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INTRODUCTION

limes – frontierlimites – the frontiers

An invisible thread connects Carlisle and the Lowlands of Scotland with Hungary, Syria, southern Egypt, Libya and Morocco. A traveller can journey from Newcastle to Cologne, Budapest, Amman and Rabat without once crossing beyond the bounds of this line. This bond is not some Euro-enthusiast’s vision of the future, but a common history as frontier regions of the Roman Empire. It is here, at the limits of its territory, that such an empire can speak to us most directly and most poignantly. It is here, along the vast length of its frontier, that I have chosen to investigate the complex entity that was Rome. I have concentrated deliberately on the edge of the Roman world, on the lands that promised victory, booty and glory and yet so often left the bitter taste of compromise or defeat instead. Here, unique societies developed, distinct from that of the mother-city, but which were still intimately influenced by the central authorities’ determination of their laws, minting of their money and stationing of their garrisons to ensure internal security and fend off depredations from outsiders.

Rome is familiar and at the same time alien. Its history and heritage loom large in European and European-influenced cultures. But for all Rome’s size, longevity and an impressive array of gods, poets, emperors and soldiers, our understanding of it is at best fragmentary. Hadrian’s Wall, Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, Claudius, Attila the Hun: all these have entered our shared culture. Yet how exactly do those familiar characters fit into the vast canvas of Roman time and space? What evidence survives to bring them out of the shadows of myth into a historical world that is the lineal ancestor of our own? How did Rome come to conquer such an enormous territory, and where and why did its expansion halt and fold in upon itself to leave a joint legacy for the citizens of more than thirty modern countries? What is that legacy and how powerfully does it survive, both physically and culturally? These are the questions this book seeks to answer.

If the Roman Empire had survived until today, it would constitute the seventh-largest country in the world, at some 6.5 million square kilometres approaching the area of Australia or Brazil. At their height, Rome’s frontiers stretched approximately 10,000 kilometres, almost double the distance from London to New York. The span of time that Roman history covers is just as enormous: more than 2,000 years separate the city’s traditional foundation date of 753 BC from the fall of Constantinople, its second capital, in AD 1453 (and the loss of its very last territories within a decade of that).

Rome had humble beginnings; the account of its foundation by Romulus marks the establishment of a small settlement occupying just one of the city’s seven hills.1 For four centuries thereafter, the future superpower struggled for its very survival in the face of invasions from neighbouring Latin tribes,2 who were just as eager as the Romans for plunder and land into which they could expand. Yet by 200 BC, Roman legions had crushed the armies of their most dangerous opponent, the Carthaginian general Hannibal, and carried their eagle standards throughout the western Mediterranean. By the time of Julius Caesar, Roman forces had broken Gaul and in 55 BC crossed the English Channel to give the Britons a bloody nose.3 Rome’s rise was by now irresistible. The pace did not slacken, and one by one the neighbouring kingdoms fell into its grasp. By around AD 117, under the emperors Vespasian, Domitian and Trajan, yet another string of territories had been subdued: parts of modern Switzerland and Germany; Dacia; Armenia and Mesopotamia. As the legions advanced and more and more territory fell under Roman dominion, there was almost no concept of a frontier. The Roman emperors claimed the whole world as theirs by right. Certain parts of it they did not occupy merely because it was not profitable to do so.

In one sense, the Roman Empire had a series of ‘frontiers’, each one established at the time of a conquest and then rendered redundant when the line of control moved forward, a process that began at the very start of the city of Rome’s existence and carried on until the furthest extent of the Empire’s control, then going by stages into reverse until Rome itself fell in 476.

Rome’s first frontier was the pomerium, by tradition the line that Romulus marked out with a plough as he demarcated the area that would belong to his new foundation. That Rome would long have trouble along its frontiers was tragically foretold by the action of his brother Remus, who leapt over the perimeter in a fit of jealousy that the new city was not being established on a site chosen by him, and was promptly murdered by Romulus. The pomerium was marked out by boundary stones – the oldest of which date from the 1st century AD. This boundary, and therefore the ceremonial area of the city into which serving generals and foreign sovereigns could not enter, and within which the dead could not be interred, was extended several times, by the dictator Sulla in 80 BC,4 for instance, as well as under the emperors Claudius (AD 41–54) and Vespasian (69–79), expansions often intended to mirror (and magnify) a real enlargement of the Empire.5

Yet ultimately the pace of expansion slackened, the emperors grew wary of the ambitions of successful generals, and advance legionary camps became permanent garrisons. Static defences were constructed to mark the edge of the Empire and to keep a watchful eye on the unsubdued tribes and kingdoms beyond. Instead of new provinces to be subdued, the lands beyond the frontier – known indifferently as barbaricum – became the domain of barbarian tribes and the source of occasional terrifying and devastating incursions into imperial territory. This turning away from an automatic assumption that the Empire would expand unceasingly had begun even under Augustus, who according to Tacitus advised his heir (Tiberius) to ‘keep the empire within its boundaries’.6 This did not, however, stop the imperially favoured poet Virgil from including the formula ‘To the Romans I set no boundaries in space or time’ in his great epic The Aeneid.7 Perhaps it was the disastrous defeat by the Germans at the Battle of Teutoberger Wald in AD 9 – which caused the loss of three legions – that soured Augustus’s early enthusiasm for territorial aggrandisement. In any case, the acquisitions under his successors were on a lesser scale, save for an attempted grab of the whole of Mesopotamia by Trajan.

Exactly what the Romans meant by the word limes (or limites in the plural) becomes a much more germane point once those frontiers solidified. It is the term generally used by modern historians (and archaeologists) to denote the boundaries of the Empire and, more specifically, those that were actively defended by a series of fixed fortifications or a network of fortified cities. In truth, its earliest use seems to have referred to a military road, normally employed either as an avenue of penetration into new territory or as a means by which to safeguard rapid communications just behind the frontier. Only in the 1st to 3rd centuries AD does the word come to refer to the general land frontier of the Empire, though not in the modern sense of lines on a map that separate sharply delineated areas of political control. In the later Empire, from the 4th century, its meaning changed once more to denote a frontier area, rather than the frontier itself, and the territory commanded by a dux, a late-Roman category of military officer.8 What it never seems to have referred to is the system of fortifications itself, precisely the usage that most modern historians have, for convenience, taken up.
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The influence of the frontier stretched both ways, beyond the Empire and backwards into its interior. The Romans maintained outposts and fortresses in areas that would conventionally be regarded as ‘beyond’ the Empire (as, for example, at Divitia-Deutz in modern Cologne) and they arrogated to themselves the right to operate in barbaricum whenever they felt it in their interests to do so. Only with the Persian Empire, the most politically and militarily potent of Rome’s neighbours, were treaties made that actually delimited the frontier and laid down regulations about contacts along it and where fortifications might be permitted to be built by each side.9 Even if they did not, strictly speaking, lie directly upon the boundary itself, the principal cities in those provinces situated along the limes were strongly influenced by their proximity to the frontier. The legions that provided the Empire’s principal military strike forces were often garrisoned some way back from the frontier itself, allowing them to move to wherever they were needed, rather than watching impotently as barbarian forces bypassed the frontier positions themselves.

Because of the Romans’ own rather elastic notion of what a ‘frontier’ actually was, I have chosen to look at the history of the Roman frontier provinces, rather than the actual line of the border, whatever that might be determined to be. This allows a certain amount of flexibility regarding the actual date of the frontiers to be examined. In general I have chosen the maximum extension of the Empire, wherever it reached in any particular area, as long as the occupation was more than ephemeral. In North Africa, this includes the advancement of the limes towards the desert fringes under Septimius Severus (193–211), whilst in Britain it permits an examination of the occupation of the Scottish Lowlands under Antoninus Pius (138–61) and the building of the Antonine Wall, more than 150 kilometres north of the ‘traditional’ border along Hadrian’s Wall. At the same time, it excludes treatment of the conquests by Trajan of the ‘provinces’ of Assyria and Mesopotamia in 115–17, on the grounds that they revolted and broke away from the Empire almost as soon as the Emperor returned from his campaigning there.

The question of exactly why the Roman frontiers ended up where they did, and whether there was a self-conscious policy on the part of Roman leaders towards them, has taxed historians almost ever since.10 The apparent predilection for river frontiers where they were practicable seems to be one factor, for in Europe the limes came to occupy the line of the Rhine and the Danube, along much of their length. The campaigns in Germany under Augustus up until the Teutoberger Wald debacle may well have been aimed at extending the Empire’s border to run along the Elbe. In the east the Euphrates, and to a lesser extent the Tigris, formed a similar role in demarcating the frontier with the Persian Empire. Although not ideal defensive positions, rivers did form barriers that could only be crossed at certain favourable locations (unless, as was the case in 405–6 with the Rhine, the river actually froze, permitting barbarians to cross over in uncontrollable numbers). They also acted as convenient arteries for trade, a vital advantage in an era when land transportation was costly and slow, and the need to supply large numbers of troops stationed in fixed positions made the rivers or their near vicinity obvious places to build forts to house them.11

In North Africa, and indeed in Britain, there was no such obvious river line, and in the case of the former it was the desert that formed a barrier into which the Romans did not, on the whole, cross. Oasis positions such as Bu Ngem and Ghadames in Libya or Castellum Dimmidi in Algeria were garrisoned, but here local conditions permitted the stationing of troops, and there was the added advantage that dominating the water sources meant that the routes along which local tribes could penetrate without risking severe hardship from thirst were already controlled by the Romans. To proceed any further would have meant difficulties in supplying their own forces and, in the case of permanent occupation, would have left an unfriendly environmental belt behind the frontier, which could not undergo the type of economic development or support the building of the network of towns that characterised most Roman provinces.

In Britain, the Highland zone posed a similar – if less daunting – ecological barrier to advancement. Although there would have been a certain logic in occupying the whole of the island of Britain, it was something the Romans came close to, but never quite achieved.12 Once the resources available to the governors diminished, it never seemed worth the trouble to risk the security of the province to the south in an effort to absorb such mountainous regions that promised little in the way of plunder or produce.

That things were not always so simple is indicated by the case of Germany, where, as early as the reign of Vespasian, the Romans began to creep forward from the lines of the Danube and the Rhine, in part to find positions that would plug the hole where those two rivers do not quite meet in the north-east of modern Switzerland. Yet the final advance of just thirty kilometres under Antoninus Pius left an impressively straight 100-kilometre-long stretch of frontier, but one far removed from the original river line. Here, too, the environment may have played a part, for the heavily forested areas of the German interior offered little in the way of obvious economic benefit and had no tradition of urban culture such as even the hilltop oppida (fortified settlements) of Celtic Gaul had presented to Julius Caesar. In the absence of any central authority, the conquest of the German tribes was a will-o’-the-wisp. Once one leader had been beaten, his followers simply melted away into the forests, only for a new war chieftain to emerge elsewhere.

A debate has raged amongst historians since the 1970s as to whether the Romans in fact had a ‘Grand Strategy’ towards the question of expansion and how best to defend their frontiers. Sparked by Edward Luttwak’s The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire (published in 1976), discussion has centred on his thesis that there was a self-conscious and deliberate change of stance after the early phase of expansion. According to Luttwak, this developed into a middle situation of ‘forward defence’ whereby a maximum of resources was stationed at the frontier. This was then modified, under the uncontainable pressure of barbarians pushing against the borders, to a strategy of ‘defence in depth’ in which the rigidity of a fixed line held against all-comers was replaced by a deep network of positions extending far back into the frontier, where the intruders would become entangled and finally retreat.13

Yet to search for consistency in policy over such a vast period of time is probably fruitless. Doubtless individual emperors understood something of the nature of the challenges facing the Empire and deliberately initiated policies to address them. Thus, it is clear that Hadrian adopted a more defensive stance than his predecessors and did order the building of a set of fixed barriers. He also travelled far more extensively than previous rulers and so, presumably, gained more of an understanding of the real situation on the imperial frontiers than an emperor such as Tiberius, who rarely strayed from the environs of Rome when in power.

However, the Romans lacked the intelligence resources to predict the routes and strengths of the waves of barbarians that crashed against the frontiers from the later 2nd century.14 Responses to these tended to be reactive and localised. Once a problem had arisen, it had to be solved, but it was rarely foreseen, with a solution devised to head it off. Whilst the rulers of the Roman Empire may well, therefore, have been constantly reassessing their options in the light of events, this hardly amounts to a ‘Grand Strategy’. Major initiatives such as the conquest of Britain by Claudius in AD 43 scarcely amount to a strategy at all, conditioned more by the need to demonstrate military prowess and acquire glory than by any desire to promote the security or well-being of the Empire – in fact, Caligula’s annexation of a large stretch of North Africa in AD 40 seems to have been prompted by a fit of pique at the dress sense of his cousin, King Ptolemy of Mauretania.15

Hadrian ordered the building of his eponymous wall across northern Britain in the early part of the 2nd century AD, and though it was perhaps intended to control movement rather than act as a solid barrier, the fortified Wall has since become an apt symbol of the increasing defensiveness of Rome. In Germany, too, watchtowers were reinforced at this time with more permanent and forbidding obstacles. And then, as if the very fear of retreat had summoned up its own genie, the pace of barbarian pressure against the frontiers increased. The catalogue of barbarian invasions grows ever more dense in the 3rd century, although it is hard to determine which, for example, of the ten recorded incursions between 253 and 298 gravely threatened the security of the Empire.16 A series of civil wars and a revolving-door procession of short-lived rulers also seriously undermined it, and it was doubtless this weakness that contributed to the Romans’ increasing inability to see off the barbarians. Decius was killed in battle against the Goths in 251 – the first emperor to die in combat against an enemy – and in 263 the Romans withdrew from a province in Europe for the first time, when they abandoned the Agri Decumates (part of modern Germany and Switzerland). Dacia (modern Romania) was similarly evacuated soon afterwards, and it was only under Aurelian in the 270s that a sense of equilibrium was restored. The historian Ammianus Marcellinus described the threatening barbarian invasions of this period as ‘like a river which had burst its barriers’.17 The barbarians did not go away, pressed from behind by yet more distant tribes, and in the end the limes proved untenable.

At the conclusion of the 3rd century, chastened by its close call in the turmoil of the preceding half-century, the Empire reinvented itself. Although some of his predecessors had undertaken reforms dictated by the desperate necessity of pressing crises, Diocletian (284–305) implemented more wholesale changes. Everything from the central administration to the army, the taxation systems and the long-standing organisation of provinces was modified, resulting, on balance, in a more centralised structure, with more resources immediately available to the Emperor to help him impose his will. In contrast, the government of the early Empire had been largely a matter of the amici (‘friends’) of the Emperor operating in a largely informal system with relatively few bureaucrats, who were in any case principally imperial slaves or freedmen.18

Although the process was not entirely straightforward – few of the ‘simple’ notions about the Roman Empire ever are – Diocletian broadly speaking doubled the number of provinces that the Empire had previously possessed. Thus Britain, which had beforehand been divided into two provinces, Britannia Inferior and Superior,19 now had four provinces: Britannia Prima, Britannia Secunda, Maxima Caesariensis and Flavia Caesariensis. The resources available to the governors of each of these four provinces, most particularly the local garrison, were thus divided and diminished, so the danger of an overmighty governor recruiting a few of his neighbours and assembling a force that might overthrow the Emperor himself – an occurrence that had become disturbingly commonplace in the 3rd century – was largely removed. The number of bureaucrats necessary to service all these new governors was multiplied by the grouping of several provinces into a diocese, each supervised by a vicar. Thus the Diocese of Africa, which included modern Tunisia, much of Algeria and parts of Libya, comprised the provinces of Zeugitana, Byzacena, Mauretania Caesariensis, Numidia and Tripolitania. In turn, the dioceses were grouped together into praetorian prefectures (generally one for Gaul, including Spain and Britain; one for Italy, including most of North Africa; one for Illyricum, essentially much of the Balkans; and one for the remainder of the Eastern Empire).20 For the sake of simplicity, I have largely ignored these new provincial boundaries and titles from the reforms of Diocletian, and my chapter divisions reflect earlier usage.

The office of prefect, which had previously designated the supreme army officer of the Empire, was now shorn of its military responsibilities and instead the praetorian prefect became a sort of bureaucratic supremo and, until the later 5th century, theoretically the most important person in the Empire after the Emperor himself. Despite this great increase in administrative personnel, the Empire still had relatively few officials compared to a modern state, and never aspired to the provision of services such as universal education or health-care. Even in the judicial field, much later Roman legislation – such as the setting of tariffs payable by litigants – had as much to do with rationing access to justice through the establishment of financial barriers as with any notion of equity for all.21

Even the government of the Later Roman Empire, with its uniformed corps of officials able to extend the reach of the authorities to an extent that had been inconceivable earlier, was not an efficient beast. Policies and laws determined at the centre were often watered down to the point of ineffectiveness by the time they reached the provinces, and even resorting to officials who lay outside the normal structures, such as the agentes in rebus – who acted almost as a secret police service in the Later Empire – only marginally increased the Emperor’s ability to know what was actually going on in the vast territory over which he ruled. At the frontiers, this problem was magnified by distance; even employing the comparatively speedy journey times permitted by transit along the rivers, it could take a minimum of eleven days to get from southern Germany (near Ulm) to Sirmium (in modern Serbia),22 while imperial rulings issued in Milan in the 4th century took somewhere between two and ten weeks to travel just as far as Rome. The lag between order and implementation could sometimes have near-comic effects. In AD 40 the Emperor Caligula sent a letter to Publius Petronius, then governor of Syria, ordering him to commit suicide; fortunately it took more than three months to reach him, and by the time it did, the governor already had in his hands another letter that informed him of Caligula’s assassination in January 41. Under such circumstances it was extremely difficult, and ultimately pointless, to try to micromanage the border provinces.

The frontier, as established by the time of Trajan, links important places whose Roman provenance can only be guessed at in their current guise – Colonia Agrippinensis (Cologne), which hosted the Roman Rhine fleet; Mogontiacum (Mainz); Vindobona (Vienna), where the Emperor Marcus Aurelius died; Aquincum (Budapest), with its twin military and civilian amphitheatres; Naissus (Nisˇ), which was so comprehensively destroyed by Attila the Hun that a Roman army had to camp outside its walls in a field filled with human bones; and Singidunum (Belgrade), which began life as a legionary camp; and other more brooding ruins, such as Volubilis (in Morocco), Leptis Magna (in Libya) and Petra (in Jordan). After the fall of the Empire, these cities and provinces went their separate ways, but all had shared the rule of Rome for centuries. Their common heritage cries out for recognition.

Roman emperors did not have the luxury, as we have, of looking at the extent of their empire and the course of the limes on precisely drawn maps, with towns and forts carefully marked out by neat squares and circles. The Romans were inveterate surveyors, carefully dividing out the land on which they intended to establish cities into neat squares. Yet the skills of the agrimensores, the men who performed this task (and equally, the division of the countryside around the towns, establishing the boundaries between segments with stones), were not put to similar use in mapping the Empire. The Romans, when they put their minds to cartography, thought in terms of ‘Itineraries’, or depictions of routes, showing the distances between stages on a journey rather than a topographically accurate representation of the terrain. The most famous of these, known as the Peutinger Table (or Tabula Peuteringiana),23 is a medieval copy of a probably late-4th- or early-5th-century original. It is made up of a roll around 7 metres long and 34 centimetres wide, depicting more than 110,000 kilometres of roads, and showing 6,000 marked distances between towns, fort and mutationes (stations of the cursus publicus or public post). More than 500 locations are decorated with miniature depictions of towns or other places of interest, which, in the case of the major cities of the Roman world, such as Rome, Constantinople and Antioch (Antakya), are quite elaborate. With its muted colours and stretched-out representation of the Roman provinces, the Peutinger Table forms an attractive mainstay of museums the entire length and breadth of the frontier. That it was not unique is indicated by another source, the Antonine Itinerary, a purely written (as opposed to visual) set of routes throughout the Empire, probably dating from the early 3rd century, which may have been prepared for use by the Emperor Caracalla himself.

The Peutinger Table has in particular provided an invaluable treasure trove of information for archaeologists and historians seeking to establish the names (and sometimes the locations) of Roman sites that are not otherwise attested in literary sources. Another equally useful resource (if not, strictly speaking, a map or an itinerary) is the Notitia Dignitatum, a list of principal office-holders, both civil and military, in the eastern and western portions of the Empire, together with the junior officials they supervised or the troops they commanded. It has a complex history: probably drawn up around 395, after which its eastern and western portions were then kept up to date haphazardly, with the western section being revised until about 408.24 As well as information on the deployment of the late-Roman army – if the Notitia can be believed to portray this accurately, rather than promote a bureaucratic theory that was not reflected in reality – it also contains priceless indications of the names of garrison stations in the early 5th century. Information contained in it (and in more localised sources) assisted historians and archaeologists in determining the correct names of the forts along Hadrian’s Wall, where the names were either not recorded at all by contemporary writers or were referred to in an ambiguous fashion.

By the time of the Notitia, the Empire had changed dramatically from the beast it had been at the time of Augustus, the first emperor. The reforms of Diocletian in the late 3rd century had been followed by an equally portentous transformation under Constantine I, who by the Edict of Milan in 313 decreed the toleration of Christianity in the Empire.25 The urban topography of the Empire now began to shift, with rich benefactors, where they still existed, giving money for the construction of churches rather than temples or theatres, and the bishops emerging as powerful alternative power bases in the cities. Over time, the politics of the Christian Church, and struggles over who was to command obedience within it, began to overshadow power plays over the army and the central administration itself.

For all its success in weathering storms that would have destroyed any lesser state, the Roman Empire’s frontiers began to leak badly in the 4th century, and by the early 5th century barbarian groups had come to be established permanently within what had formerly been the borders, many of them as foederati claiming a treaty relationship that permitted their otherwise troubling transgression. From the end of the 4th century the Empire’s survival was further compromised by its division into eastern and western portions, in theory still part of one unit, but in practice pretty much looking after their respective interests. The last Roman emperors in the West fought vainly to stabilise the situation, with resources progressively compromised by each loss of territory and the destruction of previously productive cities. Once the Vandals became established in North Africa in 429 and the precious grain supply that its provinces had provided to Italy was lost, the game was nearly up. The Western Empire staggered on for nearly fifty years until what was in effect a military coup d’état by the Germanic majority in the army overthrew the last emperor in 476. Yet the Eastern Empire survived, and under Justinian (527–65) even managed to reconquer many of the lost provinces in the West, before these ephemeral successes were in turn swept away by another series of crises and invasions as the Lombards, the Avars and then – inspired by the new religion of Islam – the Arabs rolled back the tide of the Byzantine advance.

Although Byzantium26 – the term by which historians generally refer to the Eastern Empire after the late 5th century – recovered, and indeed flourished once more, only portions of the old limes, in eastern Anatolia and along the Danube, remained. In general, where the Roman history of an area had not ended earlier – through its conquest by Germanic or Slav invaders – I have taken the Arab invasions of the 7th century as the point beyond which I will not trace its history. In travelling along the frontier all the way from Bowness-on-Solway in the north of England to Volubilis in Morocco, I have encountered more than five centuries of Roman history, in some twenty-one modern countries, covering a range of climatic variations from a snowstorm in Switzerland to a sandstorm at forty-five degrees Centigrade in Egypt’s Dakhleh Oasis, and have covered more than 20,000 kilometres on the ground. Through all this astonishing variation, the staggering fact is that the Roman Empire and its limes endured for centuries, where many modern states have barely held on to their conquests for decades. Along the frontier a vibrant and unique culture grew up, which has bequeathed to us many towns and cities that still thrive today and, even where they do not, a legacy of some of the most beautiful and inspiring ruins in the world. In this sense Rome, and more especially its frontiers, are truly eternal.
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CHAPTER 1

Britannia

The hard road goes on and on – and the wind sings through your helmet-plume – past altars to Legions and Generals forgotten, and broken statues of Gods and Heroes, and thousands of graves where the mountain foxes and hares peep at you... Just when you think you are at the world’s end, you see a smoke from East to West as far as the eye can turn, and then, under it, also as far as the eye can stretch, houses and temples, shops and theatres, barracks and granaries, trickling along like dice behind – always behind – one long, low, rising and falling, and hiding and showing line of towers. And that is the Wall!

Rudyard Kipling, Puck of Pook’s Hill1

In truth it seems more like an ending than a beginning, the estuary of the Solway Firth wide and tranquil, the sun bouncing off the lazily drifting water, giving a rare sparkle and hint of the Mediterranean in this northern clime. The broad beach is backed by a thick strip of grass and a clump of swaying trees, its mud-water trails winding aimlessly towards a small headland. Across the water, in Scotland, four factory chimneys break the otherwise picture-pretty panorama of fields punctuated by a few low houses. This enticing, if unexceptional, landscape marks the beginning of Hadrian’s Wall, one of the defining achievements of Roman military engineering.

For sure, Roman defence works of one kind or another continued on westwards and snaked round the coast of Cumbria to reach Lancashire,2 but it is here that the Wall, as conceived and ordered by Hadrian, reached its westernmost point. It has impressed scholars, travellers and tourists for centuries, and its magnificent state of preservation – at least in its central section, striking straight and unyielding across crags and low ground alike – has served to awe, but has at the same time bedevilled our understanding of the nature of the Roman frontier. For it is tempting to think that such a linear barrier was intended as a definitive line to be held at all costs against potential invaders, who, suitably cowed, would lurk on their ‘barbarian’ side of the line, never to be admitted to the Roman ‘civilised’ side. Unfortunately, both the historical development of the Wall and its engineering give the lie to this oversimplified view. In fact the Wall most probably served as a mix of imperial propaganda – which, in view of its fame close to 2,000 years later, must be judged a success – and a means of economic control.3

The answer to exactly how the frontier came to be here lies in the nature of the Roman conquest of Britain. The island had first come into the sights of Rome in 55 BC, when Julius Caesar, flush from having subjugated the best part of Gaul in a freelance campaign that brought him enormous glory and caused not inconsiderable chagrin to his senatorial adversaries, decided that a sally across the ‘Ocean’ that traditionally marked the end of the world might add a little something to his already sky-high reputation. Although he returned in 54 BC and won a series of encounters with the rather disunited Britons, a revolt in Gaul the next year diverted his attention, after which the greater call of power politics on the central Roman stage meant that he never returned to the frankly rather peripheral island. Yet he may well have made some kind of treaty arrangement with British chiefs, and the expectation really must have been that his successes were a preliminary to the organisation in short order of Britain as a properly constituted Roman province.4

It took almost a hundred years for Claudius to despatch Roman arms back across the Channel and to begin the conquest of Britain in earnest. His motivation may have been the desire to win an easy victory, for his elevation to the throne had followed the murder of his nephew Caligula, and he was put forward by the praetorians, the elite imperial bodyguard, as much as a candidate who would not punish them for their involvement in the murder of his predecessor as for any perceived fitness for the job. Indeed, it was precisely his reputation as something between a drooling idiot and an academic stuck in an ivory tower that attracted them; Claudius would, they thought, be a pliable and malleable emperor, easily shaped by the interests of the faction that had promoted him.

Claudius, who was in fact nobody’s fool and had feigned idiocy as a ploy to prevent his volatile nephew from having him assassinated, was badly in need of some martial achievements to bolster his position. Landing somewhere in Kent (probably at Rutupiae,5 modern Richborough), in the summer of AD 43, his forces6 rapidly secured the south-east, and the Emperor himself was able to make a brief cameo appearance to bask in some of the glory.

Over the next four decades, Roman control pushed inexorably northwards and westwards, weathering on the way a revolt by Boudicca’s Iceni in the early 60s, which nearly brought the whole enterprise of Britannia to a premature end.7 Finally, by around 74, direct Roman control reached to the edge of modern Scotland. Four years later a new governor of Britannia arrived, who has, thanks to the biography written by his son-in-law Tacitus, become the most famous of them all.

Gnaeus Julius Agricola, who had previous experience in Britain,8 was to serve an unusually long stint in the post.9 He conducted a series of six campaigns, which projected Roman power ever further northwards, and looked set to establish the whole island of Britain as Roman territory. The campaigns can only really be followed by seeking to identify the marching camps which the Roman army built each evening as they campaigned, for the information provided by Tacitus is frustratingly imprecise and too vague to determine the exact lines of advance.

It seems, however, that by 80 the Romans had reached the estuary of the Tay, and forts were established along the line of the Forth–Clyde isthmus, the most obvious stopping point short of occupation of the Highlands. Finally, in 83, the Caledonians, the principal tribal group in the area, were pressured into standing and fighting a pitched battle, almost always a serious misjudgement on the part of Rome’s barbarian enemies.

The location of this battle at ‘Mons Graupius’ is uncertain, but may have been somewhere north of Aberdeen.10 The Caledonians, led by Calgacus, were roundly defeated; Agricola lured them off the high ground they had occupied by weakening his centre, which the disorganised tribesmen then rushed to envelop, leaving them vulnerable to a rout by fresh cavalry regiments that the Roman general had held in reserve. The victory had, unusually, been achieved almost entirely by auxiliary regiments; the elite legionaries had not been engaged. At any rate, some 10,000 Caledonians are said to have died, for the loss of just 360 Romans. Tacitus puts a moving and rather philosophical speech into the mouth of Calgacus after the battle. The Romans, he said, had ‘made a desert and called it peace’,11 a taunt which the defeated have levelled at the victors throughout history, but which has always availed them little.

The Romans now settled in for a permanent occupation of Scotland.12 Although Agricola was withdrawn, most probably in 84, a legionary fortress was built at Inchtuthil, on the Tay, about 25 kilometres to the north of Perth. It was probably destined to be the home of the XX Valeria Victrix legion, but a sudden change of plan altered the destiny both of the fortress and of the whole of Scotland. Some time after 86,13 the order came to evacuate Inchtuthil, probably prompted by a crisis on the Danube, which called for fresh troops to be transferred there; the fortress was not even completed yet, for no praetorium (commander’s house) or bathhouse has been located. When the legionaries left, they buried a huge quantity of nails – some one million in all – in an enormous pit, not wanting to cart such a weight of ironwork back south with them, but also wanting to deny the Caledonians the use of such a precious resource, which might be remanufactured into weaponry.14

The Romans were now left with insufficient forces to hold down the Highlands of Scotland, and the advance positions were abandoned. A line of towers that had occupied the Gask Ridge, blocking incursions through the surrounding glens, was also evacuated in the early 90s. None of these positions had really constituted a linear frontier; rather they were points from which further advances could be made, and now that any movement forward was not in prospect, the search began for a more sustainable set of strong-points further south. Tacitus sniffily notes that the complete conquest of Britain had in effect been achieved and then allowed to slip away.15

The exact stages by which this gradual retreat took place are obscure, but by the end of it, early in the reign of Trajan (98–117), most of the Roman conquests north of the Solway–Tyne isthmus had been abandoned, save for a series of forts, such as Trimontium (Newstead), which acted as outposts in territory that was presumably still notionally allied to the Romans and over which some level of supervision had to be exercised. Trajan’s need for troops to carry out his own wars against the Dacians in 101–2 and in 105–6 then ensured that there would be no easy return to the north of Scotland.16

A Roman military road, which had been constructed during the governorship of Agricola, ran from Lugovalium, the fort at modern Carlisle in the west, to Corstopitum (Corbridge) almost at the eastern end of the isthmus. This road, which is known to historians by its name in medieval times, the Stanegate (or ‘Stone Road’), now in effect became the northern frontier of Britannia. A series of other forts lay along the line,17 built during the reign of Vespasian, Titus or Domitian,18 sited around a day’s march (or about 20 kilometres) from each other.

These posts did not form a comprehensive frontier system such as Hadrian was about to implement, but instead sat along a route that permitted easy movement of troops and rapid reinforcement. With a concentration of force not far removed from the recently evacuated territories, this enabled the Roman army to turn rapidly from a defensive posture to an offensive one, should imperial policy come to dictate it again.

In 117, Trajan died. He was succeeded by Hadrian, who had received a letter announcing his adoption by the Emperor just a day earlier, thereby making him the heir apparent. There was a great deal of gossip, possibly well founded, that Trajan had not in fact initiated the move, and that it had been concocted by a clique centred around his wife Plotina (who was rumoured to be rather too fond of the young general). In 122, Hadrian visited Britain. It was not an expedition that was widely noted by Roman historians, with only the Historia Augusta unambiguously reporting that ‘he made for Britain, where he set many things right’.19 There seems to have been some kind of disturbance in the province at the start of his reign and Hadrian now perhaps came to the far-flung north-west of the Empire to see for himself.20

Hadrian’s Wall

For such a grand and showy feat of engineering, Hadrian’s Wall receives curiously little notice in the sources of the time. Again, it is only the Historia Augusta that remarks that Hadrian ‘was the first to construct a wall eighty miles in length, which was to separate barbarians and Romans’.21 Exactly why the Emperor ordered the building of such a permanent barrier is unclear. That he was, as far as the limits of the Empire were concerned, conservative is clear, tending to preserve and reinforce what he already held, rather than hunt for new territories with rash campaigning beyond the frontiers.22

He had a few years previously ordered the transformation of the border area between Germania Superior and Raetia, where the gap between the Rhine and Danube rivers left an awkward and vulnerable salient. A palisade of oak posts was erected, running for hundreds of kilometres, symbolically and clearly marking the line of the frontier; the barbarians could make no mistake, or trade on any uncertainty, about where the line went.23 Beyond that barrier, they would be trespassing on Roman territory.

In northern England, Hadrian went for an altogether more ambitious scheme. Just why Britannia ended up with a stone (or, in parts, turf) wall, when Germania had to make do with a ditch and a wooden barrier, and Raetia only got a stone wall some six decades later,24 is not obvious. The reason may be as prosaic as the comparative scarcity of sufficient wood in northern Britannia to build a barrier similar to the one in Germania, or it could have been that the shorter stretch of frontier to be covered along the Solway–Tyne isthmus permitted a much grander and – at least for those able to see or hear of it – more prestigious structure to be attempted. Given that Hadrian was not particularly popular to begin with, since his legitimacy was suspect and his reign began with a purge of senators suspected of opposing his accession,25 the creation of such a striking monument would have been an extremely useful symbol of his power.

The VI Victrix legion was sent north to begin work on the project. For the first 45 Roman miles,26 the Wall was built in stone, and from the River Irthing to the Solway Firth (another 31 Roman miles) it was constructed out of turf, a decision that may have indicated that stone was less readily available along the western portion of the Wall’s route. Initially, too, the plan for the eastern stone section was that it should be 3.1 metres in width and approximately 4 metres in height. The Turf Wall needed to be wider (at around 6.2 metres) to ensure its stability, and was probably just less than 4 metres high. Every (Roman) mile, a miniature fort, or ‘milecastle’, would be placed and in between each of these there would be two turrets. In front of the Wall, a ditch would be placed as an additional obstacle, varying in length depending on the terrain, though in some places along the Wall this feature was absent.

In the central section, the Wall incorporates the dramatic volcanic outcrop of the Whin Sill, and in general occupies vantage points offering reasonable visibility to the north. Where it does not (as in the region around Great Chesters), the planners did nothing to deviate the Wall to a more convenient route, preferring the geometric simplicity of a straight line to the more mundane advantages of being able to sight intruders before they actually arrived.

The purpose of Hadrian’s Wall was almost certainly to exercise a high degree of control over the movements of those entering and leaving the Roman province; the Wall is provided with gateways at regular intervals, with travellers not having to travel more than a kilometre along the Wall at any one point to reach one,27 not a sensible provision if it had been seen as a purely military barrier. The gates, presumably, mark the points at which those carrying goods for sale into the Roman province would have paid their tolls.

Moreover, the Wall was not intended as a platform from which to fight. Its width – around 10 Roman feet at most – would barely have permitted two armed soldiers to pass one another, and so would have made a most impracticable defensive position. In addition, at whatever point intruders might attack, it would take time for even small units to make their way from the nearest milecastle or turret; and then, should the enemy somehow not already have passed over the Wall, the confined fighting space available would mean that the Roman soliders would not be able to bring their full force to bear. That is, unless the barbarians should choose to attack at one of the forts along the Wall, a most unlikely tactic for those intent merely on quick plundering raids to the south.

The history of the Wall’s construction is complex. Building probably commenced north of the existing Stanegate fort at Corstopitum (Corbridge), and one team of legionaries built eastwards towards Pons Aeli (Newcastle), while another worked their way west to the point where the Turf Wall began.28 Although the Wall was originally planned to sit on a foundation of around 3 metres, only in the section from Newcastle to the North Tyne (known as the Broad Wall) was this actually achieved. Between that point and the Irthing, although the foundations had already been laid, the Wall was actually built to a narrower gauge of 2.4 metres (the Narrow Wall).

Initially, the only troops along the Wall line were stationed at the milecastles and fortlets, with reinforcements, if needed, having to be summoned from the Stanegate forts to the rear. Before the construction of the barrier was completed, however, there was yet another change of plan and a decision was taken to construct new forts along the Wall itself, with a distance of around 10–14 kilometres between each of them. Eleven in all were attached to the Wall structure,29 normally with one-third of the fort (and three gates) projecting out into barbaricum, an arrangement which again suggests that Roman military planners thought in terms of issuing out of the forts to face the enemy, rather than having to defend those three vulnerable gates against attack.

The Stanegate forts were rendered redundant by these new Wall forts, and were for the most part abandoned, or turned over to civilian use. The system was completed by the digging of another ditch to the rear of the Wall, known to modern archaeology as the Vallum, which may have marked out the limit of the territorium, the district under the direct control of the military. ‘Outpost’ forts were also built north of the Wall line, at Blatobulgium (Birrens) and Fanococidi (Bewcastle), an indication that, whatever the beguiling simplicity of regarding Hadrian’s Wall as a fixed and rigid barrier, the Romans had no intention whatsoever of abdicating all control or freedom of manoeuvre in the territory immediately to the north of it.

Inscriptions discovered on the Wall show that the building was undertaken by detachments from all three of Britannia’s legions: II Augusta, which came up from Isca (Caerleon) in Wales; XX Valeria Victrix from Deva (Chester); and VI Victrix, which was based at Eboracum (York).30 The first season of building probably took place in 122,31 the year of Hadrian’s visit, although there would not have been time to make a great deal of progress. By 124, large sections of the Stone Wall were complete and probably all of the Turf Wall.32 It was possibly then that the decision to bring the forts up to the line of the Wall was taken. The forts themselves, though, were still being built in the 130s, with Magnis (Carvoran) probably not being completed until 136/7. Apart from the inevitable repairs and minor improvements conducted during the life of the Wall, the final changes to the original scheme took place with the rebuilding in stone of part of the turf section late in the reign of Hadrian, and the completion of the same work in the section from milecastle 54 to Bowness around 160, under Antoninus Pius.

The effort required to complete all these works was staggering; including various outpost stations, twenty forts had to be built, together with 100 milecastles and around 200 turrets. The total amount of material required seems to have been in the region of one million cubic metres for the Stone Wall and about four-fifths of that amount for the Turf Wall.33 When the Wall scholar Collingwood Bruce enlisted the services of Robert Rawlinson, a friendly engineer, to determine the costs of the material used, he based it on a figure of 10,000 men needed to build the Wall and dig the ditch and taking 240 days. The cost, in the mid-19th century, came out at an estimated £1,021,000, barely enough in the early 21st century to purchase a three-bedroom flat in a fashionable part of central London.34

The visitor hoping for visible relics of the Wall in its westernmost reaches will be disappointed, as none of the original line is to be seen in place and almost all the stones have long gone. Somewhere in the current main street of Bowness stood the fort of Maia, utterly vanished now, though the point where its internal roadways intersected stands conveniently on the site of the King’s Arms pub. The nearby church of Saint Michael, however, does at least incorporate some Roman masonry within it, and these probably represent the last remains of the most westerly fort along the Wall.

Past Drumburgh, which once housed the fort of Congavata, the line of the Wall passes through Burgh-by-Sands, where Aballava stood. Here, again at the church of Saint Michael (who, as a rather militaristic archangel, is an appropriate consumer of recycled Roman army ma terial), some Roman masonry can be seen, patches of red sandstone, presumably cannibalised from the fort and Wall. The rather imposing square tower of the church incorporates arrow slits, for this was long contested territory between England and Scotland, and the need for such defensive installations overrode any ecclesiastical admonitions to love one’s neighbour.

The next fort to the east lay on a site that has prospered more since Roman times. Indeed, Carlisle, or Luguvalium, as it was known, is one of only two main urban centres along the Wall (the other being Pons Aeli/Newcastle at the eastern extremity). A delightful cathedral city, its population of 70,000 hardly competes with other metropolises elsewhere along the Roman frontier, but it is nonetheless a stark contrast to the rural stretches along which the Wall traces its course in this westerly region. An earlier Flavian fort (called Uxelodunum) was built here, probably around 72, but it was later demolished and a new building constructed upon the mound on which now soar up the medieval battlements of Carlisle Castle. This Roman fort was still standing, at least in part, more than two centuries after the province fell from the Empire’s grasp in 410, for there is a record of the Northumbrian holy man and bishop, Saint Cuthbert, visiting the place in 685.35

It was not just at Luguvalium that the Wall remained substantially intact at the time. The 8th-century monk Bede makes mention of it in his Ecclesiastical History, implying that stretches of it may still have existed on the easternmost part of its course, close to his monastery at Jarrow. Bede, though, mistakenly attributes the construction of the Wall to Septimius Severus rather than Hadrian.36 For those living in an era in which northern England was only just emerging from the chaotic and impoverished world of the first two post-Roman centuries, the remains of the Wall must have seemed an almost impossible achievement. Nowadays, in contrast, apart from a few stones built into the structure of Carlisle Castle, it is only possible to get a real sense of the Roman achievement on the western part of the Wall at Carlisle’s Tullie House Museum.

The troops that garrisoned the Wall represented the Roman military machine at the peak of its military effectiveness. In early imperial times, the Roman army overwhelmingly consisted of an annual levy of farmers who exchanged their sickles for swords each year, hoping to return home for harvest time. It was men such as these who had subdued the other peoples of the Italian peninsula, defeated Hannibal and begun the acquisition of Rome’s Spanish and Balkan provinces. By the start of the 1st century BC, however, the length of time the soldiers were needed had stretched from months into years, and the civil wars of the middle of that century led to the raising of armies hugely in excess of the legion or two that had been traditional. It also led to increasing professionalisation of the army as the soldiers, and particularly the centurions (the senior NCOs), fought in campaign after campaign and came to form the backbone of a seasoned and effective fighting force.

When Augustus emerged triumphant as sole ruler of the Empire, having seen off Mark Antony and his Egyptian ally Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium in 31 BC, he commanded around eighty legions, possibly in excess of 400,000 men. The expectation, at least of those who held to the republican way of doing things, might have been that he dismiss the vast majority of these and then raise fresh troops whenever the exigencies of future campaigning should demand it. Augustus did dispense with more than half of the force – it was simply too expensive to keep them in uniform – but he retained twenty-eight permanent legions, Rome’s first full standing army. The number would vary slightly over the coming centuries: three legions lost against the Germans in AD 9, a clutch cashiered in AD 70 for disloyalty,37 two raised in Italy in 165 to act as a strategic reserve and a further three for Septimius Severus’s expedition against the Parthians in the 190s. The total, however, did not vary dramatically until the shape of the whole army was modified wholesale in the late 3rd century under external pressures with which the old system could not cope.

By the time of Hadrian, the organisation of the legions was also set out on a more formal basis than it had been in the initial years of the Empire. Every legion was numbered – although confusingly, there were often several sharing the same designation – and each had a nickname that identified it more securely, such as the V ‘Alaudae’ (‘the larks’) or, more martially, the XII ‘Fulminata’ (‘the lightning-throwers’). Each legion was essentially an infantry force, made up of ten cohorts of 480 men, each in turn subdivided into six ‘centuries’ of eighty men,38 reinforced by a small cavalry force of 120, which together with specialists and officers made a total complement of something over 5,000 soldiers.39

All of the men had to be Roman citizens on enlistment, and they were commanded by a legionary legate, always from the senatorial elite,40 often an ambitious politician with at least one prior military posting. He was assisted by a subordinate tribune, normally only in his twenties but again of senatorial rank, for whom this would be his first military experience. The effective third in command was the praefectus castrorum (prefect of the camp), normally a long-serving senior centurion, and then beneath him five junior tribunes, the tribuni angusticlavii, recruited from the equestrian class (the next step down socially from the senatorial order), who were – though very much subordinate to the senatorial tribune – likely to be older than him.

The nearest legionaries to the Wall, apart from building parties or at times when active campaigning was going on, were based well back at the fortress in Eboracum (York). They were supported by a roughly equal number of auxiliaries, and it was these who made up the garrison of Hadrian’s Wall. The Romans had long recruited foreign allies to their armies, allies whose fighting styles were often well adapted to the conditions of particular terrains or campaigns. The organisation of these forces was once again regularised under Augustus. They still formed a noncitizen force, but three different types of unit were established. The cohort (cohors) was entirely composed of infantry and was either quingenary (480 men) or milliary (800 men). The cavalry were divided into alae (‘wings’), each either quingenary (512 men) or milliary (768).41 Further variation was provided by mixed units of cavalry and infantry, termed cohortes equitatae. Within these basic designations there was a great deal of flexibility, and units of slingsmen, archers and even, in the East, of camel-borne soldiers are recorded.42

Both legionaries and auxiliaries had to sign up for twenty-five years of service – the term had been twenty years early in the imperial period, but was soon extended.43 Legionaries received a bonus on their retirement, which in AD 5 was set at some 12,000 sesterces, a sum equal to more than twelve years’ salary.44 Instead of a cash payment, the auxiliaries were awarded Roman citizenship on completing their term of service, a privilege that they could pass onto their descendants (although sons actually born during their time of service were excluded, so that they in turn would be forced to join the army if they wanted to enjoy the privilege of Roman citizenship).45 On being discharged they were given a diploma, inscribed on leaves of bronze, which proved their right to citizenship, a copy of which was supposed to be deposited in Rome. Scores of these diplomas have been found, although representing only a fraction of those originally issued, and the fact that they also list the units and provinces from which the troops were being discharged makes them an invaluable resource for tracking the movements of auxiliary units around the Empire.

The strength of the garrison on the Wall obviously varied somewhat depending on military contingencies. After the principal Roman line of defence was pushed northwards in the 140s to the Antonine Wall on the Forth–Clyde isthmus, it dropped to virtually zero. When Hadrian’s Wall was completed in about 138, however, the garrisons of the forts and milecastles represented up to 8,000 men.46 By the 3rd century, under Septimius Severus, this number was probably somewhat lower, although by then the troops had to man a greatly reduced number of turrets and milecastles, many of which had been decommissioned. From this time, there was more stability in the units garrisoning each defensive position, and many of those attested in residence at the start of the 3rd century probably remained in place until the last years of Roman rule in Britain.

The next-door fort to Luguvalium was around 12 kilometres to the east. Petriana, now in the village of Stanwix, housed the biggest and most prestigious unit of all along the entire British frontier, the Ala Petriana milliaria, a 1,000-strong cavalry regiment, one of few such double-strength units anywhere in the Empire.47 To accommodate this number of soldiers, Petriana, whose remains lie beneath yet another church of Saint Michael, was itself the largest fort on the Wall.

The terrain around it is open, ideally suited to operations by cavalry units, and, equally, more vulnerable to large-scale incursions from across the frontier than the broken-up, undulating and craggy sections further to the east. It has also, sadly, militated against the survival of much of the Wall, for the robbing of stones was considerably easier in this area, where the settlements in which they could be reused were much closer at hand.

It is only after a nearly 20-kilometre hike from Stanwix east to Hare Hill that the first extant section of the Wall appears, up a pleasant tree-shaded rise and behind a fine beech hedge. It is also, by chance, the highest section on the whole north-British frontier. Rising up in the shape of an omega truncated at one side, this chunk gives some sense of the scale on which the entire Wall would originally have appeared. Yet it seems strangely domesticated in this tranquil setting, a secret that has integrated itself into the landscape, hidden far away from its military purpose. The facing stones that concealed the rubble core are not the original ones, having been replaced by others found here and there along the Wall by restorationists in the 19th century, enthusiasts who were rather keener on the effect than the authenticity of their work, and who additionally re-erected the upper courses of the Hare Hill section, which had long since fallen into ruin.

The Wall, indeed, has long attracted the interest of antiquarians, being one of the structures that first sparked off real interest in Britain’s Roman heritage in the 16th century. Hare Hill was remarked upon by one of the most notable of them all, William Hutton, who in 1802 noted, ‘I viewed this relick with admiration. I saw no part higher... Near this place the Wall is five feet high.’48

From Hare Hill it is less than a kilometre east to the first surviving turret at Banks – denominated as 52a, according to the generally accepted numbering system49 – set beside a little lay-by off the main road. Wings of the Wall head off from either side of the small square turret, reconstructed to around a metre in height, but the main feature of interest is a huge chunk of masonry preserved in the place where it fell when the turret collapsed. The building was occupied at least until the 3rd century, when cutbacks and rationalisations meant that many of the turrets were abandoned.

A few hundred metres away, in a rolling pasture at Pike Hill, lie the ruins of a Roman signal station. Only the fractured remains of the original survive, for it was damaged when the modern road was built in the 1870s, but the view – the reason for which the station was sited here so close to other military buildings – is tremendous. The signal station in fact pre-dated the Wall, and was awkwardly bonded with it, but the vantage point, towards the foothills of the Cheviots to the north, and as far as the northern reaches of the Lake District to the south, made its preservation worthwhile. Inside the ruined structure a platform that led to the upper storeys of the tower can just be made out, a reminder that many of the buildings along the Wall originally rose to far above the level that can be seen today.

For those walking east along the Wall’s line, the way here continues to be mercifully flat, past the remains of Lea Hill turret and through an attractive (and cooling) wood from which the grassed-over V-shape of the Vallum can clearly be seen striking across the landscape – a welcome reminder (as the Wall itself here is almost wholly missing) that this is still the course of the frontier. Just beyond this section, between Wall Burn and High House Farm, a rare section of the Turf Wall can be seen, a continuous bumpy ridge that looks as though a burial mound had been seized, stretched and elongated for several hundred metres.

This whole western section of the Wall, which stretched initially from the River Irthing to Bowness – and which was rebuilt in stone in two stages, in the late 130s and then around 160 – lay largely on a foundation of turf, although in places (such as around milecastle 72) this was replaced by cobblestones. The specified size of the turves – according to the military manual of Vegetius50 – was 18 Roman inches by 12 by 6, although it is hard to tell if the legionary builders on the northern frontier kept to this standard, as insufficient evidence survives to gauge the measurements accurately. Most of the Turf Wall seems to have been destroyed when it was rebuilt in stone, explaining the slightness of the remains that can be seen today.

From this stretch at High House Farm, the way continues north-eastwards across flat farmland for a short distance until the walls of the Birdoswald estate come into view. The Romans chose to site the fort of Banna here, to the north of the Irthing gorge, providing a platform from which to strike northwards, rather than the purely defensive location that would have meant constructing the camp to the south of the river. Originally built in timber (probably around 125), it was replaced by a stone fort around 138,51 and seems to have been in use right until the end of Roman Britain (and quite possibly beyond). The place may well be the Amboglanna of the Notitia Dignitatum (which gives as its garrison the Cohors I Aelia Dacorum, originally from Dacia in modern Romania).

Birdoswald is the first of the forts along the Wall that survives in anything like its original state, neither robbed wholesale for its stones, nor completely obliterated by the expansion of the urban settlements around it (as at Carlisle), and it displays many of the features of classic early imperial military architecture. Roman
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