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PREFACE




In the 6th century British monk Gildas – now thought to have been Scottish, gathered up snippets of history and formed them into his work: De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain). 

Around 830 CE the Welsh monk Nennius collected scraps of history and legend, collating them into a collection now known as Historia Brittonum. 

Much later, Sir Isaac Newton collected his thoughts about gravity, explaining:

‘I do not know what I may appear to the world, but to myself I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the sea-shore and diverting myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.’

This British tradition of assembling what seems curious and interesting is good – and it is one that I share. A giant on whose shoulders I now stand is W. J. Thoms. His fascinating Notes & Queries was first published in 1849 as a weekly periodical academic correspondence magazine, in which people could exchange knowledge on folklore, literature and history. 

Wikipedia says: ‘The magazine has been likened to a nineteenth-century version of a moderated Internet newsgroup.’ 

The Notes & Queries concept was copied by The Guardian newspaper in 1989 in its weekly column of the same name.

The idea is sound. We find our shiny pebble; we study it, play with it, and this usually leads to some other fact or clue. Away we go, through the wonderful gardens of knowledge, myth, and legend. 




I hope you enjoy the trip.

All the best to you.




David




David EP Dennis FCIPD LCGI RAF

Bexhill-on-Sea, East Sussex, England

2021





CHAPTER 1 IRON, SILVER AND GOLD


Empires have to be maintained. Emperors need currency. Armies need weapons. Populations need the materials for housing and living. There were six million fractious Roman citizens to be appeased – excluding the children, women, and slaves of the expanding empire. Britain was a land populated by a ‘woad-painted rabble’, with a landscape rich in mineral deposits just waiting to be mined - those certainly were the thoughts of Emperor Claudius and were part of his motivation for the invasion of Britain.

Britain was indeed abundant in metal ore, one of the main consumables in the Roman Empire. It was not just iron and lead that the Romans wanted to mine; there was also gold, copper, and tin. Lead was the major prize, as it could be used for water pipes, guttering, and once liquefied in a furnace, mixed with tin to make pewter. But the Romans had an even more important use for lead: they would extract the silver from the lead ore to make coins and tableware.

Within six years of the invasion of 43 CE, the Mendip lead mines were in full production. By 70 CE, Britain was the largest supplier of lead and silver in the Empire - it reached such a level that the Spanish lodged a complaint with the emperor, as their lead trade had fallen to such a low level. The emperor responded by setting limits for Britain’s production, but this did not affect production levels. Lead was in such high demand that the number of mines increased, despite the limitations, and output rose. New mines opened and a large part of Wales and North-West England was being mined for lead by the end of the 1st Century CE.

Originally, lead mines were under direct control of the Roman authorities. They hoped to ensure as few ‘agents’ as possible were involved in lead mining. They believed the more companies that were involved in mining, the greater the opportunity for theft and fraud. Lead was such a basic necessity in the Empire that Rome needed to ensure that there was little chance of unrest which could spoil the production targets.

Eventually, around 60 CE, at the time of the Boudiccan rebellion, they agreed to hand over mine management responsibility to two trusted agents, Gaius Nipius Ascanius, and Tiberius Claudius Triferna. This is known because their insignia appears on lead ingots that appeared after this time.


[image: Image1]
Lead ingot bearing the insignia of Gaius Nipius Ascanius:

Inscription Transliteration: G(ai) Nipi Ascani


Under the control of these two entrepreneurs, the lead mines were leased out to private companies on payment of a levy. In return, they had to pass over half the lead mined to the government’s Imperial Procurator, to be given to the government. The remaining half they could sell on the market. Inevitably, most of the lead was still sold to the largest consumer of lead - the Emperor and government of Rome.




Roman iron mining

The Celtic Silurians most probably brought the art of ironmaking to Britain. They found ore and timber in abundance in the Forest of Dean and applied their metallurgy skills. Julius Caesar relates that when he visited these Islands, he found the early Britons using iron bars for coin (Currency Bars), and there is abundant proof that the Romans produced iron in the forest in immense quantities. Romans mined in the 4,000-year-old raised limestone cave system called ‘scowles’ at Puzzlewood, a part of Lambsquay Wood. This site is now a big attraction, both to tourists and filmmakers. It was a site of inspiration for Tolkien in his Lord of the Rings.


Currency bars

Before the Romans, the Silurian Celts had no coinage but partly relied on iron currency bars for bartering. Julius Caesar gives us the only contemporary account of coinage in Iron Age Britain. In his 54 BC report on military campaigns there, he writes: ‘For money they use either bronze or gold coins or iron ingots of fixed weights’. This mention does not confirm whether he saw the currency he describes but finds of both coins and ingots over the last 150 years substantiate Caesar’s report.

The currency bars were usually around 80cm long and 4cm wide. They resembled a half-finished sword with a roughly shaped handle at one end, and slightly hammered at the other.

Currency bars have been found on three sites in the Cotswolds area of Gloucestershire and appear to have been standardised for easy transportation and bartering. The largest group totalling 147 bars were found while digging a gravel pit at Salmonsbury Camp, Bourton-on-the-Water, in 1860.

At Uley Bury Camp, near Dursley, across the other side of the River Severn from Lydney, excavations carried out on the north-eastern rampart during the 1970s also found iron currency bars.

There were many iron mines in Roman Britain. The index to the Ordnance Survey Map of Roman Britain lists thirty-three main iron mines: 67% of these are in the Weald, including many in Sussex, and 15% in the Forest of Dean. Because iron ores were widespread and iron was relatively cheap, the location of iron mines was often determined by the availability of wood, which Britain had in abundance, to make charcoal smelting fuel. Significant amounts of iron were needed for the Roman war machine, and Britain was the perfect place to fill that need.

Many underground mines were constructed by slaves obeying the Roman threat of death. The work was dangerous, and many lives were lost. Once the raw ore was removed from the mine, it would be crushed, then washed. The less dense rock would wash away, leaving behind the iron oxide, which would then be smelted using the bloomery method. The iron was heated to 1500°C using charcoal. The remaining slag was removed and dumped. An example of the bloomery slag can be seen at Beauport Park on The Ridge, at Hastings. This is a large site that includes a bathhouse for the Roman Navy (Classis Britannia).

After being smelted, the iron was sent to forges, where it was reheated, and
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