotland had been occupied by humans for over 6000 years since the retreat of the ice sheets had drawn hunters and fishermen to eke out a scanty living in these northern climes. By the mid-first century AD the tribes of Scotland were making use of iron tools and weapons, and had long since begun the sowing and harvesting of crops. In Scotland this so-called Iron Age and the Roman period are contemporary – or more precisely the Roman invasions amounted to a mere interlude (or even a hiccup) in the Scottish Iron Age.






[image: illustration]

1. Ptolemy’s Map, compiled c.AD 140, showing the major tribes. Much of the information about the interior of Scotland must derive from data collected by Agricola’s army in AD 79–83. It is not known why Scotland ‘leans over’ to the right. Note: The Orcades Insulae are the Orkneys; Thule is Shetland (or perhaps Iceland). Dots represent places individually named by Ptolemy. Eboracum = York. Pinnata Castra is a site somewhere on the Moray Firth. See also p. 188.








Scotland was not a unified country when the Romans invaded, but was divided into territories occupied by many independent tribes. Roman geographical writers and compilers give a useful, if often confusing and enigmatic, digest of knowledge at various times during the period. The geographer Ptolemy, who compiled a world map about AD 140, provides a useful picture of the tribes and the areas they controlled (Fig. 1), but it has never been possible to establish their boundaries archaeologically. Certainly the Novantae occupied south-west Scotland, the Selgovae held an upland area further east centred on the upper valley of the Tweed, and the Votadini controlled a wide area of the Lothians between the Forth and the Tweed. The Damnonii belonged in Ayrshire and the central Lowlands. Beyond them were the Venicones of Fife, the Vacomagi round the coastline of NE Scotland, and numerous smaller tribes. For the Romans all the land north of the Forth–Clyde line was known as Caledonia, a zone of mountains and trackless forests seemingly inhabited by wild, naked savages untouched by civilisation. Ptolemy also provides a list of coastal features and a number of individual placenames, at least some of which are likely to be identifiable as Roman forts (below, pp. 00,00,00); of the latter, only Trimontium can be located with anything approaching confidence (below, p. 113). The socalled Antonine Itinerary lists placenames and distances between them for the early third century province; only one place within the boundaries of modern Scotland is named: Blatobulgium, that is Birrens in Dumfriesshire (below, p. 81). The much later Ravenna Cosmography draws on a variety of sources, and includes a list of places on or near the long abandoned Antonine Wall, of which one, Velunia, can be identified as Carriden (below, p. 132).


Essentially this was a warlike society of Celtic peoples, owing allegiance to local chieftains. Archaeology shows a wide variety of settlement-types in use in Scotland at this time: circular stone-built or timber houses in central and southern Scotland, together with crannogs (lochside hutments often raised out of the water on wooden piles), souterrains (stone-walled underground stores associated with circular huts at ground level), duns (low circular stone towers) and brochs (lofty stone towers). There were no towns. As centres of population, or at least centres of defence, we can see the hillforts which abound in most areas, though a great many were probably long abandoned.












2
THE ROMANS IN SCOTLAND: AN HISTORICAL OUTLINE





The Romans first came to Britain in 55 BC when Julius Caesar and his legions landed on a beach near Dover. Caesar’s exploits in Britain in 55 (and in greater strength in 54) were shortlived, even though he claimed the total subjection of Britain to impress public opinion at Rome (Fig. 2). Almost exactly a century later, in AD 43, the emperor Claudius mounted a full-scale invasion of Britain, and his forces quickly overran the south-eastern corner of the island. Progress thereafter was slow, and the province was all but lost to Rome in AD 60–61 with the outbreak of a major rebellion under Boudica – the Boadicea of legend. A civil war in AD 68–69 brought to power the emperor Vespasian and a new dynasty, the Flavians, who initiated a forward movement in Britain: the governor Q. Petillius Cerealis overran northern England, to the Tyne–Solway line, if not further; his successor Sex. Julius Frontinus subdued the Silures of south Wales. The way was thus clear for a major assault on the northern half of the island. The governor fated to direct the campaigns into Scotland was Gnaeus Julius Agricola, a safe and uninspiring supporter of the Flavian dynasty, who had twice before seen service in Britain.


Agricola’s campaigns


Our appreciation of Agricola’s activities is immeasurably enriched by the survival to modern times of an account of his life written just a few years after his death by his son-in-law, the distinguished Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus. This marriage connection effectively secured Agricola’s posthumous fame, and has given us a detailed account of and chronological framework for his campaigns in northern Britain. Without it we should not know exactly when the Romans first penetrated into Scotland, how many seasons the army campaigned there, and what the outcome was.


Agricola arrived in Britain as legate (governor) in the late summer of AD 77 (the date now preferred by most scholars; the alternative is AD 78) and undertook a lightning campaign in north Wales, which put an end to resistance there. In the following year he consolidated Roman control over northern England.
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2. The Roman Empire, c.AD 140, during the reign of Antoninus Pius. Below: Roman Britain, c.AD 140, showing some of the chief towns, military bases and the two frontier walls.
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3. Agricola’s campaigns by land and sea, AD 79–83, which culminated in a battle at Mons Graupius.








By the early summer of AD 79 he was ready to move further north (Fig. 3). Assembling a substantial battle-group which must have numbered some 20,000 men (based on the four legions available, together with auxiliary troops; see below, p. 21), he advanced through southern Scotland to the line of the Forth and then to the Tay. Tacitus does not report any meaningful resistance from the tribes, but notes that bad weather hindered the army’s advance. In the following year (AD 80, which Agricola could reasonably have supposed would be his last in Britain – governors normally served for about three years on a single posting), he concentrated his efforts on consolidation work within areas already overrun and on the placing of garrisons along the outer limits of the newly enlarged province. In particular he established forts in the valley between Forth and Clyde, which he saw would make a suitable northern frontier line. However, in Rome it seems likely that the new Emperor Titus, who had succeeded his father Vespasian in AD 79), was sufficiently impressed by the ease of Agricola’s advance to extend his appointment (probably for a further three-year period), with instructions to continue. How far the emperor appreciated the nature of the terrain that Agricola’s army would now have to face is unknown to us.


In the spring of AD 81 Agricola turned again to his task, beginning an investigation of land routes up the west coast, taking part in at least one sea-crossing, perhaps into Argyllshire. In the same summer he despatched some ships up the west coast. He also placed garrisons on the coast facing Ireland and allegedly pondered an expedition there. However, there is no reliable evidence that the Romans ever invaded Ireland, or established any temporary or permanent installations there, though Roman goods were undoubtedly traded to the island in some quantity.


One summer was enough to show Agricola that the best way northwards in Britain was not up the west coast, with its almost continuous belts of mountains and sea lochs. In AD 82 he turned his attention to the east coast and moved forward from the Tay into Strathmore, on the traditional route followed by invaders from the South. But the tribes proved an elusive quarry, adept all the while at falling upon his extended communication lines, and he suffered a scare when the Caledonians assaulted one of his task-forces; they were beaten off only with some difficulty.


In the following year (AD 83) events moved towards a climax. Agricola must have known that his own term of office could not be much more prolonged. Equally the emperor in Rome, Domitian (who had succeeded Titus in September AD 81), with his mind on campaigns in Germany, may well have encouraged Agricola to bring the British war to a prompt and suitable close, with fanfares to indicate an acceptable victory. Tacitus tells us nothing about the movements of Agricola’s forces in the spring and early summer of AD 83. We could suppose that no engagement was fought; certainly none was won. As to the whereabouts of the army, archaeology indicates that in AD 82 or 83 (or in the course of both summers) Agricola had succeeded in moving forward past the Grampian mountains into the flatter country of Moray and Nairn, where he is believed to have reached the valley of the Spey and may easily have gone further.


By the late summer of AD 83, with the Caledonians as elusive as ever, and Agricola’s own time running out, word came of a concentration of Caledonian warriors, some 30,000 in all, under a war-leader, Calgacus, at a hill which Tacitus names as Mons Graupius (the Graupian Mountain). Agricola advanced quickly to this position, with a minimum of heavy baggage, to confront the tribesmen before they repented of a decision to face the Romans in a set-piece encounter.


Agricola formed up his army in traditional Roman fashion, with auxiliary infantry in the centre and cavalry on each flank. But he held back his main strength, the legions, as a reserve, and in the event they were not needed. The Caledonians had a number of war-chariots (a military vehicle long relegated on the Continent to museums and ceremonial parades); we are told that Roman cavalry soon dispersed them. The auxiliaries then advanced up the slopes of Mons Graupius and, just as they seemed likely to be enveloped by the masses of Caledonians filtering round their flanks down the hillside, Agricola unleashed a reserve force of 2000 cavalry in flank and rear; victory was his. Tacitus gives Roman casualties at 360 and Caledonian losses at about 10,000. After the battle Agricola instructed his fleet to sail round the north coast of Scotland, from east to west, as though to emphasise the totality of the conquest.


The location of Mons Graupius has never been satisfactorily established. Tacitus implies that it lay close to, and perhaps even within sight of, the sea, and far away in the north of Britain. A good case has been made out for identifying Mons Graupius with the great mass of Bennachie close to Inverurie, near which a large Roman marching camp was located by aerial photography at Durno in the later 1970s (Fig. 4; below, p. 186). Another candidate for the site could be the distinctive peak of Craig Rossie, much further south, near Dunning in Perth & Kinross (below, p. 169). A mistake made by its printer in the text of Tacitus’ biography of Agricola, when it was set as a book in the 1470s, led to the spelling Grampius instead of Graupius; hence our Grampian Mountains, Grampian Television and the former Grampian Region, all of which should be ‘Graupian’!






[image: illustration]

4. Mount Bennachie, perhaps the battle-site of Mons Graupius, seen from the marching camp at Durno (Photo: Dr A.A.R. Henderson). See also p. 186.








The battle at Mons Graupius formed the climax to Agricola’s governorship, and shortly afterwards (with the end of the campaigning season) he was recalled to Rome, and never again commanded an army in the field. Agricola’s successor, whose name remains unknown, saw to the establishment of many forts and roads in Scotland, deep into Strathmore (Fig. 5). The kingpin of the system was a fortress for a legion, of some 21.7 ha. (53.5 acres), at Inchtuthil on the Tay (below, p. 178). Construction work there was underway in AD 86. Forts were also placed at the mouths of glens leading in towards the Highlands, and others on lines of communication back to the Tay, the Forth and the southern part of the British province.


With the departure of Agricola a veil is drawn over the history of Scotland for half a century. The modern historian is abruptly thrown back on the archaeological record whose imperfections become all too apparent. The years following AD 85 witnessed a sequence of Roman disasters in her Danubian provinces, involving a serious loss of troops, and the garrison of Britain was cut back to fill the gaps. The opportunity was thus lost, if it had ever existed, of completing for Rome the conquest of the entire island. The base at Inchtuthil was abandoned in about AD 87 and with it all the forts north of the Tay. The Roman army fell back, it seems, to the line of the River Earn. Within a few years a further withdrawal had begun, which brought Roman troops back to the Forth–Clyde line, and very shortly to the Cheviots. The archaeological record is insufficiently precise to allow every stage in the withdrawal to be accurately documented. However, by the turn of the century it seems clear that the Roman forces had fallen back to the Tyne–Solway line, along which a cordon of military posts was subsequently established. When in the early 120s AD, under the Emperor Hadrian, a great barrier of stone and turf – Hadrian’s Wall – was built along the crags just north of this line, it must have seemed that the Roman interlude in Scotland’s past was decisively over.
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5. Forts and roads in Scotland in the Flavian period, AD 80–c. 100. The sites of fortlets are not individually named.









The Antonine period



In AD 138 Hadrian was succeeded by Antoninus Pius, whose accession had an immediate effect on the frontier in Britain. The army was ordered to move forward again and to begin construction of a new frontier line, this time in central Scotland – the Antonine Wall. A biography of Antoninus, written nearly two centuries later, reports that, ‘having thrust back the barbarians and having built a second wall, this time of turf, he conquered the Britons through his legate Lollius Urbicus’. This new wall was built in AD 142–143; coins were issued to mark the successful northwards extension of the British province (Fig. 6). We may think that the decision to move forward again was testimony to disturbances and unrest in northern Britain, and even of the failure of the newly completed Hadrian’s Wall. More probably, however, the advance has to be linked to Antoninus’ need – like that of Claudius a century before – to acquire military prestige; his advisors may have felt that it could be most easily won in Britain, by what in effect was a recovery of lands already overrun and briefly held at the time of Agricola’s campaigns half a century before.


The Antonine Wall, built of turf on a substantial stone-built base, stretched for 60 kms (37 miles) between Bo’ness on the Forth and Old Kilpatrick on the Clyde (below, p. 127). Along the line of the Wall were placed fortlets, very probably at every Roman mile, and at wider intervals there were forts, initially perhaps six in all, each housing a regiment of auxiliaries. The building of the Wall was commemorated by setting up a series of large stone plaques – now known as distance slabs – inscribed with Latin texts giving details of the distances completed by each work-party (below, p. 45; Figs. 7, 28–30, 88). The task was undertaken by men from the three legions of the garrison of Britain. After a year or two, extra forts were added, at much closer intervals.






[image: illustration]

6. Coin (sestertius) of Antoninus Pius, commemorating the reconquest of Scotland, issued AD 143–44. (a) obverse showing head of Antoninus; (b) reverse showing personification of Victory with a laurel wreath, and the legend BRITAN, i.e. Britannia (Photos: Hunter Coin Cabinet).








The Antonine Wall did not exist in isolation. Many forts were built along the main communication routes in southern Scotland, often on sites used by Agricola’s troops (Fig. 8). A map or written record must have been kept from the time of the earlier occupation; doubtless ramparts and ditches would still be visible, if overgrown after the passage of half a century. A few forts were also constructed north of the Antonine Wall as far as the mouth of the Tay. It may be that these were intended to close off, or protect, the peninsula of Fife, whose inhabitants (from the archaeological record a culturally distinct grouping) seem thus to have been afforded some protection by Rome.


It used to be a common belief, based on a combination of literary and archaeological evidence, that around AD 155/157 there was trouble on the northern frontier line, with many forts – perhaps the entire system – abandoned, only to be rebuilt within a few years. Now it appears more likely that such trouble was localised; if it did cause the Wall to be given up, the interlude was brief. At any rate, soon after the accession in AD 161 of a new emperor, Marcus Aurelius (or at least within the decade AD 160–170), most of the forts in Scotland were demolished or abandoned. The army returned to the line of Hadrian’s Wall, whose installations were refurbished to receive them. A few forts were maintained northwards into Dumfriesshire and as far as the Tweed until about AD 180, but by that date, or soon after, the garrisons were pulled back further, and Hadrian’s Wall with some forward outposts to the Cheviots became effectively the northern frontier of the province.
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7. Defeat of the native tribes, AD 142–43: a scene from the sculptured distance slab found in 1868 at Bridgeness, Falkirk (Photo: National Museums of Scotland).
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8. Forts and roads in Scotland in the Antonine period, AD 142–c.AD 165. The sites of fortlets are not individually named.









The expedition of Severus



In general, although specific information is lacking, it seems that the northern frontier in Britain was restive throughout the decades following the Roman withdrawal from Scotland. Finally in AD 208 the then emperor, Septimius Severus, arrived in Britain, accompanied by his sons Caracalla and Geta, together with substantial military forces, to mount a major campaign in the north, specifically against two tribes – named as the Maeatae (perhaps in Stirlingshire and Strathmore), and the Caledonians who lived ‘beyond them’. In AD 209 the imperial task-force, perhaps some 40,000 men, crossed the line of Hadrian’s Wall and (according to the historian Cassius Dio who wrote soon after) invaded ‘Caledonia’ (Fig. 9). Very probably a fleet accompanied the army up the east coast. Casualties were heavy, but the advance continued until the emperor arrived ‘almost at the end of the island’. A treaty was arranged with the native tribes, now suitably cowed, by which some territory was yielded; Severus and Caracalla both took the title Britannicus, ‘conqueror of Britain’ (Fig. 10). But the celebrations were premature: the next year was marked by a rebellion suppressed, probably by Caracalla, as Severus himself was ill. One reason for revolt may have been the realisation that the Romans intended to remain in Scotland, for construction had very probably already begun on a fortress which could have housed about half a legion at Carpow on the southern side of the Tay at Newburgh; both the Second and the Sixth legions had a part in the building work (below, p. 170). This was a new Inchtuthil – a powerful base close up against the known or likely source of future trouble. Early in AD 211 Severus, worn down by the pressures of an energetic life, died at York. Caracalla succeeded him, with the army’s support. The ancient historians tell us that Caracalla left immediately for the continent and Italy, to consolidate his political position, abandoning the Scottish conquests. However, an inscribed stone from Carpow (below, p. 170) may testify to continued building activity within the new reign. But it was not long before the army finally withdrew.
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9. Campaigns of the emperor Septimius Severus, AD 208–211, showing marching camps north of Hadrian’s Wall, and forts occupied at this time.









Scotland after the Roman Withdrawal



After the departure of Caracalla silence descends on the northern frontier. This may by itself imply that the Severan campaigns had been a success: the northern tribes had taken a severe beating, or enough of a shock to keep the frontier quiet for several generations. But if Scotland as such was abandoned, some permanent forts were maintained to the north of Hadrian’s Wall as far as the Cheviots, on a line remarkably close to the modern border between Scotland and England, their garrisons being large all-purpose auxiliary units of mixed infantry and cavalry, which would have had the capacity to range widely, even up to the Forth–Clyde line.


Although the Roman interlude in Scottish history was now effectively over – that is, the attempts to place military forces north of the Cheviots were not repeated – the Romans doubtless continued to try to influence the tribes of the north, seeking alliances, supporting factions in tribal strife, or promising largesse in return for peaceful relations (below, p. 188). Roman patrols, it has been suggested, might still have been seen along the main river valleys beyond the formal frontier line. But from about the AD 290s onwards the Roman province began to suffer devastating raids from the North, and also from Ireland and the continent. The Romans were increasingly on the defensive, no longer holding the initiative and dictating terms.






[image: illustration]

10. Coin (sestertius) of Caracalla, commemorating the Severan campaigns in Scotland, issued AD 211. (a) obverse showing head of Caracalla; (b) reverse showing Victory piling up captured weaponry, with the legend VICT BRIT, i.e. Victoriae Britannicae, ‘victories won in Britain’ (Photos: Hunter Coin Cabinet).








Foremost among the enemies of Roman Britain in the centuries which followed were the Picts (Picti) who are first mentioned by a Roman historian in the year AD 297. In AD 306 they were defeated by the Emperor Constantius somewhere in the northern half of Britain, perhaps to the north of Hadrian’s Wall, though no secure evidence for his activities has yet been found in Scotland itself. Popular imagination supposes that the Picts were the chief adversaries of the Romans in earlier centuries too, but it seems that they only became powerful towards the end of the third century. Their origin has been much disputed, but the question need not concern us here. Most probably we should think of the name Picti (i.e. painted men) as indicating a new power grouping in the north rather than identifying a tribe newly arrived from elsewhere. At any rate the weight and severity of their attacks on Roman Britain increased, and contributed substantially to the decline of the province’s prosperity.


By the time the clouds partly lift to reveal the Scotland of the seventh century AD (occupied by Picts in the north and east, the Angles in the south-east, the British kingdom of Strathclyde and the Scots on the west coast), the memory of a Roman occupation must have passed almost completely from the minds of the population, kept alive only in popular legend and by a few scholars until the rediscovery of Latin literature at the Renaissance.
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