
9 781873 124673

H
ad

rian
’s W

all:  A
 H

istory of A
rchaeological T

hou
ght  

 
D

avid
 J. B

reeze

Front cover images: A visitor to Hadrian’s Wall in the nineteenth century; Francis Haverfi eld excavating 
about 1900; the 1929 excavation at Birdoswald; excavating South Shields in 2002

Back cover image: A coin of Hadrian
EXTRA
SERIES

XLII

CUMBERLAND AND WESTMORLAND
ANTIQUARIAN AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY

 Interpretations of the function and history of Hadrian’s Wall have 
been offered for 1,800 years. In this book, David Breeze considers these 
interpretations in order to understand how our present beliefs have 
been acquired, and to understand why we interpret Hadrian’s Wall 
in the way that we do. He undertakes this by examining eleven topics 
which illuminate our understanding of this great Roman frontier.
 David Breeze served as President of the Cumberland and 
Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society from 2011 to 
2014 having been President of the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle. 
His fi rst paper, on the building of Hadrian’s Wall, was published in 
1968 and since then he has written several books on the Wall as well as 
many papers on this and other frontiers.

David J. Breeze

54794_CWAAS_HADRIAN'S_WALL_COVER_21.07.14.indd   154794_CWAAS_HADRIAN'S_WALL_COVER_21.07.14.indd   1 05/08/2014   16:1905/08/2014   16:19



Hadrian’s Wall:

A History of Archaeological Thought 



H
ad

ri
an

’s
 W

al
l. 

T
he

 r
oa

d
 b

et
w

ee
n

 C
or

br
id

ge
 a

n
d

 C
ar

lis
le

 is
 g

en
er

al
ly

 k
n

ow
n

 b
y 

it
s 

m
ed

ie
va

l n
am

e,
 t

he
 S

ta
n

eg
at

e



Hadrian’s Wall:
A History of Archaeological Thought 

David J. Breeze

CUMBERLAND AND WESTMORLAND
AntiquAriAn And ArchAeologicAl Society

2014



Cumberland and Westmorland
Antiquarian and Archaeological Society

Hon. General Editor
Professor Colin Richards

Hadrian’s Wall:
A History of Archaeological Thought 

For Christopher and Jes in the year of their marriage

EXTRA SERIES NO. XLII

© David J. Breeze, 2014.   All rights reserved
The moral rights of the author have been asserted

ISBN 978 1 873124 67 3

Printed by 
Titus Wilson & Son, Kendal

2014

No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, 

photocopying, recording, or otherwise without the prior written permission of the 
copyright owner or as expressly permitted by law.

Requests for the copyright owner’s written permission to reproduce any part of this 
publication should be made of the copyright owner through the CWAAS.



Contents

liSt of figureS vii 

liSt of tAbleS ix

A brief StAtement on hAdriAn'S WAll xi

AbbreviAtionS xiii

AcknoWledgementS xiii

introduction xv

chApter 1  A Short hiStory of the Study of hAdriAn’S WAll 1 

chApter 2  hoW it cAme to be reAlized thAt hAdriAn’S WAll  
 WAS built by hAdriAn  11

chApter 3 underStAnding the relAtionShipS betWeen the  
 vAriouS elementS of the WAll 19 

chApter 4 the importAnce of underStAnding the Sequence  
 of the building of hAdriAn’S WAll  41

chApter 5 WhAt the foundAtionS of hAdriAn’S WAll cAn tell uS 65 

chApter 6 did hAdriAn deSign hAdriAn’S WAll? 75

chApter 7 When WAS the turf WAll rebuilt in Stone? 85 

chApter 8 elucidAting the hiStory of the WAll  91 

chApter 9 Who mAnned hAdriAn’S WAll? 101 

chApter 10 determining the function of the WAll 109

chApter 11  When did hAdriAn’S WAll end? 135

chApter 12 concluSionS   139

Appendix Some more terminology  149 

bibliogrAphy  151 

index  169





List of Figures

Frontispiece Map of Hadrian’s Wall

Introduction Hadrian’s Wall at Cawfields             xv 

1.1 The altars at Maryport 2
1.2 The title page of the 1851 edition of The Roman Wall 3
1.3 Housesteads on MacLauchlan’s map of Hadrian’s Wall 4
1.4 The 1929 excavation at Birdoswald 6
1.5 Eric Birley 10
2.1 Coin of the Emperor Septimius Severus 11
2.2 William Camden 17
2.3 John Hodgson 18
2.4  One of the two Hadrianic inscriptions from MC 38 (Hotbank) 18
3.1 The title page of John Horsley’s Britannia Romana 20
3.2 John Clayton 22
3.3 John Collingwood Bruce 22
3.4 The memorial to J. C. Bruce 23
3.5 J. P. Gibson 24
3.6  Francis Haverfield 25
3.7 The Turf Wall in the Birdoswald area 27
3.8 Haverfield’s plan of Carrawburgh 28
3.9 Turf and Stone Wall types of turrets 29
3.10 Vallum crossings 31
3.11 The Vallum crossing at Benwell 34
3.12 Section across the Vallum at Benwell 34
3.13 The north-west corner of Great Chesters 37
3.14 MC 43 and Great Chesters fort 37
3.15 Great Chesters fort 38
3.16 Housesteads fort and T 36b 38
3.17 T 27a (Chesters) 38
4.1 Housesteads fort 42
4.2 Halton Chesters fort 43
4.3 The Hadrianic inscription found at Halton Chesters 43
4.4 Milecastle gateway types 44
4.5 Standard A and B  45
4.6 Eric Birley’s turret types 46
4.7 A centurial stone 47
4.8 Hooley-Breeze turret types 48



viii HADRIAN’S WALL: A HISTORY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL THOUGHT

4.9  The Hooley-Breeze diagram of the building of Hadrian’s Wall 49
4.10 Breeze gateway types 50
4.11 Ray Hunneysett’s milecastle types 52
4.12 David Woolliscroft’s diagram 53
4.13 Erik Graafstal’s diagram of Chesters 56
4.14 Erik Graafstal’s timetable for Wall building 57
4.15 Housesteads west gate 58
4.16  J. C and G. Bruce at Limestone Corner 59
4.17 The unfinished upcast mound near Limestone Corner 60
4.18 RIB 1389 61
4.19 Risehow Tower 62
4.20 Richard Bellhouse’s tower types 63
5.1 The south face of Hadrian’s Wall at Planetrees 67
5.2 Plan of the foundations at T 0b (St Francis) 70
5.3 The foundations of the Narrow Wall at Byker 71
5.4 Narrow Wall sitting on Broad Foundations 72
6.1 A coin of Hadrian 75
6.2 Richmond’s drawing of the Turf and Stone Walls 78
6.3 The fortlet at Barburgh Mill and MC 50 TW 79
6.4 Plan of Chesters 80
7.1 F. G. Simpson 86
7.2  I. A. Richmond 86
7.3 The civitas stone found near Carvoran 88
7.4 MC 79 (Solway House) 89
8.1  MC 48 (Poltross Burn) 92
8.2 The Severan inscription from Birdoswald 93
8.3 The Diocletianic inscription from Birdoswald 93
8.4 T 33b (Coesyke) 99
9.1  The tombstone of Dagvalda found at MC 42 (Cawfields) 104
9.2  The reconstructed courtyard house at South Shields 108
10.1 MC 42 (Cawfields) 110
10.2 Ian Richmond’s view of the operation of Hadrian’s Wall 114
10.3 Mc 48 (Poltross Burn) north gate 116
10.4 Chesters Bridge 119
10.5 The pits on the berm in Byker 121
10.6 An artist’s impression of the Wall and the obstacles 121
10.7 T 44b (Mucklebank) 124
10.8 A section across the Vallum  129
10.9 Michael J. Moore’s three possible turret reconstructions 133
11.1 Coin of Magnus Maximus 135
11.2 Coin of 406-8 found near Halton Chesters 137
11.3 The timber hall at Birdoswald 138



List of Tables

4.1 Milecastle and turret types according to Simpson in 1911 44
4.2 Milecastle and turret types according to Simpson in 1936 44
4.3 Milecastle and turret types according to Stevens in 1948 47
4.4 Building the Stone and Turf Walls according to Breeze 
 and Dobson in 1976 50
4.5 Milecastle and turret types according to Breeze and Dobson 
 in 1976 51
4.6 Milecastle and turret types according to Hunneysett in 1980 52
4.7 Building the Stone and Turf Walls according to Breeze 
 and Dobson in 2000 53
4.8 Evidence for the allocation of work on Hadrian’s Wall  
 according to Breeze and Dobson in 2000 54
5.1   The foundations of the Stone Wall according to Breeze  
 and Hill 2013 65
5.2   The foundations and kerbs of Hadrian’s Stone Wall 68
5.3   The evidence for different legionary styles on the Stone Wall 69
7.1  Width of foundations and stone wall from MC 49 to MC 80 87
8.1 The Wall periods as postulated in 1911 91
8.2 The Wall periods as postulated in 1930 94
12.1 The Kuhn thesis as applied to Hadrian’s Wall 144





A brief statement on Hadrian’s Wall

Hadrian’s Wall has its own language. A ‘milecastle’ is a small fortified post 
erected at mile intervals. A ‘turret’ is in reality a tower. Both terms were 
invented in the eighteenth century and derive from the Latin, castellum and 
turres. The word ‘curtain’ is sometimes used to describe the linear barrier, be 
it of stone or turf. Here I use ‘Wall’ to refer to the whole complex and ‘wall’ 
to the barrier. The Roman road along the Wall is termed the ‘Military Way’, 
not to be confused with the ‘Military Road’, the eighteenth-century road 
built partly on top of the Wall and now known as the B6318. ‘Stanegate’ is the 
medieval name for the road south of the Wall. The ‘Vallum’, which in Latin 
means ‘wall’ or ‘rampart’, on Hadrian’s Wall is used to describe a particular 
element of the frontier installations, a ditch with a bank set back on each 
side. These terms are deeply rooted in the history of the study of Hadrian’s 
Wall, the term Vallum, for example, coming into use when it was believed 
that this earthwork was the frontier itself. The Romans used vallum as their 
term for both Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall, but also used the word 
murus in literature to describe Hadrian’s Wall. The Roman mile was 1618 
yards/1480m long and the Roman foot (pes monetalis) 11⅝ inches/296mm 
long.
 In 1930 R. G. Collingwood created a numbering system for the milecastles 
and turrets on the Wall, each named and numbered from Wallsend in the 
east to Bowness-on-Solway in the west (Collingwood 1930a and b). Before 
that date, each structure simply had a name. In this book, the number and 
name are given of each such structure even for accounts written before 1930. 
These structures are referred to as, for example, MC 42 (Cawfields) and  
T 7b (Denton).
 Hadrian’s Wall was 80 Roman miles (73 statutory miles/117 km) long.  
It was placed to the north of an existing line of forts on the Stanegate. The 
original plan entailed a Stone Wall from Wallsend (or Newcastle) to the River 
Irthing/MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar) and a Turf Wall from the Irthing to Bowness-
on-Solway. The Stone Wall was either Broad, that is about 10 Roman ft (2.90 
m/9 ft 6 in) wide with foundations about 10 and a half Roman ft (3 m/9 ft  
9 in) wide, or Narrow, about 8 Roman ft (2.4 m/7 ft 6 in) wide with foundations 
a little over 8 Roman ft (2.44 m /8 ft) wide; there is also a narrower wall, often 
called the Very Narrow Wall, about 1.82 m (6 ft) wide. The Turf Wall was 
normally about 20 Roman feet wide (6 m/19 ft 8 in) and placed directly on 
the ground, though a stone foundation has been uncovered at two places. 
In front of both Stone and Turf Walls lay a ditch probably intended to be 
30 Roman feet (9 m/28 ft 6 in) wide and separated from the Wall by a berm 
about 6 m (19 ft 8 in) wide. In places, pits intended to hold wooden obstacles 
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have been found on the berm. At each mile there was a fortlet known as a 
milecastle where a gate passed through the Wall and in between two towers 
known as turrets. The fortlets and towers continued for about 40km down 
the Cumbrian coast but with no barrier. 
 This scheme was amended before completion.The first addition appears 
to have been the construction of forts, placed at distances of either 7⅓ or 7⅔ 
Roman miles apart, though some forts were moved from their theoretical 
position. The early forts in this series were placed astride the Wall where the 
topography allowed, but their successors lay wholly to the south though still 
attached to the barrier. Those astride the Wall were provided with additional 
side gates south of the curtain. Forts were also constructed on the Cumbrian 
coast, but at rather greater distances apart.
 A further secondary feature, generally believed to be later than the addition 
of the forts, was the Vallum, a major earthwork which ran from Newcastle 
to Bowness-on-Solway. It consisted of a deep central ditch with a mound 
set back on each side. The whole was 120 Roman feet (1 actus) across. The 
Vallum could only be crossed at a fort, where there lay a causeway over the 
ditch surmounted by a gate controlled from the fort. Gaps were provided 
in the north mound opposite the milecastles. On the south lip of the Vallum 
ditch, and occasionally on the north lip, was another mound, known as the 
Marginal Mound; its date is the subject of debate.
 A final linear feature was the Military Way, a road running along the Wall. 
In many sectors it was placed on the north mound of the Vallum and was 
therefore secondary: it is believed to have been constructed in the second half 
of the second century. In places earlier tracks have been recorded.
 Hadrian came to Britain in 122. His name appears on inscriptions at 
both milecastles of the original scheme and forts of the revised plan and is 
accompanied by the name of the governor Aulus Platorius Nepos. A military 
document records the arrival in Britain of Nepos shortly before 17 July 122. 
As the ‘normal’ term of office appears to have been three years, we might 
perhaps presume that the original plan was underway and amended within 
the period 122-125. It has been argued that the Wall was started before 
Hadrian arrived in the province. It is not known when it was completed.
 The main burden of building lay with the three legions of Britain: the 
Second from Caerleon in South Wales, the Twentieth from Chester, and the 
Sixth which appears to have been brought over from Germany at this time 
and which took up residence in York. They were supported by soldiers in 
auxiliary units and by the men of the British fleet.
 There is a considerable bibliography for Hadrian’s Wall. I have not sought 
to reference every excavation when it is peripheral to the main theme of the 
book. The following two publications provide a full bibliography of the Wall: 
Breeze 2006 and Symonds and Mason 2009. The results of research over the 
years from 1989 to 2009 are discussed in Bidwell 1999 and Hodgson 2009.
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‘The Romans also built … a wall between England and Scotland to keep out 
the savage Picts and Scots. This wall was the work of the memorable Roman 
Emperor Balbus and was thus called Hadrian’s Wall.’

W. C. Sellar and R. J. Yeatman, 1066 and All That (London, 1930)

‘A study of the history of opinion is a necessary preliminary to the 
emancipation of the mind.’

John Maynard Keynes, The End of Laissez-faire (London, 1926) chapter 1

‘The difficulty lies, not in the new ideas, but in escaping the old ones, which 
ramify, for those brought up as most of us have been, into every corner of 
our minds.’

John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money 
(London, 1936) Preface



Introduction

C. E. Stevens in an almost forgotten paper said: ‘The course of excavation on 
Hadrian’s Wall is littered with the bones of discarded hypotheses’ (Stevens 
1955, 385). He also acknowledged that ‘The Mural Complex has a vast 
literature of description, illuminated by brilliant names from Horsley in the 
eighteenth century to the distinguished archaeologists who are exploring it in 
our own day [the 1930s-1950s]. And the work of description is fortified by that 
of inference…’ (Stevens 1955, 384). These two statements are of enormous 

Hadrian’s Wall at Cawfields looking east with the Wall to the left and the Vallum to the right
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importance for they emphasise the size of the archaeological database for the 
Wall and the fact that hypotheses change. One crucial problem, not stated 
by Stevens, is that any previous hypothesis is rarely abandoned completely, 
but part of it, sometimes simply a shadow, remains to influence the next 
theory. In short, we all erect our new interpretations on older ones; as Leo 
Rivet stated, ‘the opinions of modern scholars’ are one strand in the study of 
Roman Britain (Rivet 1958, 28-31). We are all victims as well as beneficiaries  
of past interpretations. Through centuries of observation, recording, survey 
and excavation, interpretations of Hadrian’s Wall have changed. Yet, rarely 
does an interpretation spring totally fresh from the mind of a scholar. One 
purpose of this book is to explore the development of these hypotheses in the 
hope that a greater understanding of the basis of our current theories might 
be achieved. Such an understanding is also an important aspect in aiding the 
development of new views. 
 Hadrian’s Wall is a complex monument with a long history of research 
(Collingwood 1921b; 1931a and b; Richmond 1938 and 1950; Birley, E. 
1961; Bidwell 1999; Hodgson 2009 provide useful overviews). Excavations 
over the last 120 years have provided an enormous database of information. 
But, this information does not always lead to a uniform picture. In fact, the 
volume of information has made the interpretation of the monument more 
and more difficult. Tony Wilmott has drawn attention to the evidence relating 
to the Vallum (see figure on p. xv). Some excavations appear to demonstrate 
that the south mound was built before the north, others the reverse (Wilmott 
2008, 121). In some areas a track has been found on the south berm of the 
Vallum, elsewhere on the north (Wilmott 2008, 122). While evidence to date 
suggests that the Vallum could only have been planned after the decision to 
place the forts on the Wall, there are places where it appears to have been 
constructed before the Wall (MacLauchlan 1858, 90; Welfare 2013). In such 
circumstances, it can be difficult to generalise and to reach overarching 
conclusions.
 Comments about Hadrian’s Wall started late in its ‘working’ life and 
continued after it had been abandoned. Modern research may be said to date 
from the sixteenth century when the invention of printing made the classical 
texts more available and the physical remains were first recorded in detail. 
Understanding took a huge step forward in the eighteenth century through 
the publication of John Horsley’s Britannia Romana in 1732. Archaeological 
excavations – of a sort – began in the early ninteenth century though the 
modern era of scientific excavation can more sensibly be said to have begun 
in the 1890s. A new map of the Wall in the 1850s was also a significant 
benchmark.
 It is also fair to say that the myths of the Wall started a long time ago, 
perhaps even when it was still occupied, for comments by contemporary 
Roman and Greek writers often ignored reality – and their own records (cf. 
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Rivet 1958, 16-7; Breeze 1992). Myths have included the use of the Wall 
as a speaking tube, that it was erected in the face of an actively threatening 
enemy immediately to the north, that it was built to defend Britain from the 
Picts and Scots, and that it was manned by Italians (cf Birley, E. 1961, 3; 51; 
Gildas 18, 2-3). Many of these myths were challenged years ago. Horsley, 
for example, stated that there was no reason to consider that the ‘work [of 
building the Wall] could be carried on in the face of the enemy’ because 
the Romans controlled the land to the north (Horsley 1732, 123-4); Forni 
demonstrated that there would have been few Italians in the army of Britain 
at the time that the Wall was constructed (Forni 1953). The last 120 years 
have seen sustained research programmes which have helped to dispel others 
of these myths. Excavations have not only improved knowledge but have led 
to the better display of sites, to investigations in advance of developments, and 
to the discovery of the internationally important Vindolanda writing tablets. 
Views on how sites should be presented to the public have also changed and 
with them the nature of site interpretation. In the meantime, publications on 
Hadrian’s Wall continue to flow from the presses.
 It is not surprising that interpretation is built upon interpretation as there are 
very few references to the Wall by ancient writers. There are but two statements 
and one possible comment, though there are in addition inscriptions which 
record building and repair, sometimes with specific dates given and buildings 
named, but such inscriptions are only very rarely found with the buildings 
to which they refer. Unsurprisingly, therefore, different interpretations have 
flourished. As knowledge has developed, however, previous interpretations 
have rarely been completely swept away. Rather, each new interpretation 
subtly acknowledges not only the view being displaced but the various strands 
of its predecessor arguments. It can often be difficult to trace back the genesis 
of an idea. In 1857, the great interpreter of Hadrian’s Wall, John Collingwood 
Bruce, stated that the current excavations at Housesteads had provided new 
evidence for the destruction of the Wall which is regularly found along its 
line (Bruce 1857, 234). But earlier comment on these destructions is hard to 
find. Who first made this statement? Who offered this interpretation?
 My own interest in Hadrian’s Wall was awakened in 1962. In that year 
I went up to Durham University to read history. By chance, my first tutor 
was Eric Birley. He suggested that I attend the university training school at 
Corbridge the following summer, which I duly did, and from then on it was 
accepted by Eric – and myself – that I would take the Roman Britain special 
subject. This entailed the writing of a dissertation and Eric suggested that I 
study the recruitment patterns of legio II Adiutrix, with Brian Dobson as my 
supervisor. Brian continued as supervisor of my PhD, the subject of which 
was the junior officers of the Roman army.
 During the summer months, from 1966 to 1969, I participated in the 
Corbridge training course as a supervisor, and from 1968 taught on the 



xviii HADRIAN’S WALL: A HISTORY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL THOUGHT

Hadrian’s Wall study week with Brian Dobson. In the winter, there was 
intellectual stimulation at the archaeological seminar in Newcastle run 
by Charles Daniels. This was succeeded in 1969 by the Roman Northern 
Frontier Seminar. I was fortunate to be able to participate in the discussions 
which took place at all these events and they were, naturally, formative in my 
views. My first article, on the building of Hadrian’s Wall, was published in 
Archaeologia  Aeliana in 1968. A discussion of fort types on Hadrian’s Wall with 
Brian Dobson followed, and then ‘Hadrian’s Wall: Some Problems’ in 1972. 
The most significant part was the discussion of the purpose of Hadrian’s Wall 
by Brian Dobson. This was the first of his papers on the subject. My own 
contribution was an analysis of the evidence for destructions on Hadrian‘s 
Wall, which concluded that these were not as widespread as previously 
believed while some evidence could be interpreted in different ways. At the 
same time we wrote two booklets, The Building of Hadrian’s Wall and The 
Army of Hadrian’s Wall. These were not so important in their right, but they 
demonstrated that we could work together and they brought us to the point 
when my wife Pamela suggested that we collaborate in a book.
 Hadrian’s Wall was completed in 1974 but finding a publisher was another 
matter. After one rejection, we turned to a literary agent who arranged a 
contract with Allen Lane. Problems in the print industry delayed publication 
for a further year and consequently it was not until 1976 that the book was 
published. The initial print run of 3,000 copies sold out in six months, and 
the book was reprinted and, with the second edition, came under the Penguin 
imprint. It has been in print continuously since 1976. Nick Hodgson (2008, 
11) has described it as revolutionary, but it was really the culmination of a 
revolution which started some years before and in which Brian and I were 
fortunate participants.
 Hadrian’s Wall brought together our own views, but it was also a summary 
of nearly 20 years of re-thinking amongst Wall scholars. This is not to say that 
it was a summation of all those views; far from it. John Gillam at the time 
said to me: ‘You clearly have a particular view of Hadrian’s Wall, but it is not 
my view’. It is greatly to be regretted that John never found an opportunity 
to express his own view in print. In part, this book is an acknowledgement 
of John’s statement that different views of Hadrian’s Wall do exist, but it also 
owes a different debt to him. John was careful to set down the reasons behind 
his dating of Roman coarse pottery, a reminder of the necessity to explain 
why we believe what we do (Gillam 1950; 1956).
 Another element of the success of Hadrian’s Wall was that it was the first 
book to be published that was a history of Hadrian’s Wall. Previous books 
had tended to be guide-books or based on secondary sources. Eric Birley’s 
Research on Hadrian’s Wall (1961) was of great importance, but it was not a 
history of the frontier.
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 Breeze and Dobson became the new bench-mark, in Kuhn’s term, ‘the 
paradigm’ (Kuhn 1962), and much future work on the Wall related to the views 
expressed in it. Brian and I sought to keep the book up to date, publishing 
the fourth edition in 2000. From 1976 to the present day, many papers have 
chipped away at the fabric of Hadrian’s Wall, but no one has overturned the 
central theses and no one has produced a new, detailed overview. In part, 
the strength of Hadrian’s Wall is that it was built up over several years; the 
building blocks were lectures followed by articles and booklets published 
from 1968 to 1972 in which we worked out, set down and elaborated our 
own views. The result was a coherent whole in which the various pieces mesh 
together. It is not possible to state ‘I do not believe this statement’ within the 
book without working through the implications for the rest of the building 
and/or history of the frontier.
 Over the last 40 years or so I have written two books, two guide-books 
and many articles about Hadrian’s Wall, but I have become increasingly 
interested in the development of interpretations of Hadrian’s Wall.  At first, 
my interest was most closely related to the time of Bruce who for 40 years was 
the great interpreter of Hadrian’s Wall (Breeze 2003c; 2007). The campaign 
of excavations in the late 1920s and early 1930s, and in particular the work 
on the Turf Wall, created a new set of beliefs. It has more recently become 
clear that many of the statements which we take for granted are simply the 
last interpretations of Simpson and Richmond and their colleagues towards 
the end of their campaign of research 80 years ago, yet in each year their 
interpretations had changed as a result of their own excavations. In short, 
many of our current beliefs are no more than their interim interpretations 
when they broke off their excavations.
 This book, therefore, springs from a realisation that a greater understanding 
of how and why we think about Hadrian’s Wall in the way that we do would be 
of value, not least in encouraging new research projects to be based on a more 
informed appreciation of the data and interpretations on which the decisions 
relating to archaeological investigations are made. A similar approach was 
taken by Richard Hingley in his book Hadrian’s Wall, A Life, though he 
cast his net wider, rarely impinging upon the details of the development of 
archaeological thought (Hingley 2012). Hingley’s aim was to place Hadrian’s 
Wall in its wider national setting, embracing a range of aspects from the arts 
to politics. The result is that his book and mine are largely complementary 
and can be read together to provide a historiographical account of Hadrian’s 
Wall. 
 A word on what this book is not. It is not a historical account of Hadrian’s 
Wall, but rather it concentrates on specific problems about the frontier. 
Each chapter is more or less freestanding, the discussion being directed 
towards the particular focus, and as a result there is some overlap between 
the chapters, but not enough, I hope, to be annoying. It acknowledges the 
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literary, documentary and epigraphic evidence relating to the history of 
Hadrian’s Wall, not least because archaeologists have used that material over 
the centuries, and because a sensible view of Hadrian’s Wall cannot be created 
without it. I have not embraced civilian rural and urban settlement nor the 
environmental evidence, important though both are (Huntley and Stallibrass 
1995; 2013). Both deserve more attention and I hope that someone better 
qualified than I will focus on these aspects. Nor have I attempted to discuss 
in detail the development of ideas on the history of Hadrian’s Wall, other 
than the Wall periods. The study of the fourth-fifth centuries has become an 
industry in its own right, and I have paid little more than lip service to this 
work (Wilmott and Wilson 2000; Collins and Allason-Jones 2010; Collins 
2012; Collins and Symonds 2013). There is also little reference to the links 
between British and foreign, particularly German, scholars (cf. James 2002, 
16-17). In short, my attention has been directed throughout at seeking to 
understand the development of British archaeological knowledge about the 
monument itself. In that, I remain close to the structure of Hadrian’s Wall 
(Breeze and Dobson 1976; 1978; 1987; 2000) in the hope that others will 
write a social history of the Wall.



Chapter 1 

A short history of the study of Hadrian’s Wall

The study of Hadrian’s Wall has not followed an uninterrupted, regular path. 
It has been largely shaped by two factors: the interest of individuals and the 
availability of money. It is worth exploring these elements for they aid our 
understanding of the process of thought.
 The early writers were men of the Church, Gildas, Bede and Nennius, 
of whom, of course, the incomparable was Bede. Chroniclers and mappers 
continued to record the Wall through the medieval period (Shannon 2007). 
With the Renaissance, however, there was a step change. Printing presses led 
to the wider dissemination of classical texts and a new spirit of enquiry. This 
is demonstrated by John Leland’s journeys round Britain from about 1538 
to 1544, including Cumberland, in which he recorded the antiquities of the  
countryside as well as its history. He also sought to acquire the contents of 
monastic libraries and his own library became justly famous. Leland was 
based in Oxford, but there were many local worthies interested in Hadrian’s 
Wall. They included Christopher Ridley, curate of Haltwhistle, Edward 
Threlkeld, chancellor of Hereford Cathedral but born at Burgh-by-Sands, 
and Reginald Bainbrigg, headmaster of Appleby School, all of whom lived in 
the late sixteenth century.  
 The revolution in printing also allowed the production of maps for wide 
distribution. The earliest, and in many ways the most important, was by 
Christopher Saxton (Shannon 2007, 21). It was probably in 1576 that he 
visited northern England to prepare his map, which was published three years 
later. In the meantime his notes formed the basis for the accurate account of 
the course of the Wall in Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of 1577 (Edwards 
and Shannon 2001). The list included the central sector of the Wall bypassed 
by William Camden and Robert Cotton 20 years later.
 Interest in the past was demonstrated in other ways. In the mid-sixteenth 
century, John Senhouse inherited the estate of Netherhall at Ellenborough, 
now Maryport. Before the end of the century he was collecting inscriptions 
and sculpture from the Roman fort on his land and this was noteworthy 
enough for Camden and Cotton to visit in 1599; the collection remains the 
oldest in  private hands in Britain, the present owner being a descendant of 
the original John Senhouse (Figure 1.1).
 All these local antiquarians, schoolteachers, priests or doctors, offered 
descriptions of the visible remains and, very importantly, transcriptions 
of inscriptions, some now lost, but little more. Following his visit in 1599, 
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Camden provided his own useful description and used the newly available 
classical texts as well as the medieval accounts to create a history of the 
Wall; he also penned one of the most evocative descriptions of the Wall, here 
rendered in the words of Philemon Holland: ‘verily I have seene the tract of 
it over the high pitches and steep descents of hilles, wonderfully rising and 
falling’ (Camden 1610, 789-95; Hingley 2012, 29-70).
 A hundred years later there was another significant move forward through 
the production of several publications. John Warburton produced a map of 
Northumberland in 1716, Alexander Gordon his Itinerarium Septentrionale in 
1726 and the Rev John Horsley Britannia Romana in 1732.  Then, a century 
later, there was the demonstration by the Rev John Hodgson of Heworth and 
Jarrow that Hadrian truly did construct Hadrian’s Wall and not the Emperor 
Septimius Severus which had hitherto been believed. His argument, and his 
wider observations on Hadrian’s Wall, were buried in an immensely long 
footnote in the third volume of his History of Northumberland (Hodgson 
1840, 309). It was popularised by John Collingwood Bruce who published 
his first account of Hadrian’s Wall in 1851. Bruce’s great contribution to 
Wall studies was to produce a successful book, keep it in print and introduce 
an abbreviated version in the form of a guide-book to the frontier (Bruce 
1851, 1853, 1863, 1867, 1884, 1885a) (Figure 1.2). He was hardly an 

Figure 1.1.  The altars in the museum at Maryport
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original thinker, but he was a 
great populariser, bringing to the 
attention of a wide public the ideas 
of Hodgson and the results of the 
excavations of John Clayton at 
Chesters and elsewhere along the 
Wall and of the Potter brothers 
at Birdoswald, in the latter case 
without acknowledgement, much 
to their annoyance (Birley, E. 
1961, 64; Miket 1984, 252-3). 
 These men all worked as 
individuals, following their own 
interests. This was to change 
in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. In the 1850s, the Duke 
of Northumberland sponsored  
excavations at the Roman fort 
at High Rochester and asked 
Henry MacLauchlan to survey 
Hadrian’s Wall and its associated 
Roman roads (Figure 1.3). 
Meanwhile, another form of 
sponsorship had sprung up, the 
regional archaeological society. 
 It was in 1813 that 17 gentlemen gathered in the Turk’s Head Inn in the 
Bigg Market of Newcastle at the invitation of John Bell, a local bookseller, 
with the intention of forming a society to study the antiquities and history of 
the area (Breeze 2013b). One aim of the new body, the Society of Antiquaries 
of Newcastle upon Tyne, was to collect artefacts and this was very soon 
achieved. As this was the only archaeological society in northern England the 
collecting area of the society was wide and it is no surprise that the present-
day collection contains material from every fort along the line of the Wall 
with but one exception. The society’s meetings were held monthly and there 
was soon a desire to publish the lectures and other material; the first part of 
Archaeologia Aeliana appeared in 1816. 
 The Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological 
Society was founded in 1866. It quickly became the body through which 
research was undertaken in the western sector of the Wall. Its excavation 
committee supported the work of Francis Haverfield from 1894 to 1903 
and then F. G. Simpson and his colleagues in the 1920s, ‘30s and ‘40s. Its 
Transactions published the results of the work and the finds went into Tullie 
House Museum in Carlisle. 

Figure 1.2. The title page of the 1851 edition of 

The Roman Wall
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 In order to achieve success, a long-term research project such as the 
study of Hadrian’s Wall became requires a number of factors to be in place. 
These include money to undertake work; people skilled in the different 
aspects of archaeological research; publication outlets; museums to hold the 
finds; depositories for the archives. For much of the history of research on 
Hadrian’s Wall these two archaeological societies have provided the means by 
which each of these aspects could be achieved, though Collingwood rather 
sneeringly stated that the reports were ‘buried’ in these local transactions 
(Collingwood 1931a, 36-7). 
 Most of the men – and most were men – were of independent means 
and they were differently motivated; it should be noted, however, that the 
best analyses of the surveys and excavations on the Vallum undertaken by 
Francis Haverfield’s team were by a woman, who published what was in 
effect a series of parallel reports under her own name, but always as ‘Mrs. 

Figure 1.3. The Housesteads area as depicted on MacLauchlan’s map of Hadrian’s Wall
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Hodgson’ (Hodgson 1896; 1897; 1898; 1899). Two main strands stand out: 
curiosity and focussed enquiry. The former is exemplified by J. P. Gibson and 
his decision to excavate T 44b (Mucklebank) in order to see what was there; 
the latter by his contemporary Francis Haverfield who wanted to understand 
the relationship of the earthworks to each other. Gibson fortunately soon met 
F. G. Simpson and a fruitful era of coherent enquiry took over and lasted 
until Gibson’s death in 1912. Simpson developed a ‘question-and-answer’ 
approach to the problems of the Wall, later taken up by R. G. Collingwood. 
In 1928 he was joined by Ian Richmond. This partnership continued into the 
late 1940s and through their work many details of the Turf Wall in particular 
were elucidated. Eric Birley participated in the excavation at Birdoswald in 
1929 and started working elsewhere on the Wall. 
 Simpson and Richmond operated as part of a team which worked along 
the whole length of the Wall during the years from 1927 to 1935 (Figure 
1.4). During that period they examined many different aspects of the Wall 
and laid down the precepts that have governed thought on the frontier 
over the succeeding decades. Their observations and interpretations form a 
considerable element of the history of research on the Wall that this book 
seeks to examine and, where necessary, deconstruct.
 ‘Team’ is perhaps too strong a word; it was more a conglomeration of 
people who were working on Hadrian’s Wall at the same time, sometimes 
together, more usually separately. The ‘core’ was formed by Simpson and 
Richmond; Birley was a peripheral member as he tended to pursue his own 
agenda; they were occasionally joined by John Charlton, Kenneth St Joseph 
and others. Their results and, at this stage, wider interpretation tended to 
be broadcast to a wider public by R. G. Collingwood. Collingwood was a 
member of a local family. His father, W. G. Collingwood, was a distinguished 
local archaeologist, secretary to John Ruskin, and R. G. himself started his 
archaeological career by investigating the Roman fort at Ambleside before 
the First World War. In 1912 he was appointed to a fellowship in philosophy 
at Pembroke College, Oxford, where he also taught Roman Britain, about 
which he published several books in the 1920s and ‘30s. He was appointed 
Waynflete Professor of Metaphysical Philosophy in 1935.
 Collingwood saw his interest in the Roman province as an adjunct to his 
philosophy. In his autobiography he set down his approach: 

It was necessary for the advancement of my philosophical work that 
I should be constantly engaged not only in philosophical studies but 
in historical studies as well; and in a field where I could initiate lines 
of research in which I could hope for the co-operation of others; a 
field, therefore, in which I was an acknowledged master. The field had, 
accordingly, to be a small one, and ripe for intensive cultivation. For 
this purpose Roman Britain was very suitable (Collingwood 1939, 120; 
see now Boucher and Smith 2013). 
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He also stated his approach to excavation:

... Long practice in excavation had taught me that one condition – 
indeed the most important condition – of success was that the person 
responsible for any piece of digging, however small and however large, 
should know exactly why he was doing it. He must first decide what he 
wants to find out, and then decide what kind of digging will show it to 
him. This was the central principle of my ‘logic of question and answer’ 
as applied to archaeology (Collingwood 1939, 122).

Figure 1.4. The 1929 excavation at Birdoswald. Around the mock altar are, from left to 
right, John Charlton, Eric Birley, a student, F. G. Simpson, a student, Kurt Stade, Shimon 
Applebaum and R. G. Collingwood
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He went on to state that the sheer size of Hadrian’s Wall dictated a specific 
approach to its study: selective excavation to test theories as pioneered by 
Haverfield. For Collingwood, the project was the whole Wall and although he 
considered excavations such as those conducted by Bosanquet at Housesteads 
in 1898 interesting, he regarded them of limited value because they did not 
address wider Wall issues: any Roman fort could have been excavated with 
similar results (Figure 4.1).
 Collingwood’s approach was followed with conspicuous success by 
Simpson and Richmond in their elucidation of the Turf Wall. At the same 
time, Simpson, Richmond and Birley were responding to the expansion of 
Newcastle and the development of the trunk road leading west from the 
city. Richmond examined large areas of the fort at Benwell in advance of 
their development for housing. Simpson and Richmond excavated a slice 
of Halton Chesters when the Military Road was widened (Figure 4.2) and 
Birley excavated turrets in the same area. Although all these excavations added 
valuable information to the databank, none followed a research agenda; in 
modern parlance they were rescue excavations. They were no less valuable 
for that and the results of these excavations often provided unexpected 
results; in a way they were a necessary complement to the structured research 
excavations of these years.
 It was not until the late 1920s that a university came to be involved directly 
with work on Hadrian’s Wall. A series of threats to the Wall led the Newcastle 
Society of Antiquaries to establish the North of England Excavation 
Committee in 1924. Durham University appointed F. G. Simpson as its 
director of excavations in that year; in 1931 he relinquished this post so that 
Eric Birley could be appointed to a lectureship in archaeology. Birley stayed 
at Durham for 40 years, retiring in 1971 as Professor of Roman-British 
Archaeology. 
 Birley encouraged research on the Wall through his own writings and by 
directing his students to appropriate research topics. Peter Wenham, Kenneth 
Steer, John Gillam, Brenda Swinbank (later Heywood), Iain MacIvor, Ronald 
Watson, Ben Edwards, Brian Dobson, Michael Jarrett, John Wilkes, Roy 
Davies, Valerie Maxfield and myself are among those students (James 2002, 
17-26). Birley had a less-sure hand when it came to excavations. Although 
his own investigations in the 1930s were directed to answering particular 
questions, it is difficult to discern a coherent programme in place after 1945, 
though he continued to direct the university training excavations at Corbridge. 
One reason for this may have been his belief that the main problems of 
Hadrian’s Wall had been solved, but probably of greater significance was the 
shift in the focus of his research after his own experience during World War 2 
when he studied the structure and organisation of the wartime German army 
and its officer class. On his return to Durham his research was concentrated 
on the Roman army, though he maintained his interest in Hadrian’s Wall 
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and in 1961 published Research on Hadrian’s Wall, the essential starting point 
for any historiographical study of the frontier. Yet, through the excavations 
he encouraged new discoveries were made, some contrary to Birley’s own 
views, complementing the dissertations and theses directed at the study of 
the various components of the frontier. Remarkably, the close involvement 
of the university with Hadrian’s Wall was almost coeval with Birley’s term at 
Durham. By the time he retired in 1971, state-funded rescue archaeology 
was growing as was the cost of excavation.
 MacLauchlan’s 1858 map of the Wall was used in successive editions of 
the Handbook to the Roman Wall, appearing last in Richmond’s tenth edition 
of 1947. In the eleventh edition ten years later it was replaced by extracts 
from Ordnance Survey maps. The Ordnance Survey had long maintained 
an interest in the results of excavations, annotating its maps with 
new information and, in 1964, producing a Map of Hadrian’s Wall, an 
indispensable tool for the tourist as well as the researcher. The latest version, 
An Archaeological Map of Hadrian’s Wall, was published in 2010 by English 
Heritage and includes the archaeological remains of the World Heritage 
Site from South Shields to Maryport, drawing on the Heritage’s National 
Mapping Programme as well as modern geophysical surveys.
 The Ministry of Works (the precursor of English Heritage) started to take 
an interest in Hadrian’s Wall in the 1930s, when it took various sections into 
state care. These actions followed excavations, such as that at T 52a (Banks 
East). After the Second World War, the pattern changed and the Ministry 
became more proactive, acquiring new lengths of Wall and clearing them of 
debris in order to present them to the public, and commencing a campaign 
of excavation and presentation at Housesteads fort (Leach and Whitworth 
2011). This led to the commander’s house, the hospital and the whole of 
the north-east sector being investigated and laid out for public display; the 
programme ended in 1973 (Rushworth 2009, ix).
 The role of the state expanded in another direction, that of the excavation 
of threatened sites. Since Hadrian’s Wall stretched from sea to sea, roads 
and pipelines had to cross it somewhere, towns were redeveloped, while 
new houses were built in the villages along the Wall. Such developments led 
to rescue excavations and the accumulation of valuable knowledge about 
the building and history of the Wall, but not in a coherent fashion. The re-
development of towns was another matter. Most of the nineteenth-century 
houses over the forts at South Shields and Wallsend were demolished in 
the 1960s and 1970s leading to large-scale excavations (at South Shields 
significant excavations had taken place in the 1870s prior to the construction 
of the houses and part of the fort was laid out as The People’s Roman Remains 
Park). In the 1970s local authorities became more involved, seeing in their 
forts tourist attractions, and thereby much excavation, although to the highest 
standards, became focussed not on research but on fulfilling the needs of the 
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tourism industry. New houses were not built over the fort at South Shields, 
nor at Wallsend. On the contrary, money was pumped into these sites and 
new archaeological parks created. Birdoswald was similarly seen as a new 
tourist attraction. The work on these three sites is among the success stories 
of the last 40 years on Hadrian’s Wall.
 The fact that such an approach was possible and viable was demonstrated 
at Vindolanda. Here, in 1970 Robin Birley initiated the series of excavations 
which have continued to the present day and which have been accompanied 
by the widening display of the site, the expansion of the museum and the 
creation of what is in effect a research institute (Birley, R. 2009).
 A further change in the nature of archaeological work on the Wall 
occurred with the development of local authority archaeological services 
and commercial archaeology units from the 1980s. Much of the control of 
activities which might threaten sections of the Wall was devolved to local 
authorities and any work resulting from new developments was carried out 
by independent units. Not all had a sound financial base and might therefore 
have short lives. The designation of Hadrian’s Wall as a World Heritage Site 
in 1987, however, resulted in greater state involvement.
 As the active financial involvement of the state through the Ministry and, 
from 1984 English Heritage, declined, its interest in gaining advice increased. 
A Hadrian’s Wall Advisory Committee was established in the 1970s and 
continued in various guises for 20 years. This committee prepared a brief 
research strategy. In the twenty-first century, as English Heritage developed 
substantial regional Research Strategies and Frameworks, it was decided 
that a more detailed report was necessary for Hadrian’s Wall. The document 
that was produced, Frontiers of Knowledge, was a genuine collaborative effort 
(Symonds and Mason 2009). Yet, any actions which flow from it are entirely 
down to individuals.
 In fact, it has always been individuals that have been responsible for 
the progress of research on Hadrian’s Wall. Occasionally, these individuals 
have collaborated, mainly through their involvement with the two local 
archaeological societies or, from 1931 to 1981, through the Durham University 
Excavation Committee. Yet their campaigns were mostly short lived. That 
of Francis Haverfield lasted ten years while the most productive period of 
collaboration by F. G. Simpson and I. A. Richmond was even shorter. In this 
review, Eric Birley stands out (Figure 1.5). His forty-year research project 
was continued after his retirement, not least by Brian Dobson and his adult 
education students, while the activities of Birley’s own family maintain that 
momentum at Vindolanda. 
 In comparison, the interests of both central and local government ebb 
and flow, reflecting external concerns and a different level of financial 
constraints. The tourism agenda of the last 30 years has led not just to major 
excavations, but has also encouraged simpler interpretations of the Wall to 
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allow for its easier presentation to 
the public. At the same time that 
major research excavations were 
undertaken to facilitate tourism, 
pure research was discouraged in 
the name of ‘preservation in situ’. 
All these aspects have affected the 
nature of the work on Hadrian’s 
Wall and the ability of the most 
experienced – and most busy 
– archaeologists to participate 
in research. There have been 
few actions to implement the 
recommendations of the Frontiers 
of Knowledge, nor are there likely 
to be. The most proactive research 
on Hadrian’s Wall remains in 
the hands of a few practitioners, 
most operating outside the 
framework of institutions, and, as 
we have seen, that is largely how 
Hadrian’s Wall has been studied 
over the centuries.

  

Figure 1.5. Eric Birley with, to his right, his wife 

Peggy and John Gillam, and to his left Brenda 

Heywood (née Swinbank)



Chapter 2 

How it came to be realized that 

Hadrian’s Wall was built by Hadrian

It might seem nonsensical today, but for centuries it was believed that 
Hadrian’s Wall had been built by another emperor, Septimius Severus, who 
reigned nearly a hundred years after Hadrian (Maxfield 1982). It is little over 
a century ago that agreement was finally reached that Hadrian’s Wall had 
indeed been built by Hadrian. The problem started a long time ago and partly 
related to the paucity of our sources. There were two other complications: the 
existence of a more northerly wall in Scotland, known today as the Antonine 
Wall, and the different Latin words used to describe the frontiers.

Roman and GReek wRiteRs

The Roman authors left us few comments about Hadrian’s Wall. ‘Hadrian 
was the first to build a wall from sea to sea, 80 miles long to separate the 
Romans and the barbarians’ was the statement of the author of the Life of 
Hadrian in the Augustan History (11, 2), written perhaps 250 years after the 
event. This not only offers a 
date for the construction of the 
Wall, but also its length, which 
we can compare to our own 
measurements, and a reason 
for its being built. Indeed, this 
was a rare statement about the 
purpose of any Roman frontier; 
we are extremely fortunate in 
possessing it.
 Various other Roman 
authors stated that the 
Emperor Septimius Severus 
built Hadrian’s Wall. Severus 
controlled Britain from 197 to 
his death at York in 211 (Figure 
2.1). He inherited unsettled 
conditions on the northern 
frontier when he defeated 

Figure 2.1. A coin of the Emperor Septimius 

Severus
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his competitor Clodius Albinus, governor of Britain, in battle in 197. The 
contemporary historian Cassius Dio in his Roman History recorded the 
situation met by the new governor Virius Lupus: ‘the Caledonians, instead of 
honouring their promises, prepared to assist the Maeatae. As Severus was at 
that time concentrating on the Parthian war, Lupus had to purchase peace 
from the Maeatae for a great sum, recovering a few prisoners’ (Cassius Dio 
75, 5, 4).
 The historians Cassius Dio and Herodian were contemporaries of Severus, 
but neither stated that he built a wall in Britain. Writing in about 360, Aurelius 
Victor in his Book on the Caesars, however, recorded that Severus ‘defeated 
the enemy and then protected Britain, up to the point where the country was 
useful, with a wall (murus) which he built across the island right up to the 
ocean at both ends’ (Aurelius Victor 20, 18). The writer of the Life of Severus 
in the Augustan History, also written in the late fourth century, stated that 
the emperor ‘fortified Britain with a wall (murus) led across the island to 
the ocean at each end’ (Life of Severus 18, 2); the wording suggests that the 
writer of the Life of Severus was simply repeating Victor’s statement. Another 
contemporary, Eutropius (8, 19), not only termed it a vallum but added the 
information that it was 32 miles long. In his chronicle of dates prepared in 
the late fourth century, Jerome recorded that in 207, after fighting a war, the 
Emperor Septimius Severus built a wall (vallum) 132 miles long from sea to 
sea. In the same year, we may note, a soldier scratched a doodle in a quarry 
beside the River Gelt suggesting building work nearby (RIB 1009). Orosius, 
writing a generation later, added further details: Severus constructed both a 
wall (vallum) and ditch (fossa), the former with towers and 132 miles long 
(Orosius 7, 170). In the face of so many references to the building activity 
of Severus, it is hardly surprising that they were believed over the single 
assertion that Hadrian ordered the building of a wall. Later commentators 
were not to know that all five – and more – Roman writers were repeating a 
single assertion. Yet the reference to Hadrian was not forgotten and the fact 
that different ancient sources firmly stated that two emperors each built a 
Wall confused most subsequent writers, as we shall see. 
 A further possible literary reference to Hadrian’s Wall is by Cassius Dio 
who wrote that the greatest war of the reign of the Emperor Commodus (180-
192) took place in Britain (Cassius Dio 72, 8, 2). He stated that ‘the tribes in 
the island crossed the wall that separated them from the Roman forts, did a 
great deal of damage, and cut down a general and his troops, so Commodus 
in alarm sent against them Ulpius Marcellus, who inflicted a major defeat on 
the barbarians’. It was not until 184 that victory in Britain was celebrated by 
a commemorative coin issue and coins carrying the same message continued 
to be struck during the following two years (RIC Commodus 437, 440). 
We may presume that the invasion occurred in 182 or 183 (Birley, A. R. 
2005, 164), but Dio does not state which Wall was crossed, and it has been 
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argued that it was the Antonine Wall, not Hadrian’s Wall (Macdonald 1911, 
401; Haverfield had previously argued that it was Hadrian’s Wall: Haverfield 
1899c, 159).
 Events on the northern frontier in the fourth century are recorded by 
Ammianus Marcellinus. In 360 ‘the Scots and the Picts were carrying out 
raids in Britain, having disrupted the agreed peace, and laying waste places 
near the frontiers’ (Ammianus Marcellinus 20, 1, 1). Four years later, ‘the 
most savage nations rose and poured across the nearest frontiers … the 
Picts, Saxons, Scots and Attacotti harassed Britain’ (Ammianus Marcellinus 
26, 4, 5). In 367, the Picts, Scots and Attacotti ‘ranged far and wide and 
caused great devastation’ (Ammianus Marcellinus 27, 8, 4). The frontier 
scouts were bribed by the enemy to reveal the dispositions of the Roman 
forces. Nectaridus, count of the Maritime Tract, was killed and Fullofaudes, 
commander of the army, circumvented, whatever that meant. The Emperor 
Valentinian (364-75) entrusted the recovery of Britain to Count Theodosius 
(Ammianus Marcellinus 27, 8, 1 - 28, 3, 8).
 Theodosius consolidated his position in the south, gathered intelligence 
concerning the enemy, planned his campaign, requested new generals 
and strengthened his army before moving north. Ammianus states that he 
restored cities and forts and protected the frontier with sentries and forts. He 
disbanded the arcani or areani, whose duties read like those of frontier scouts, 
because they had gone over to the enemy. 
 The statements here are highly suggestive. The enemy attacked by land 
and sea. The Scots and Attacotti lived in Ireland which only left the Picts 
who could attack by land and they lived north of Hadrian’s Wall, so the most 
straightforward solution is to presume that they crossed the Wall to attack the 
empire. Theodosius protected the frontier with sentries and forts. Nothing 
is known of the sentries established by him and no forts rebuilt or repaired 
at that time were recorded by name. The names of the forts in Britain and 
the units based in them are, however, recorded in the Notitia Dignitatum, a 
document listing officials of the Roman Empire and compiled about 400 
(Hodgson 1991; Mann 1991). 

medieval monks

All this information was lost following the breakup and collapse of the 
Western Roman Empire, a process which may be said to have started with 
the separation of Britain from the empire in 409 and ended with the deposing 
of the last emperor in 476. When Gildas, a monk, wrote his Ruin of Britain 
about 540, he believed that Hadrian’s Wall had been built after Britain had 
ceased to be part of the Roman Empire! His version was that on the departure 
of the Roman army, Britain was assailed by the Scots and the Picts and so 
the Britons wrote to Rome for help. A legion was sent and the ‘British were 
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told to construct across the island a wall linking the two seas … but it was 
made of turf rather than stone, so it did no good’ (Gildas 15, 3). The enemies 
returned and broke through the frontier. The Romans now ‘built a wall 
quite different from the first. This one ran straight from sea to sea, linking 
towns that happened to have been sited there out of fear of the enemy. They 
employed the normal method of construction, drew on private and public 
funds, and made the wretched inhabitants help them in the work’ (Gildas 18, 
2-3). Gildas goes on to say that the Scots and Picts seized the north of the 
island up to the wall while a force was placed in the high towers to oppose 
them. The visit of St Germanus, Bishop of Auxerre in Gaul, to Britain in 
about 429 and his victory over the Picts and the Scots were presumably the 
reasons why Gildas ascribed the construction of the Walls to the fifth century.
 Nearly 200 years later, Bede, writing the Ecclesiastical History of the English 
People in his monastery at Jarrow in 731, offered a more considered view of 
the dating of the Walls. His view, however, was complicated by his belief that 
there were three Walls: what we now call the Antonine Wall, Hadrian’s Wall 
and the Vallum; he strove to relate his view to the historical references.
 In his discussion of the reign of Severus, he stated that this emperor:

was drawn into Britain by the defection of almost all of the federate 
tribes there. After fighting many great and hard battles, he decided to 
separate the part of the island over which he had regained control, from 
the other unconquered tribes, not by a wall [murus] as some think, 
but by a rampart [vallum]. For a wall is made of stones but a rampart, 
with which the forts are strengthened to resist the violence of the 
enemy, is made of sods cut from the earth and is raised high above 
the ground like a wall. In front is the ditch from which the sods have 
been lifted and above it are fixed stakes made of the strongest wood. 
So Severus constructed a great ditch from sea to sea and a very strong 
rampart fortified by numerous towers upon it. (Bede, 1, 5; translation 
by Colgrave and Mynors). 

Bede follows Orosius for the first part of this statement and borrows a 
description of a turf wall from Vegetius (Colgrave and Mynors 1969, 26, n. 1; 
Vegetius 1, 24). He nowhere mentions Hadrian.
 In his account of the years following the abandonment of Britain at the 
beginning of the fifth century, Bede returned to the subject of Wall building, 
reverting to the story of Gildas, quoting him almost word for word and 
stating that following the first expedition of a legion to Britain the islanders 
built a turf wall across the Forth and the Clyde isthmus, and then after the 
second expedition ‘a strong wall of stone directly from sea to sea in a straight 
line between the fortresses which had been built there for fear of the enemy, 
on the site which Severus had once made his rampart’ (Bede 1, 12). After 
mentioning the use of public and private funds, he added, presumably as a 



   WHO BUILT HADRIAN’S WALL? 15

result of his own observations, that the famous wall ‘is eight feet wide and 
twelve high, running in a straight line from east to west, as is plain for all to see 
even to this day’. Bede’s position was that the Vallum was built by Severus, the 
Antonine Wall, which he accurately located, built after the first post-Roman 
invasion, and the Stone Wall (that is, Hadrian’s Wall) constructed after the 
second post-Roman invasion.
 For the sake of completeness, we may note the description of the Antonine 
Wall by Nennius in his History of the British written about 800. He stated that 
Severus ‘built a wall rampart … from sea to sea across the width of Britain, 
that is, for 132 miles from Penguaul, a place which is called Cenail in Irish, 
Peneltun in English, to the estuary of the Clyde and Caer Pentalock, where it 
finishes’ (Nennius 24, 27). ‘The said Severus built it ruggedly, but in vain. The 
emperor Carausius rebuilt it later, and fortified it with seven forts, between 
the two estuaries, and a Round House of polished stone, on the banks of 
the river Carron, which takes its name from him’ (Nennius 23). This is a 
complete mix up: wrong emperors, a 132 mile-long Wall in the wrong place, 
but an accurate description of the Antonine Wall and, presumably, Arthur’s 
O’on, the Roman monument on the north bank of the Forth (Steer 1960; 
Breeze 2014c). Adding further confusion Nennius also included a separate 
statement about a ‘second Severus, who ordered a second wall, of the usual 
construction, to be built from Tynemouth to Bowness, to keep off the Picts 
and Irish’.
 These disparate storylines befuddled medieval chroniclers (Shannon 
2007, 6). In the course of their retelling the history of Britain, the Antonine 
Wall came to be almost forgotten. Hadrian’s Wall, however, was not forgotten. 
It appears in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles and the Chronicle of Aethelweard, 
who mentioned towers on the Wall, and in the work of later chroniclers 
writing under the Normans and Plantagenets, though always attributing it 
to Severus, and over ‘the next 500 years, these accounts were recycled and 
plagiarised’ (Shannon 2007, 6-7). Another memory, which survives to this 
day, is that Hadrian’s Wall was built to defend the Romans from the Picts 
and Scots; hence from at least the thirteenth century it was known as ‘The 
Picts’ Wall’ (Shannon 2007, 23-4). It is this name which may appear on a late 
Anglo-Saxon map beside a ‘sinuous line dividing Brittannia (sic) from Camri 
(= Cumbria, that is Strathclyde)’ (Shannon 2007, 31-2).

the Renaissance

The year 1485 has long been regarded in England as the end of the Middle 
Ages and the start of the modern era. Reality was, of course, more complicated. 
The Renaissance started earlier and the Reformation occurred later, yet these 
years did witness significant changes, and these in turn had their effect on 
the study of Hadrian’s Wall, and indeed of all Roman frontiers. But, perhaps 



16 HADRIAN’S WALL: A HISTORY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL THOUGHT

the more crucial date was 1453, the fall of Constantinople and the end of the 
Eastern Roman Empire, which with the invention of the printing press led to 
the dissemination of  ancient texts and through them knowledge about the 
Roman world. 
 Primacy in understanding the implications of these texts for the history 
of Hadrian’s Wall must be accorded to Hector Boece, a Scot, and Polydore 
Vergil, an Italian (Shannon 2007, 10-21). Both were friends of the great 
humanist scholar Erasmus who edited an edition of the Augustan History in 
1518. Boece was the first principal of Aberdeen University and published a 
History of the Scots in 1527. In this he stated that Hadrian built a wall of turf 
and sod for 80 miles long from the Tyne to the Esk, but that the Wall was 
completed by Severus, an ingenious way of interpreting the sources. Polydore 
Vergil took up residence in England in 1502 and published his History of 
England in Basel in 1534. He was forthright in his statement that although 
some attributed the Wall to Severus, it was certainly the work of Hadrian. He 
also noted that the Wall was built of stone and had towers along it.
 Both authors were acquainted with the classical sources and with the 
writers of the Middle Ages and produced accounts which were more firmly 
based on the former than the latter and which were substantially correct. 
But they were rejected by the English writers such as John Leland. Why? Bill 
Shannon has made a persuasive case for the English attitude resting simply 
on zenophobia: dislike of the English traditional enemy, the Scots, and the 
new enemy, the Roman Catholic Italians (Shannon 2007, 15). But there is 
another complication: the long-held view, first enunciated by Bede, that there 
were two frontiers across the Tyne-Solway isthmus, one of earth and the other 
of stone. It was therefore possible with the new knowledge to interpret the 
earth frontier as Hadrian’s and the stone wall the work of Severus. This could 
account for the statement of Boece, but not, of course, that of Vergil, which 
was clear, and correct, in assigning the Wall to Hadrian.
 Other commentators remained confused and hedged their bets. In 1573, 
the Welshman, Humphrey Lhuyd, assigned the southern Wall, 80 miles 
long, to Hadrian, though acknowledging that Severus played a part, and 
the northern one, of turf, to Antoninus. Shortly afterwards, Holinshed’s 
Chronicles recorded that ‘The first author and beginner … of this wall was 
Hadriane the emperor, who as Aelius Spartianus sayth, erected the same of 
foure score miles in length  to deuide the barbarous Brytons from the more 
civil sorte’ (Holinshed 1577; Edwards and Shannon 2001, 197). However, he 
goes on to say ‘After hys tyme Seuerus the emperor … finished the wall that 
Hadriane had begunne and extended it euen unto the west sea’. 
 In 1586, William Camden published the first edition of his survey of Britain, 
written in Latin, with a further five editions produced during his lifetime. 
The fifth, in 1600, followed a tour of the Wall and related sites with Robert 
Cotton in 1599 (Figure 2.2). Unfortunately, their journey was restricted to 



   WHO BUILT HADRIAN’S WALL? 17

forts on the Cumbrian coast, the 
Wall from Bowness to Carvoran 
and that from Rudchester to 
Newcastle, together with Carlisle 
and Old Carlisle; the central 
sector of the Wall was bypassed 
as it was unsafe for travellers, 
being inhabited by bandits. 
Along the way, he observed sites, 
recorded inscriptions and gleaned 
information from local people 
(Edwards 1998; Hepple 1999). 
 Camden’s account of the Wall 
draws heavily on his predecessors. 
He stated that Hadrian 
constructed a wall of stakes or 
piles and that this was succeeded 
by a rampart of turves erected by 
Severus. Camden then returned 
to the current orthodoxy by 
suggesting that the northern turf 
wall, that is the Antonine Wall, 
was breached by the Picts and 
Scots and subsequently Severus’ turf wall was replaced in stone. This wall 
had towers, small forts about a mile apart, and ‘fortified little towns’, that is 
forts (Camden 1610, 789-95). The problem remained that the account of 
Gildas was not yet recognised as nonsense, and indeed continued to influence 
thinking well into the nineteenth century.
 Camden’s importance lies in the fact that he published his work, unlike 
Leland, whose Itineraries were not published until 200 years after his death, 
and because his book became the equivalent of a best seller being  published 
in English in 1610 and subsequently amended and republished well into the 
eighteenth century. His views were not without challenges, though at first only 
insofar as it was argued that the stone wall was built by Severus (Hingley 2012, 
70, n 38). Major changes in interpretation, however, occurred in the 1720s, 
when Alexander Gordon, William Stukeley and Sir John Clerk of Penicuik 
all ascribed the Vallum to Hadrian and the stone wall to Severus (Gordon 
1726, 71; Stukeley 1776, 59; Birley 1961, 52-3). Their contemporary George 
Smith hedged his bets with a statement that the stone wall was rebuilt in the 
fifth century as Camden had argued (Smith 1722, 668-70; Birley 1961, 52). 
We have no knowledge of why this revolution in dates occurred. Horsley 
adopted the same chronology in 1732, but went further in suggesting that the 
forts predated the Wall, some probably being built by Agricola in the late first 

Figure 2.2. William Camden
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century. There the matter rested for another hundred years with the Vallum 
ascribed to Hadrian and the stone wall to Severus.
 The breakthrough on the dating of the building of Hadrian’s Wall came in 
1840. The Rev John Hodgson, curate of Heworth and Jarrow, was involved 
in writing a history of Northumberland (Figure 2.3). The first volume was 
published in 1820 and two more followed. In the third, he devoted a long 
footnote to the evidence for the building of Hadrian’s Wall (Hodgson 1840, 
149-322). Hodgson cited the literary evidence and then argued that Hadrian’s 
Wall was indeed the work of Hadrian, as demonstrated by inscriptions and by 
the unity of its design (Figure 2.4).

 It had been a long journey, bedevilled by the multiplicity of the references 
to Severus building the Wall and by the ability of some authorities to ignore 
what was under their noses all the time – a common complaint. Even so, 
Hodgson might have stated his case but it was not accepted by all. Dissent 
rumbled on for several years and did not end until a posse of excavators 
started dissecting the various elements of the Wall from 1892 onwards. In the 
meantime it was partly the success of John Collingwood Bruce’s books on the 
Wall which led to the triumph of John Hodgson’s clear exposition. Yet, if the 
role of Hadrian was finally recognised, the Wall was a complex monument 
and it was not yet clear which elements were part of his Wall.

Figure 2.3. John Hodgson

Figure 2.4. One of the two Hadrianic 

inscriptions from MC 38 (Hotbank)



Chapter 3 

Understanding the relationships between the 

various elements of the Wall

We believe that we now have a reasonably clear view of the relationship 
between most of the elements which make up Hadrian’s Wall but this was 
not always the case. Before the modern era of excavations which began in 
the 1890s the relationships and dates could only be assigned on the basis 
of interpretation of the individual features and on attempts to relate them 
to the literary sources. Excavation was to change that and allow a greater 
understanding of both the relative and absolute chronologies.
 The biographer of Hadrian gave the briefest of descriptions of Hadrian’s 
Wall in his Life, namely that it was 80 miles long and ran from sea to sea. 
Gildas in the sixth century mentioned two walls, one of turf, the other of 
stone, the latter with towers (Preface 19). Bede recorded a rampart, ditch 
and towers. More significantly, he introduced what is generally assumed to 
be a comment based on his own observations, namely that the stone wall 
across the Tyne-Solway isthmus was eight feet (2.44 m) wide and twelve feet 
(3.66 m) high. 
 Medieval chroniclers continued to record a ditch, wall and towers 
(Shannon 2007, 6-9). Their successors added the occasional detail; Polydore 
Vergil, for example, reported that the towers were equally spaced, an 
observation possibly based on a visit to the Wall in the early sixteenth century 
(Shannon 2007, 14). His contemporary John Leland differentiated the 
Vallum – a turf wall ‘an arrow shot a this side the stone wall’ – from the Wall 
(Shannon 2007, 16-7). Christopher Ridley, probably curate of Haltwhistle, 
in a letter of about 1572, offered a much more detailed description. The Wall, 
almost 100 miles (160 km) long, ran from Bowness-on-Solway to Wallsend 
and was placed wherever possible upon the heights; it was 3 yards (2.74 m) 
wide and survived up to 7 yards (6.30 m) high in places; there was a ‘castle’ 
at every mile with one tower in between, and forts, several of which he named 
(Birley 1961, 3-4). Camden acknowledged that there were ‘forts’ at one-mile 
intervals with towers in between. 
 The most significant advances occurred in the early eighteenth century 
with the publication of the observations and surveys of Alexander Gordon 
and John Horsley (Gordon 1726; Horsley 1732) (Figure 3.1). Their maps 
notably added to understanding and followed closely on John Warburton’s 
1716 map of Northumberland, the most detailed produced to date, and which 
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was reprinted in his 1753 account, 
Vallum Romanum: or, the history 
and antiquities of the Roman wall, 
commonly called the Picts wall…, 
the first guide-book to Hadrian’s 
Wall (Warburton 1753).
 The mapping of the Wall led 
to a clearer identification of the 
different elements to the frontier. 
These were assigned different 
dates: the forts to Agricola, who 
was recorded building forts on the 
isthmus in the late first century; 
the Vallum to Hadrian; and the 
Wall to Severus. In addition, 
Horsley identified the Military 
Way running between the Wall 
and the Vallum, sometimes on 
its north mound; the correct 
spacing of the milecastles; and 
the existence of turrets, though 
he suggested that there were four 
between each pair of milecastles 
(the correct number, two, was only 
determined in the 1880s following 
Clayton’s examination of turrets 
in the central sector: Bruce 1885, 
58). Horsley firmly stated that 
the reference to a palisade in the 
Augustan History (Life of Hadrian, 
12.6) did not refer to the Vallum, that is, Hadrian’s frontier, because no wood 
had been found in it (Horsley 1732, 117-25). 
 Both Gordon and Horsley appreciated that identifying the Vallum as 
Hadrian’s Wall created problems. There was a bank to the north of the ditch 
and it was ‘made on the Declivity of a Hill’ (Gordon 1726, 85). Gordon’s 
answer to the former was to cite the Antonine Wall which also had a bank 
to the north of the ditch (the upcast mound) and therefore ‘we find it was 
usual with the Romans … to have such a cespitious Rampart placed after that 
Manner’. Horsley dated the Military Way to the time of Agricola and argued 
that this dictated the line of the Hadrian’s frontier; in this manner he was able 
to dismiss the north mound as part of the Vallum. Both Gordon and Horsley 
rejected the suggestion that the Vallum was part of the defences of Severus’ 
Wall (Gordon 1726, 85; Horsley 1732, 126).

Figure 3.1. The title page of John Horsley’s 

Britannia Romana
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 It was Hodgson, who, we have seen, moved the position forward (Figure 
2.3). Following his detailed study of the remains and the inscriptions, he not 
only concluded that Hadrian built the stone wall, but also ‘that the whole 
barrier between the Tyne, at Segedunum, and the Solway, at Bowness, and 
consisting of the vallum and the murus [the Wall], with all the castella and 
towers of the latter, and many of the stations on the line, were planned and 
executed by Hadrian’ (Hodgson 1840, 309). The purpose of the Vallum, 
he suggested, was to protect the military way and perhaps act ‘as a secure 
enclosure for the horses and cattle of the garrisons to depasture (sic) in’ 
(Hodgson 1840, 310). Agricola’s road, Hodgson suggested, was the Stanegate 
(Hodgson 1840, 309).
 Hodgson’s conclusions were accepted by Bruce who stated that the 
various elements were ‘but different parts of one great engineering scheme’ 
(Bruce 1851, 45). At the same time, Henry MacLauchlan, who conducted a 
detailed survey of the Wall between 1852 and 1854, sought to tease out the 
relationships between the various elements (MacLauchlan 1858, 89). He held 
to the Horsley dates, but he examined the arguments of Hodgson and Bruce 
for the contemporaneity of the Wall and the Vallum, and concluded that the 
Vallum was the earlier of the two, an observation which was to influence later 
theories (MacLauchlan 1858, 90-2; Horsley 1732, 145).
 Such surveys were an important step towards aiding understanding, but, 
like modern geophysical surveys, they could only take understanding so 
far and then excavation had to take over (Collingwood 1921b, 53). It was 
only through this technique that the various elements could be understood. 
Although there had been earlier surveys of individual buildings, it would 
appear that the accolade of undertaking the first excavation on the line of 
Hadrian’s Wall should be accorded to Rev. Anthony Hedley (Birley, R. 1995). 
He examined the east gate of the fort at Vindolanda in 1818. He was followed 
by John Hodgson at Housesteads who worked there intermittently from 1821 
to 1833. The various purchases of land along the Wall by John Clayton from 
1838 onwards often resulted in excavations: MC 37 (Housesteads) and MC 
42 (Cawfields) in 1853, MC 39 (Castle Nick) in 1854, Chesters bridge in the 
early 1860s, T 29a (Black Carts) in 1873, the bath-house at Carrawburgh in 
the same year, Coventina’s Well at Carrawburgh in 1876, T 26b (Brunton) 
in 1878 and 1880, MC 33 (Shield-on-the-Wall) in 1884, and of course the 
fort at Chesters examined intermittently over the second half of the century 
(Figure 3.2). These investigations produced plans, and often little else – we 
cannot locate the bathhouse at Carrawburgh – but occasionally there was 
a discovery of more than local significance. One of the most important 
was discovering a gate through the Wall at MC 42 (Cawfields). This opened 
the door not only to a better appreciation of the role of milecastles but of 
the whole Wall too. It would appear that Clayton bought land along the Wall 
as it became available (he could afford to; he left the equivalent of £76m 
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in today’s money), with excavation 
following (Woodside and Crow 1999, 
84-6; McIntosh 2014). It was only 
in the dying years of the nineteenth 
century that the era of modern 
scientific investigation began.
   The crucial year was 1892. On 5 
April of that year, John Collingwood 
Bruce, long the doyen of frontier 
studies, died (Bruce, G. 1905, 381-
407) (Figure 3.3). He was 86 and had 
been active up to about a year before 
his death, chairing the anniversary 
meeting of the Society of Antiquaries 
of Newcastle upon Tyne on 28 January 
1891. His death literally was the end 
of an era. His funeral was a spectacle. 
He himself had left instructions that it 
should be held in the open at Jesmond 
Old Cemetery. The funeral procession 
started at the Hancock Museum and 
extended nearly the whole length 
of Jesmond Road to the Jesmond 
Cemetery, a distance of almost a 
kilometre, something over half-a-mile, 
through footpaths lined with people. 
The mourners were led by the mayor 
and sheriff of Newcastle and were met 
at the cemetery gate by the ladies of 
the Infirmary singing band intoning 
‘I am the Resurrection and the Life’. 
Four years later, this Nonconformist 
minister was given a memorial in the 
cathedral church of the city where he 
is shown in his doctor’s robes and with 
a copy of The Roman Wall open at his 
feet (Figure 3.4). 
   These events are worth noting in 
detail because they help to underline 
the sheer authority of the man. He had 
written three great tomes on Hadrian’s 
Wall, three editions of the Handbook, a 
corpus of inscriptions and sculpture, 

Figure 3.2. John Clayton

Figure 3.3. John Collingwood Bruce
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and a guide to the museum at Alnwick Castle. His many other publications on 
the Wall and other subjects adorn the pages of the publications of the Society 
of Antiquaries of Newcastle. He initiated the Pilgrimages of Hadrian’s Wall, 
albeit unintentionally. Further, he walked with the great and the good of the 
area and the age. He counted the Duke of Northumberland and his family as 
friends. His authority, prestige and power were considerable.
 Such prestige, if used in the right way, can be most beneficial. In this 
case, there is evidence that not all appreciated the authority of the great man. 
In earlier years, as Roger Miket has shown, Bruce could be cavalier with 
information which came his way, not acknowledging his sources and thereby 
exciting the wrath of fellow workers (Miket 1984, 253; Birley 1961, 61-3). 
In later years, he appears to have been unwilling to accept contrary views, 
leading Chancellor Ferguson to remark ‘that there were “young bloods” at 
Newcastle only waiting till Dr. Bruce died to awake the slumbering problems 
of the Wall’ (Neilson 1912, 39).
 It is thus not surprising that in the very year of his death a new campaign 
of excavations began on Hadrian’s Wall. But chance played a part: ‘In the 
summer of 1891, while examining carefully the grass-covered line of debris 
that indicates the track of the Roman Wall along the “Nine Nicks of Thirlwall,” 
my attention was attracted by a square joint between two stones in a hole 
scratched by a rabbit.’ This (almost) might be the beginning of a story about 
Alice or even Harry Potter. But, ‘upon examination, it proved to be part of 
the ruins of a wall turret hitherto undescribed’ (Gibson 1903a, 13). 

Figure 3.4. The memorial to J. C. Bruce in Newcastle Cathedral
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 John Pattison Gibson, chemist of Hexham, had found T 44b (Mucklebank) 
(Figure 3.5). He excavated it the following year and produced a creditable 
report (Gibson 1903a). He then turned his attention to the fort at Great 
Chesters, where he worked for three seasons, 1894, 1895 and 1897, about 
which he also published (Gibson 1903b). Eleven years later, he returned there 
with F. Gerald Simpson to undertake a limited examination of the bathhouse. 
The previous year, 1907, they had excavated the small fort at Haltwhistle 
Burn. In his report on the work at Great Chesters, Gibson had lamented that 
he had not visited the excavations as much as he would have liked; now it was 
‘resolved … that no work should be done except under personal supervision’ 
(Gibson and Simpson 1909, 220). It is likely, however, that the decision was 
Simpson’s for this attitude certainly characterised his later work on the Wall.
 F. G. Simpson was a marine 
engineer who while working in 
Newcastle at the beginning of the 
twentieth century acquired an interest 
in archaeology (Simpson 1976) 
(Figure 7.1). He explored Hadrian’s 
Wall at weekends in 1905, taking 
photographs of the remains, and in 
the same year he joined the Society 
of Antiquaries of Newcastle. Here he 
met Gibson, and they were present, 
with Haverfield, on the Pilgrimage 
of Hadrian’s Wall in 1906. Simpson 
undertook his first excavation that 
summer, at Corbridge, supervising 
for one week.  He started working 
with Gibson the following year. Two 
years later they undertook an even 
more radical step forward when they 
completely excavated MC 48 (Poltross Burn). Gibson’s death in 1912 left 
Simpson to work on his own and he concentrated on locating and examining 
milecastles and turrets and determining the pattern of structures. After the 
First World War (1914-18), Simpson turned his attention elsewhere, though 
he did co-author a work on the Vallum, but in 1924 he was appointed director 
of excavations for Durham University. It is not surprising that he chose to 
return to Great Chesters, but Simpson was ill in 1925 and the results of the 
excavation elusive and he therefore moved to Birdoswald in 1927 where he 
was joined by I. A. Richmond the following year; the report on their first 
season of work together, we may note, was written by Richmond. At the same 
time Simpson renewed his programme of locating milecastles and turrets 
and he began a series of rescue excavations in and around Newcastle. These 

Figure 3.5. J. P. Gibson
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included work at Halton Chesters fort in 1935 and Benwell in 1937.
 We have seen that Gibson investigated T 44b (Mucklebank) out of 
curiosity. The same year, Francis Haverfield, lecturer in ancient history at the 
University of Oxford, was starting a closer interest in Hadrian’s Wall (Freeman 
2007) (Figure 3.6). He brought the epigraphic material from Hadrian’s Wall 
together and confirmed that Hadrian did build the Wall (Haverfield 1892). 
Once his attention was directed to the Wall, he was drawn deeper into its 
problems and realised that some could be answered by a planned research 
programme. He started in 1894 and continued for ten years. Haverfield’s 
work was not only focussed but also distinct from Gibson’s in another way; 
it sat within a wider framework of the detailed study of inscriptions, Roman 
Britain generally and Roman frontiers.
 In the meantime, at the 
initiative of Thomas Hodgkin, 
the Society of Antiquaries 
formed the Northumberland 
Excavation Fund. Its first task, 
in 1893, was to cut two sections 
across the Vallum, one a little 
east of Heddon-on-the-Wall and 
the other on Down Hill (Anon. 
1894, xxvi). In the former, it was 
discovered that the ditch was 
cut through fire clay. Study of 
the formation of the mounds by 
this material demonstrated that 
the ditch and the two mounds 
were all made at the same time, 
a major discovery, for it showed 
that Horsley’s theory, that the 
mounds were of different dates 
and that the north mound 
was an Agricolan road linking 
the forts, was wrong. In spite 
of this auspicious beginning, 
the project did not last long; 
it supported Gibson’s work at 
Great Chesters and then faded 
away.
 The year 1892, as Haverfield himself observed, was one of the more 
important years for Wall studies (Freeman 2007, 249). This was not a 
coincidence, and not just as a result of the heightened interest of Gibson and 
Haverfield, but because the death of Bruce allowed the underlying problems 

Figure 3.6. Francis Haverfield standing left and his 
workmen excavating on Hadrian’s Wall
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of relating the different components of Hadrian’s Wall to one other to 
surface. Two articles straddle the divide. In 1889 J. R. Boyle published a long 
paper on ‘The Roman Wall’ which could have been written any time in the 
previous 40 years; it was essentially a critique of Bruce’s views (Boyle 1889). 
Two years later, George Neilson’s book Per Lineam Valli, A New Argument 
touching the Earthen Rampart between Tyne and Solway acknowledged Bruce, 
but otherwise heralded a new world (Nielson 1891). Neilson was interested 
in the relationship between the Wall and the Vallum and his arguments were 
based on his own observations of the earthworks. We may also note that living 
in Glasgow Neilson was far from the influence of Bruce, as was Theodor 
Mommsen who also entered the debate with the proposition that the space 
between the Wall and the Vallum was a military zone, a suggestion challenged 
by Henry Pelham (Mommsen 1894, 134-43, cited in Haverfield 1894, 223-4; 
Pelham 1896, 175). There was a further reason for the intervention of Neilson 
and Mommsen. In 1890 the Glasgow Archaeological Society commenced a 
series of excavations in order to determine the nature of the Antonine Wall, 
while in 1892 the Reichs Limes-Kommission was founded with the purpose 
of studying the German frontier with its Austrian equivalent two years later. 
There was thus new information on comparable frontiers with which to 
compare Hadrian’s Wall and stimulate its study and interpretation. The years 
from 1890 to 1892 were indeed significant for the study of Roman frontiers. 
For Hadrian’s Wall, they mark the beginning of the 40 years during which the 
main focus of research was to determine the relationship between the Wall 
and the Vallum, and then the Turf Wall and the Stone Wall. It was undertaken 
through excavation, but following the question-and-answer approach as 
initiated by Haverfield, pursued by Simpson and encouraged by Collingwood 
(Haverfield 1917, 264; Collingwood 1939, 122; Freeman 2007, 255; Birley, 
A. R. 2013a).
 It was Haverfield’s great contribution to Wall studies that he realised that 
in order to proceed further to an understanding of the whole monument, a 
concerted and directed campaign was necessary, and that this had to be done 
through excavation: ‘hitherto our explanations of the Vallum have been little 
more than guesswork, based on observations of the surface to some extent, 
but almost wholly devoid of definite proofs’ (Haverfield 1897, 414).
 Haverfield stated the case at the beginning of his first report: 

The frontier-lines which join the Solway and the Tyne consist, as is 
well-known, of two parts, (1) a stone wall with large and small forts 
and connecting road, and (2) an earthen Vallum (as it is commonly 
styled) which runs south of the Wall at a distance varying between thirty 
and a thousand yards. The relation between these two works has been 
differently explained. The Rev. John Hodgson and Dr. Bruce held them 
to be contemporary, the one providing defence northwards, the other to 
the south. Prof. Mommsen has more recently suggested that the Vallum 
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marks the southern or inside edge of the limes or “frontier strip” of the 
empire: the two works (as he thinks) are contemporary but the Vallum 
is a legal, not a military object. Other writers consider the Vallum older 
than the Wall: it was, in their judgement, a great frontier mark that was 
superseded by the military defences of the Wall. The most hopeful plan 
for solving the problem and deciding between the various theories is 
an enquiry whether Wall or Vallum possess any features indicating that 
they were or were not contemporaneous (Haverfield 1894, 453).

Thus began Haverfield’s ten-year programme that ranged along the Wall 
from Rudchester to Drumburgh.
 Haverfield started by cutting trenches across the Vallum in several locations, 
but in his second season he made an unexpected discovery, a Turf Wall, an 
element of the frontier which had, however, been predicted by Cadwallader 
Bates earlier that same year (Bates 1895, 28-9). Bates had suggested that 
Hadrian’s Wall may have been built of turf and subsequently replaced by a 
stone wall on its exact site, except between Birdowald and Wallbower, ‘where 
there are indications of the stone wall having for once swerved from the line 
of an earlier one of turves or palisades’ (Figure 3.7). Haverfield’s excavation 
demonstrated that the southern line at this point was indeed the remains 
of a turf wall, and that it ran underneath the fort at Birdoswald (Haverfield 
1898, 180-2). This had the potential to re-date the Stone Wall to the time of 
Severus, but first the extent of the Turf Wall had to be determined. There was 
a real possibility that it extended from the Tyne to the Solway.
 Solving this problem, however, was not Haverfield’s primary concern. 
He remained focussed on his original plan, though his range of interest was 
extended to investigating roads as well as the relationship between the Vallum 
and forts. Much information was gathered which, while not understood at 

Figure 3.7. The Turf Wall in the Birdoswald area prepared by Ian Richmond in 1935
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the time, was to prove useful later (cf. Welfare 2013, 94-5). The importance 
of discoveries realised later included the observation that ‘the two principal 
mounds … rest … on a distinct though broken black line of original surface. 
The old surface line below the marginal mound is also plain’ (Haverfield 
1896, 189). Some of his suggestions were downright misleading, such as 
interpretation of the evidence from Chesters as indicating that there were 
two forts on the site, and his conclusion that the Vallum continued round 
the south side of the fort at Carrawburgh as its outer ditch (Figure 3.8): it 
was only later proved to run under the fort while the fort’s wide ditches were 
recognised as a later feature (Birley, E. 1935, 97-8; Breeze 1970, 89-90). In 
seeking to trace the Vallum round forts he was in part hampered by a wider 
lack of knowledge: it had not yet been discovered that forts were surrounded 
by extensive civil settlements which had obliterated all traces of the Vallum. 
Yet, he had demonstrated the nature of the Vallum, that it consisted of a ditch 
with a mound set back to each side, the whole 120 Roman feet across (Figure 
10.8), while another of the 
useful discoveries was that 
the Vallum respected the 
position of certain forts 
such as Birdoswald. More 
importantly for the elucidation 
of the new problem, it was 
determined that the Turf Wall 
lay underneath the fort and 
preceded the Stone Wall at that 
site. 
 Haverfield persevered, only 
terminating his project after 
ten seasons in the field. The 
results were not as spectacular 
as had been hoped and this was 
largely because the techniques 
of archaeological excavation 
were not far enough advanced 
for him to be able to answer his 
own questions. His trenches 
were too small, his experience 
too limited, perhaps his 
intuition too little developed 
(Mrs. Hodgson 1896 and 1897 
are important in demonstrating 
the difficulties of recording 
and interpretation). The future Figure 3.8. Haverfield’s plan of Carrawburgh
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lay with skilled excavators and draughtsmen such as Simpson and Richmond. 
 We have seen that Simpson started his involvement with the Wall in 
collaboration with Gibson. In 1907 they opened a campaign to examine 
sites on the line of the Stanegate (Gibson and Simpson 1909). Two years 
later, having failed in their intention of investigating the crossing of the 
Poltross Burn, they turned their attention to the milecastle at that point, 
MC 48 (Gibson and Simpson 1911). In 1911 they addressed the problem 
left by Haverfield: the relative dates of the Turf and Stone Walls at Appletree 
(Simpson 1913). In order to answer this question, they examined MC 50 SW 
(High House) and the three turrets on this sector of the Stone Wall. Analysis 
of the coins and pottery led them to conclude that these structures were all 
Hadrianic in date. This was the final nail in the coffin of the theory that the 
Stone Wall was Severan in date. 
 The rest was a matter 
of detail, though not before 
other ideas were broached, for 
example, that the three or four 
surviving courses of the Broad 
Wall at Willowford were the 
base of a superstructure of earth 
or turf (Shaw 1926, 494-9). In 
1927 Simpson cut a section 
across the Turf Wall ditch below 
Birdoswald fort demonstrating 
that it was only open a brief 
time (Simpson 1928, 379-80). 
Over the following years, the 
type of turret which was only 
found on the Turf Wall was 
identified (Figure 3.9), thereby 
proving that the turf sector was 
confined to the western 48 km 
(30 miles) of Hadrian’s Wall 
and did not run throughout its 
length as Bates had predicted 
(Richmond 1939, 266). 

the vallum

Simpson also picked up the challenge of the Vallum. He appreciated that 
the signal result of the 1893 excavation at Heddon-on-the-Wall had been 
to demonstrate that both mounds were original and contemporary; that the 
north mound was therefore not Agricola’s military road nor had the ditch and 

Figure 3.9. Turf and Stone Wall types of turrets 

drawn by Ian Richmond in 1935
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south mound formed Hadrian’s barrier, and that therefore a new theory was 
necessary. After expressing his interest (Simpson 1913, 395), he moved to 
study it in detail, starting from an entirely new position (Simpson and Shaw 
1922). He was generous in his acknowledgement to William Hepple, the 
foreman employed by Gibson and Simpson at the excavation at Haltwhistle 
Burn; according to Simpson it was Hepple who first noted the ‘system of 
equidistant and opposite gaps in the north and south mounds of the Vallum’ 
in 1908 (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 353-4): one wonders how many other 
discoveries were made by the hired hand but accrued to the director (Peggy 
Birley once pointed out to me that when she supervised excavations in the 
1930s it was not accepted practice for her to get into the trench; she was 
expected to direct the work from the side of the trench). This was the start 
point for a programme of surveying the gap system in different sectors of the 
Vallum, and leading ‘to the observation: (1) of the disposal of the material 
obviously removed from the mounds when the gaps were made; (2) of similar 
gaps in the rampart of the Turf Wall; and (3) of the gaps never occurring in 
the marginal mound, the inner, third member of the earthwork’s cross section 
which is shown by the character of its material to be of later construction 
than the original outer mounds’ (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 354-5). 
 In their report Simpson and Shaw discussed all aspects of the Vallum, 
including its design and course. They concluded on the basis of its course 
that it definitely was not military in purpose; noted the intent with which the 
Vallum crossed difficult ground such as bogs; recorded that the ditch was 
nowhere unfinished unlike the Wall ditch; stated that the Vallum diverted 
round five – actually four – forts (Rudchester, Halton Chesters, Birdoswald, 
Castlesteads: Carrawburgh was wrongly included in the list); and indicated 
where the ditch and mounds were reduced in scale, another point against 
a military interpretation for the earthworks. When it came to purpose, they 
followed the line which Mommsen and Haverfield started to espouse in the 
1890s and which Haverfield clarified in 1899, acknowledging that it was the 
same date as the Stone Wall but ‘was not directly connected with fighting or 
fortification’ and therefore ‘must represent a line of civil or legal delimitation’ 
(Haverfield 1899a). 
 After a wide-ranging discussion, they turned their attention to the 
crossings and to the marginal mound (Figure 3.10). They noted that there are 
sectors where no marginal mound is visible today but where crossings over 
the Vallum ditch exist; that the marginal mound is continuous where there 
are no crossings; and that where there is no marginal mound it is sometimes 
replaced by a short bank of earth cutting off access to the southern end of 
the crossing. The marginal mound was normally placed on the south lip of 
the ditch, but occasionally on the north. They concluded that the marginal 
mound was formed of material resulting from the removal of the crossings 
and the re-cutting of the ditch (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 415). 
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 Various theories were 
advanced for the crossings: 
that they were to aid the 
transport of material 
and the movement of 
workers either during the 
construction of the Wall 
or later, or that they were 
part of a programme of 
rendering the earthwork 
obsolete as a result of 
the occupation of the 
Antonine Wall (Simpson 
and Shaw 1922, 420). They concluded, following wide-ranging discussions 
on the 1920 Pilgrimage of Hadrian’s Wall, that the crossings were provided 
to ease the transport of stone from quarries to the south of the Vallum to the 
Wall to the north, believing as they did that the Wall was slightly later in date 
than the Vallum. They also suggested that once the Wall was constructed, the 
Vallum ditch was cleaned out to underline its role as the northern limit of 
civilian administration – which would account for the removal of some of the 
crossings (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 425).
 Their final position was that the Vallum was contemporary with the forts 
on the Wall and was the civil/legal boundary of the province, created in the 
aftermath of the troubles at the beginning of Hadrian’s reign when it was 
recorded that the Britons could not be kept under control (Augustan History, 
Life of Hadrian, 5) (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 392-3; 425). It was shortly 
superseded by the Wall and to aid its construction the crossings over the 
Vallum ditch and the gaps in the mounds were created. On completion of the 
Wall, the Vallum was re-instated, with crossings removed; particular reasons 
were offered for the survival of some crossings.
 In his review of work on the Wall in the 1920s, Collingwood repeated the 
stone-transport theory, stating that in his opinion it ‘has triumphed over all 
criticism. It fits all the facts, and no rival theory has been proposed which 
is not open to conclusive objections’ (Collingwood 1931b, 91).  This was a 
challenge, and W. W. Gibson of Newcastle rose to the occasion (Gibson 1932). 
Gibson repeated the objections made during the 1920 Pilgrimage, such as 
that the crossings sometimes led to boggy ground, and concluded that ‘the 
theory seeks to prove too much and to the writer it has always seemed and 
still seems to be so girt about with inherent improbabilities that in spite of 
all Mr. Collingwood’s able arguments it has not been proved’ (Gibson 1932, 
259). He concluded that ‘when it had been decided to build the Wall it was 
resolved to construct causeways across the Vallum to give easy access to the 
Wall for all purposes. The Vallum was a serious obstacle in its original form’ 

Figure 3.10. Vallum crossings
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(Gibson 1932, 260). Once it was realised that the Vallum was later than the 
Wall, the stone-transport theory for the crossings was quietly abandoned.
 Excavation, as always, complicated a neat solution. A section through a 
crossing of the Vallum ditch at Cockmount Hill in 1939 revealed that the 
material had been thrown into the ditch ‘after the rapid collapse of the sides 
had taken place and conditions for growth had established themselves on top 
of the silted mass’; a period of  ‘not less than 5 years and not more than 15 
years’ was estimated for the lapse of time between the cutting of the ditch 
and the deposition of the crossing (JRS 30 (1940) 164; Heywood 1965, 90). 
Brenda Heywood judiciously concluded that ‘No one seems disposed to 
disagree, therefore, with the conclusion that the crossings system falls into 
place as part of the abandonment of the Wall as a frontier and the reoccupation 
of Scotland in A.D. 142’ (Heywood 1965, 90-1).
 Brenda Swinbank’s PhD thesis was a notable step forward in understanding 
the Vallum, not least because she walked the whole length and collated the 
various elements (Swinbank 1954). She pointed out the errors in the survey 
by Simpson and Shaw and in particular she clarified that the marginal mound 
sometimes does exist where a crossing survives. This means that the existence 
of the marginal mound cannot necessarily be explained by the recutting of 
the ditch (Heywood 1965, 92). Her research included some excavations, 
including one at MC 42 (Cawfields) which produced a fragment of samian 
ware dating to the late second-early third century in a layer of silt forming 
an addition to the marginal mound (Heywood and Breeze 2008, 116). This 
was the first, and still the only, piece of artefactual dating evidence from the 
marginal mound. At Cawfields she recorded that the marginal mound was 
of the same composition as the south mound but overlay a stony layer. Its 
material was not obtained from the ditch as this showed no evidence of being 
recut. Indeed, as Wilmott has emphasised, ‘there is little or no evidence of 
human intervention in the ditch following its excavation’ (Wilmott 2008, 
121).

the foRts and the vallum

We have seen that up to the time of Hodgson, it was believed that the forts 
dated to the time of Agricola, some 30 years before the construction of the 
Wall. Hodgson argued that the Wall and the forts were of one design and were 
therefore Hadrianic, but it was left to archaeology to prove his assertion. The 
two weapons were investigations of the structural relationships between the 
Wall and the forts and refinements in the dating of pottery. Appearances, 
however, could be deceptive. Simpson and Shaw, for example, intent on 
believing that the construction of the Vallum preceded the Wall but that 
the forts along its line were contemporary with the Vallum, noted that the 
northern angles of the forts at Housesteads and Birdoswald were rounded 
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suggesting that they had once stood in isolation prior to the construction of 
the Wall.Their conclusion was reinforced by the fact that the milecastles met 
the Wall at right angles (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 374). In part, they were 
also led astray by Haverfield’s interpretation of his trenches at Birdoswald 
which he believed demonstrated that there were two phases to the fort.
 In his review of Hadrian’s Wall in 1931, Collingwood still argued for a 
sequence of: Stanegate sites; Vallum together with several new stone forts 
connected by a patrol track close to the line of the later Wall which crossed 
the rivers on precursors of the visible bridges; and the Wall, 10 Roman feet 
thick, later narrowed (Collingwood 1931a, 58-60). The situation remained 
so open, however, that Birley was able to offer a fresh hypothesis: that the 
Vallum might have dated to the middle of Trajan’s reign (Birley 1934). New 
evidence came to light shortly afterwards in excavations on the Turf Wall. 
At MC 50 TW (High House) the Vallum was found to deviate round the 
milecastle, while some distance to the east the Vallum was so close to the Wall 
that the north mound was omitted; both revealed the primacy of the Wall 
over the Vallum (Simpson and Richmond 1936, 158-70). Meanwhile, rescue 
excavations in the eastern sector produced an inscription of the governorship 
of A. Platorius Nepos at Halton Chesters in 1936 and at Benwell the following 
year (RIB 1427 and 1340) (Figure 4.3). At Halton there was a particular 
significance in that the inscription had fallen from the west gate which had 
been erected over the infilled Wall ditch (Simpson and Richmond 1937b). 
It therefore suddenly became clear that these forts at least were secondary 
to the original plan but still constructed within the same governorship. 
Hodgson was proved to have been right in that Wall: forts and Vallum were 
all Hadrianic even if not planned at the same time. The excavations also 
demolished the view that the Vallum was the civil/legal northern boundary of 
the province. Richmond offered a different interpretation: that the purpose 
of the Vallum was to act ‘as a prohibited zone delimiting the south side of 
the military area, an unmistakable belt one hundred feet wide, in which an 
obstacle is provided by the great ditch. Neither commerce nor interference 
with the soldiery could take place across it unchecked’ (Richmond 1939, 
274).
 The investigation of the relationship of the Vallum to the forts took some 
time to conclude. Excavations gradually revealed that the Vallum diverged 
round several forts, as we have seen. In 1932, Simpson and Richmond located 
an original, stone-revetted causeway south of Birdoswald fort and this led to 
the discovery of a second at Benwell (Simpson and Richmond 1933, 247-52; 
Birley et al. 1934, 176-84)(Figures 3.11 and 12). It was clear that the Vallum 
related closely to the forts, yet it was generally assumed that it was constructed 
later than the forts (Swinbank and Spaul 1951, 224; Heywood 1965, 86). 
But the idea lingered that it had been constructed before the forts with the 
knowledge that they would be built in due course. John Poulter’s observation 



34 HADRIAN’S WALL: A HISTORY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL THOUGHT

that the Vallum appears to 
have been planned outwards 
from the forts might be 
thought to have ended that 
theory (Poulter 2009, 76). 
Humphrey Welfare, however, 
has subsequently argued, on 
the basis of his observations 
and interpretations of the 
situation at Shield-on-the-
Wall, that the Vallum was 
part of the original plan for 
the Wall (Welfare 2013, 95).
 Simpson and Richmond’s 
work on the Turf Wall threw 
up another Vallum problem. 
At MC 50 TW (High House) 
they recorded, below the 
visible causeway, an original 
causeway revetted in stone 
across the Vallum ditch 
south of the milecastle, while 
at MC 51 (Wall Bowers) 
the existence of an original 
causeway was inferred by the 
unusual profile of the ditch 
below the existing causeway 
(Simpson and Richmond 
1936, 158-70; 1937, 163-4). 
From this, the excavators 
argued that both original 
causeways were removed and quickly replaced by larger causeways. This seems 
illogical (Stevens 1955, 400-3; Heywood 1965, 87). But Simpson and 
Richmond went a step further and argued that there were originally causeways 
over the Vallum ditch at all milecastles which were subsequently removed 
(Simpson and Richmond 1937, 170-1; Richmond 1939, 274). In the 1950s, 
Brenda Swinbank tested this hypothesis by examining three milecastles, 
MCs 23 (Stanley Plantation), 30 (Limestone Bank) and 42 (Cawfields); no 
evidence was found for original causeways (Heywood and Breeze 2008). 
 Attempts to understand the Vallum took a new twist with Tony Wilmott’s 
excavations at Black Carts in 1997 and Appletree in 1999. At the former site 
‘a substantial marginal mound was built of clean material, clay and shale, like 
the south mound itself, and it directly overlay a subsoil scored with ard marks 

Figure 3.11. Plan of the Vallum crossing at Benwell

Figure 3.12. Section across the Vallum at Benwell
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– in the same stratigraphical relationship as the main south mound’ was 
revealed (Wilmott 2009, 135). At Appletree the same excavator discovered 
that ‘the material of which the marginal mound was constructed was clean 
sandy clay similar to that used to build the primary elements of the north 
Vallum mound’ (Hall 2009, 119). At neither site was there any evidence that 
the Vallum ditch had been re-cut. 
 In the report on the excavations at Denton, Bidwell and Watson noted 
that ‘in every section recorded by excavation as far west as Haltonchesters 
… the south berm is wider than the north’ (Bidwell and Watson 1996, 38-9). 
They argued that the ‘precision with which the Vallum is set out elsewhere is 
evident’ and the ‘wider south berm is therefore scarcely likely to be the result 
of faulty surveying’. Wilmott, noting this observation, suggested that it ‘seems 
possible that in these areas provision was made for a marginal mound which 
was never actually built’ (Wilmott 2009, 135). The south berm is similarly 
wide at Cawfields, which might help to explain the situation there. Even so, 
these proposals do not explain why the marginal mound was included within 
an otherwise symmetrical structure.
 We appeared to be faced with a conundrum. In some places the material 
forming the marginal mound appeared to be formed from silt in the ditch 
(Heywood 1965, 91-2). However, elsewhere, the mound was composed of 
the same material as the adjacent south mound and lay on the same surface. 
At Cawfields the marginal mound sat on a stony layer while there was a 
second phase of dumping which was no earlier than the later second century. 
Further, why does the marginal mound sometimes sit on the north lip of the 
ditch rather than the south? It may be that we seek to make too much of these 
distinctions in the mounds: in 1897 Mrs Hodgson remarked that in her mind 
‘the builders of the so-called Vallum cared very much for the construction of 
the ditch and not much for anything else’ (Hodgson 1897, 397-8). 
 The Vallum is a vast monument in its own right. While excavations and 
resulting re-consideration of earlier results have moved us forward, there are 
still many problems. The previous simple proposition was that the Vallum was 
slighted when the Wall was abandoned in favour of the Antonine Wall, with 
material from the mounds dumped into the ditch to form regular crossings, 
and that the marginal mound resulted from cleaning out of the ditch on the 
return to Hadrian’s Wall. This proposition will no longer suffice. In places 
the marginal mound appears to be original; it also appears to have been 
later enhanced. But there are places where it is not visible and may never 
have existed. The situation is complicated by the obvious interpretation of 
the visible earthworks, which is that the presumed order to slight the Vallum 
in the early 140s was not completed, nor was the later instruction to remove 
all the crossings and reconstitute the mounds followed through. Also the 
existence in places of a north marginal mound has never been satisfactorily 
explained. The publication of a detailed survey would help elucidate these 
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problems, as would focused excavations.
 Nor are these the only problems. One particular aspect of the Vallum 
remains to be considered, that of movement along it. In the 1900s J. P. Gibson 
started studying the camps along the line of the Wall and he conjectured that 
the Vallum was a road across the isthmus linking the camps and protected 
by the mounds to each side (Anon. 1906, 305-6). While the theory did not 
stand the test of time, the idea lingered on. Eric Birley in 1949 stated that 
the ‘line selected for the Vallum was that which had already been chosen 
for the Wall’s immediate line of communication, which will be designated 
the service road’ (Birley, E. 1949, 24). At that time it was believed that the 
causeways over the Vallum ditch were original, so the service road was sought 
on the south berm (Simpson and Richmond 1937, 170-1). The problem was 
that in spite of several investigations no road was found on the south berm  
but only some light metalling in places (Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 153; 
Bidwell 1999, 21-2); and then Brenda Swinbank’s excavations demonstrated 
that the causeways were secondary (Heywood and Breeze 2008). The road, if 
it existed, ought therefore to have run along the north berm and a track (not 
a road) has been recorded there in two places (Bidwell 1999, 21). This aspect 
of the Vallum remains problematic, not least because there is increasing 
evidence for a separate track along the Wall, possibly even from the reign of 
Hadrian (cf. Bidwell and Watson 1996, 40).
 It may seem that a disproportionate amount of space has been devoted to 
the long story of understanding the Vallum. One reason for this is that it is 
a unique monument, and unique sites are difficult to comprehend (Wilmott 
2008, 119). Second, it is a large and complex earthwork requiring careful 
observation and recording before the story of the surviving visible remains 
could be told. Third, even then, it required excavation to tease out the details. 
Fourth, it always had to be understood in relation to the Wall and its forts and 
until the dating of these elements was determined, the issues of the Vallum 
could not be solved. There is a maxim in archaeology that an excavation 
to solve one problem will lead to at least two more. So it has proved to be 
the case on the Vallum. Indeed, on that basis, excavation may never be able 
to provide definite answers, though it should lead to improved analytical 
thinking.

the wall and the foRts

From Hodgson onwards, as we have seen, it was understood that the Wall 
abutted the corners of forts like Housesteads; therefore the forts were 
earlier than the Wall, but could they still be part of the same design, being 
simply built before the Wall? The first challenge came at Great Chesters in 
the 1890s. Gibson discovered that the fort and the Wall were of one build 
(Gibson 1903b). Simpson recognised a problem when he saw one and thus 
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in 1925 came back to the site to try to understand it better (Figure 3.13). 
He examined the north-west corner and found that the four western ditches 
of the fort ran under the (Narrow) foundation of the Wall and that a stone 
foundation (the ‘early rampart’ on Figure 3.13) lay immediately to the north 
of the fort (Hull 1926). Renewed investigations in 1939 located MC 43 under 
the fort (Figure 3.14); this could now be linked with the Broad Foundation 

Figure 3.13. The north-west corner of Great Chesters as planned in 1925

Figure 3.14. MC 43 and Great Chesters fort as planned in 1939 (published in 

JRS 30 (1940) 161)
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recorded earlier (Figure 3.15). 
The western fort ditches were 
related to that foundation 
with the Narrow Foundation 
subsequently erected over 
the butt ends of the ditches 
and bonded with the fort. All 
of these were  Hadrianic in 
date (Richmond 1950, 44-5). 
No wonder Simpson gave up 
after one season and turned to 
Birdoswald.
 Further evidence for the 
relationships between the forts 
and the Wall came immediately 
after the Second World War when 
turrets were found beneath the 
forts at Chesters, Housesteads 
and Birdoswald (Figure 3.16 and 
3.17). To the excavators, this was 
further confirmation that the forts 
were additions to the original 
plan (Richmond 1950, 45). 

 Their conclusion has been 
challenged. Jim Crow has pointed 
out that it is difficult to understand 
how the first phase of Hadrian’s 
Wall could have functioned 
owing to the lack of forts east of 
Corbridge (Crow 2004, 16-8). He 
also cites the many known changes 
in the central sector, suggesting 
that these are due to ‘human errors 
and mistakes associated with a 

Figure 3.16. Housesteads fort and T 36b (published in JRS 36 (1946) 134 and 136, figure 9)

Figure 3.15. Great Chesters fort showing its 

relationship to the wall

Figure 3.17. Unpublished sketch plan by I. A. 

Richmond of  T 27a (Chesters)
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large project’. His conclusion is that 

Hadrian’s Wall was intended from the outset to be a powerful defensive 
structure with a strong garrison able to contain and respond to threats 
to its security. The construction of forts was neither an afterthought 
to remedy an oversight, nor a response to native resistance. The first 
phase of construction was to survey the line and begin work on the 
frontier itself. Once this was underway the site of the primary forts were 
selected and construction began taking priority over the completion to 
the building work on the Wall (Crow 2004, 18).

In other words, the primary forts were part of the original plan but just built 
later. This view will be considered further below (p.105).

the wall and the vallum aGain

Over recent years, Humphrey Welfare has directed his attention to improving 
our knowledge and understanding of the earthworks forming the visible 
remains of Hadrian’s Wall (Welfare 2000; 2004; 2013). His investigations 
of the causeways over the Wall ditch and the nature of the upcast mound 
will be considered later. Here, however, we must consider his analysis of 
the relationship between the camp at Shield-on-the-Wall, the Vallum and the 
Wall itself.
 In 2013, Welfare published details of the camp. He noted that its north 
rampart does not impinge on the line of the Vallum but lies just to the south. 
Yet, the most obvious explanation of the camp is that it was used by soldiers 
building the wall to the north of the Vallum, and indeed a quarry lies on the 
line of the Vallum, which was later constructed across it. Welfare stated that it 
is ‘impossible to resist the conclusion that the Vallum was a part of the initial 
concept of the frontier (although it was not necessarily a part of the earliest 
phase of construction)’ (Welfare 2013, 95). Nevertheless, he acknowledges 
that ‘the order in which the various elements of the frontier were built does 
not demonstrate the order in which they were conceived’ and he notes the 
evidence for the early construction of the Vallum in this sector (Welfare 2013, 
96; my italics).
 Welfare has presented a clear analysis of the sequence of activities at 
Shield-on-the-Wall, but the wider interpretation relates to his view of the 
purpose of the Vallum, which was as ‘a second line of defence for the province 
against raids from barbaricum to the north of the Wall’ aiding the defence 
of the province should the Wall be overrun (Welfare 2013, 97; Woolliscroft 
1999; cf Horsley 1732, 125). This allows him to view the Vallum as part of 
the original concept. Poulter’s argument that there was a case for the Vallum 
being laid out from the forts remains a challenge to this (Poulter 2009, 74, 
76, 81 and 84), as is the belief that the inclusion of the Vallum in the original 
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design for the Wall would make no sense at a time when the forts across the 
isthmus lay to its south, that is unless Crow’s view is correct.

conclusions

Understanding the relationships between the different elements of Hadrian’s 
Wall was an essential step towards interpreting the function of these various 
features, a discussion to which we will return. Along the way, theories were 
advanced and discarded. New excavations brought new evidence and new 
ideas. We appear to have come to a large measure of agreement about the 
interpretation of the basic relationships between the main elements of the 
frontier, but by no means complete agreement. Perhaps more than anything, 
the moral of the story is the value of a team working together to tackle such 
issues, though with the proviso that outside observation and interventions 
help prevent such a team getting too introspective.



Chapter 4 

The importance of understanding the 

sequence of the building of Hadrian’s Wall

In order to understand the mighty task of building Hadrian’s Wall a 
considerable amount of information about the individual elements had to be 
collected. This evidence accumulated slowly as excavations were undertaken.

the foRts

Hodgson, as we have seen, argued that the Wall and its forts were of the 
same concept: ‘Aesica [Great Chesters] and Borcovicus [sic] [Housesteads], 
as well as all the towers and castella of the murus, were coeval, and formed 
part of one general plan of fortification, no one, I think, that has seen their 
positions … can possibly entertain a doubt’ (Hodgson 1840, 307).  That is as 
maybe, but excavation was required to prove the point.
 Gibson’s work at Great Chesters in the 1890s was an important step 
forward. He was able to show that the north-west corner of the fort and the 
Wall were bonded together and were built at the same time (Gibson 1903b, 
34-7). Gibson understood the significance of his discovery and he took pains 
to argue the point because he was challenging the current orthodoxy. This 
had been laid down by Bruce in the first edition of The Roman Wall (1851, 
215). In his account of Housesteads he stated, ‘it would seem to have been 
built independently of the Wall. The first anxiety of the soldiers engaged in 
that great work would be to erect a secure habitation for themselves.The 
west wall of the station, instead of coming up to the great Wall in a straight 
line, makes the curve which is usual in those corners of a camp that are 
independent of the Wall’ (Figure 4.1). Bruce therefore accepted that the fort 
was part of the same scheme as the Wall; it was simply erected first.
 In one way, Housesteads and Great Chesters were straightforward for 
they did not project to the north of the Wall. Neither did Birdoswald, at least 
in its second phase, and it was that phase which was visible. Chesters was 
another matter. Why did it project?  Haverfield came up with an ingenious 
solution: the visible fort had been preceded by a smaller fort lying wholly 
south of the Wall. He believed that if he could find the north ditch of this fort 
running underneath the visible fort he would have proved his case. And he 
did find such a ditch, but it was the Wall ditch, not a fort ditch, though this 
was not understood at the time (Haverfield 1900, 84-8).
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 Simpson was not convinced by Haverfield’s explanation and in 1921 
returned to the site (Simpson 1921). He found that the Wall ran across 
the filled-in ditch of the fort to both east and west, thereby demonstrating 
that the fort had stood in isolation before the Wall was constructed (Figure 
6.4). This conformed to the contemporary view of the sequence of building 
based primarily on the fact that the Wall abutted the forts at Housesteads 
and Birdoswald, together with the sequence at Great Chesters (Collingwood 
1931a, 41-7). They were seen as part of a sequence of forts constructed 
early in Hadrian’s reign to supplement those already in existence on the 
Stanegate. Others – Newcastle, Carrawburgh, Great Chesters and Stanwix 
– were added when the Wall was built, with others even later (Collingwood 
1931a, 56-7). Gradually, excavations provided more information, revealing 
that Wallsend was contemporary with the Narrow Wall while other forts, 
such as Halton Chesters, were later than the Wall but still constructed within 
the governorship of Platorius Nepos (Spain et al. 1930, 488; Simpson and 
Richmond 1937b) (Figures 4.2 and 4.3). While it was now clear that the 
forts were early additions to the Wall, there appeared to be several different 
relationships between the forts and the Wall.
 The breakthrough occurred in 1951. In Archaeologia Aeliana for that year 
appeared a paper, ‘The spacing of the forts on Hadrian’s Wall’ by Brenda 
Swinbank and J. E. H. Spaul (Swinbank and Spaul 1951). They examined 

Figure 4.1. The 1898 plan of Housesteads fort
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the structural evidence for 
the building of the forts, their 
relationship to the Vallum, and 
their spacing, determining 
thereby which were the primary 
forts and concluding that ‘the 
“normal” distance between 
forts is roughly eight miles’, 
in fact either 7⅔ or 7⅓ miles 
(Swinbank and Spaul 1951, 
226-8). They appreciated the 
significant position of the fort 
at Great Chesters almost at the 
central point in the Wall line 
and argued that it was planned to be larger than the fort placed on the site, 
which helped to account for the four ditches to the west and why it did not 
project. Nothing has been found since to affect the basic tenet of this analysis.

milecastles

By 1911 there was sufficient information available about milecastles for 
Gibson and Simpson to be able to note differences in their sizes and in the 
plans of their gates (Gibson and Simpson 1911, 406-8). They identified three 
types of gates (Figure 4.4).

Figure 4.2. The 1936 plan of Halton Chesters fort

Figure 4.3. The Hadrianic inscription found at 

Halton Chesters
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Gateway

Type I  outer and inner arches, massive masonry, length of passage does  
 not exceed thickness of wall; example MC 37 (Housesteads)
Type II outer arches only, passage extended into milecastle, stones  
 similar in size to milecastle walls; examples MC 39 (Castle Nick),  
 MC 40 (Winshields)
Type III outer and inner arches, passage lengthened into milecastle, massive 
 stonework in the piers and ordinary facing work in the passage 
 walls; example MC 48 (Poltross Burn)

Table 4.1. The classification of milecastle types according to Gibson and Simpson 1911, 407-8

 Twenty years later there was more information available (Simpson 1931, 
308-14). Simpson now characterised two important indicators: the type of 
gateway and the axis of the milecastle, that is long (longer north-south) or 
short (shorter north-south). He demonstrated that short axis milecastles had 
gates of Type I, that one type of long axis milecastles had Type II gateways 
while Type III gateways were also associated with a long axis milecastle. By 
this time, a fourth gateway plan, Type IV, with no internal projections, was 
recognised, and was subsequently seen to be a variant of Type II, the former 
relating to the Broad Wall and the latter to the Narrow Wall. In a subsequent 
paper, co-edited by Simpson, the link between the legions and the above 
physical characteristics was made (Simpson et al. 1936, 258, 270-2). MC 
47 (Chapel House) had produced an inscription of the Twentieth Legion, 
MCs 37 (Housesteads), 38 (Hotbank) and 42 (Cawfields) of the Second; by 
inference the third type of milecastle, which had not furnished an inscription, 
was assigned to the Sixth Legion.

Gateway axis  legion

Type I  short  Second (inscriptions at MCs 37, 38, 42)
Type II  long  Twentieth (inscription from MC 47)

Type III long  Sixth?

Type IV long  ?

Table 4.2. Simpson’s classification of milecastle types in 1936, 266-9 

Figure 4.4. F. G. Simpson’s milecastle gateway type
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the wall

Differences in the width of the wall were noted by antiquarians from the 
eighteenth century onwards (the evidence was collated by Janet Birch in 
1958: cf. Birley, E. 1961, 81-5). Through excavation more details became 
known. Haverfield examined the wall in the grounds of Gilsland Vicarage 
(48-48a) recording by section and photograph Narrow Wall sitting on top 
of Broad Wall each with their own foundations (Haverfield 1895, 467 and 
Plate VII; Mrs. Hodgson 1897, 401-3). Through his work, Simpson was 
able to recognise Broad Wall, Broad Foundations, Narrow Wall, Narrow 
Foundations, Narrow Wall on Broad Foundations, points of reduction from 
Broad to Narrow Wall, and one place where the Broad Foundation and the 
Narrow Wall ran parallel (Simpson 1931, 310-3). In the following year it was 
discovered that there were two types of curtain, one with the offset above 
the first course (Standard A) and the other with it above the third or fourth 
course (B) (Figure 4.5). This was discovered fortuitously west of MC 17 
(Birley et al. 1932, 255-6). Simpson also perceptively pointed out when 
‘particular details reappear at widely separated points, it may be presumed 
that they represent the recurring activity of the same unit, transferred from 
one point to another as the building of the Wall advanced’ (Simpson 1931, 
308-9). 
 At the same time, a team of archaeologists was examining the Wall between 
Wallsend and Rudchester Burn. They concluded that the Broad Wall west 
of Newcastle was erected on a foundation of flags while the Narrow Wall 

Figure 4.5. Standard A and B construction of the Broad Wall
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between Newcastle and Wallsend was placed on clay and cobbles and was 
therefore later in date. The evidence for this is discussed in Chapter 5, but 
here one implication may be noted – the statement that on the basis of their 
observations the original plan was to end the Wall at Newcastle and that it 
was later extended to Wallsend (Spain et al. 1930).

tuRRets

It took more time to characterise turrets than milecastles. One turret plan 
had four-foot-thick side walls and another three-foot wide walls; some turrets 
had a west door, others one to the east (Birley, E. 1939a, 227) (Figure 4.6). 
The same paper by Birley acknowledged that in the central sector milecastle 
gateways and turrets had been mostly built before the arrival of the wall 
builders as they were erected to broad gauge while the wall was narrow. The 
appropriate distinctions between turrets were, however, difficult to determine 
and in 1961 Birley preferred the nature of the door to be a more important 
indicator of builder (Birley, E. 1961, 109).

PuttinG the evidence toGetheR 

By 1939, it was possible to offer an over-arching theory: 

The foundation of the work was laid down everywhere from Newcastle 
to Irthing, except on the top of the crags, and was linked with the 
foundations for milecastles, placed at every 1,620 yards, and turrets at 
every 540 yards between them. The work of building the superstructure 
was organized so that turrets and milecastles were built by one set 
of detachments, while another set began work on the Wall. As might 
be expected, the milecastle-and-turret builders soon outstripped the 
wall-builders; with the effect that by the time the work on the minor 
structures had reached Irthing the wall-builders had not yet reached 
turret 26b at Brunton, east of North Tyne (Richmond 1939, 265).

Figure 4.6. Eric Birley’s turret types, drawn by W. Dodds
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At that point, the Broad Wall was reduced in thickness to 2.30m (7½ feet). 
The east end of the Wall was Newcastle with the Narrow Wall later extended 
to Wallsend. 
 A major step forward in the consideration of how the Wall was built was C. E. 
Stevens’ Horsley Memorial Lecture of 1947 (Stevens 1948). He recognised the 
basic divisions on the Stone Wall: ‘the Broad Wall from Newcastle bridgehead 
to some point east of the North Tyne, but west of that the Wall is only broad 
at milecastles and turrets; elsewhere a Narrow Wall has been erected on broad 
foundation’. He then identified 16 ‘curtains’, that is the space between the 
structures, in the sector from Newcastle to Chesters fort, and he noted that 
some Narrow Wall was found here so that the ‘work of the gangs would seem, 
therefore, to have been dislocated while the whole legionary task was going 
on’. West of Chesters he acknowledged that the situation was different and 
he proposed the division of the structures into triplets of a milecastle and the 
turret to each side. On the basis of the inscriptions from the milecastles and 
the centurial stones Stevens assigned each block of work to a specific legion 
(Table 4.3). He ventured the possibility that the Stone Wall would have taken 
two legions four years to build. He argued that this original scheme was not 
completed as planned owing to the decision to move the forts onto the Wall 
line, followed by the Vallum and the narrowing of the wall. 

             Milecastles           Turrets
Leg. ii “Short axis” Gate type A [I] Broad walls Door to E

Leg. xx “Long axis” Gate type B [II] Narrow walls  Door to E

Leg. vi “Long axis” Gate type C [III] Narrow walls Door to W

Table 4.3. The allocation of types of milecastles and turrets according to Stevens 1948, 4

 Stevens complicated his analysis by a detailed study of the centurial stones 
from the Wall (so named by Horsley 1732, 127), the simple inscriptions 
recording the work of centuries, cohorts and legions, but the core of his 
conclusions have stood the test of time (Figure 4.7). In 1968, Joyce Hooley and 
I stripped away some complications and offered a simpler interpretation of the 
building of Hadrian’s Wall, which Stevens graciously acknowledged may have 
been right (Hooley and Breeze 
1968; pers. comm.). We also 
suggested a new identification 
of turrets with legions (Figure 
4.8). Understanding of the 
complicated building process 
was eased by our production of 
a diagram plotting the available 
evidence for milecastle, turret Figure 4.7. A centurial stone
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and curtain types on the Stone and Turf Walls (Figure 4.9 cf  Table 4.4).
 Our conclusion was that it was possible to isolate the work of three legions. 
The first tranche of work, we suggested, was 15 miles of the Stone Wall from 
about MC 7 (Benwell Bank) to MC 22 (Portgate), divided into lengths of 
five miles: 7a-12, 12a-17, 17a-22. Thereafter, the legions moved westwards, 
one building the sector between MC 22 (Portgate) and Chesters (T 27a) 
and the other two the central sector from T 36b (Housesteads) to the River 
Irthing just short of MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar). During this tranche of work, it 
was decided to reduce the thickness of the Wall from an original 10 Roman 
feet (3m) wide to 8 feet (2.44m) or even less; the Wall was completed at 
that gauge. The narrowing of the Wall, it was argued, followed the decision 
to place forts on the Wall line. This scheme for the building of the Wall has 
remained largely unchallenged.
 A less successful attempt was made to marshal the evidence from the Turf 
Wall. The eastern 5 miles could be recognised as a single block of work, with 
the structures in the next sector having  different characteristics, while the 
western end of the Wall was distinctive too.
 It was acknowledged that problems remained. Since we accepted that the 
sector from Newcastle to Wallsend was late in the constructional sequence, 
we were left with the short stretch from Newcastle to MC 7 (Benwell Bank) 
to explain. In despair, we suggested that these three miles were constructed 
in the first season while planning was in progress elsewhere. The plan of MC 
18 (East Wallhouses) was – and is - problematical; perhaps it had been started 
by one legion and completed by another (Figure 4.11). The question of why 
MC 47 (Chapel House) and MC 48 (Poltross Burn) were so large remained 
unanswered.

Figure 4.8. The Hooley-Breeze turret types

Stone Wall turrets. a. legion XX (7b); b. legion II (13a); c. legion VI (18a). 
Scale 1 in. = 36ft (1:432)

a b c
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Stone Wall

Legion VI  II  XX  VI II XX (??) ____________________________________________________ 
 | | | | | | | | |           
Wall mile 49 43 36b 27a 22 17 12 7 4             
                   Irthing                        N Tyne                                               Tyne
                       <-completed by Legion XX->     

Turf  Wall

Legion  II VI(?) X(?) II(?) VI  XX
                       ________________________________________
 | | | | | | |
Wall mile 80b 75a 70 64b 59a 54 49     
                  Solway                        Irthing

Table 4.4.  The building of the Stone and Turf  Walls as plotted in Breeze and Dobson 1976, 66

 We also realised that there was a 
problem with MC 47 (Chapel House). 
We noted that the excavators of 1935 
had stated that the south gateway was 
of Type II but it was built according to 
Broad Wall specifications and Type II 
gateways were only found with Narrow 
Wall structures; we suggested, therefore, 
that the milecastle was a hybrid started 
by one legion and completed by another 
(Simpson et al. 1936, 270-2; Hooley and 
Breeze 1968, 100). This increasingly 
seemed to be wrong. The milecastle was 
the same size as its neighbour, MC 48 
(Poltross Burn), while the gateways were 
the same type. The turrets beside this 
milecastle had west doors and narrow 
walls and in 1970 a turret of this type, T 
33b (Coesike), furnished an inscription 
of the Sixth Legion (Miket and Maxfield 
1972, 158). It was not clear whether the 
inscription related to the primary building 
of the turret or a later repair. Even so, its 
discovery reinforced our doubts about 
the legionary attributions then current. 
Nevertheless, Brian Dobson and I decided 
to retain the traditional attributions in the 
first edition of Hadrian’s Wall (Table 4.5). Figure 4.10. Breeze gateway types

Milecastle gates. a. legion II; b. legion VI; 
c. legion XX (Broad Wall); d. legion XX 
(Narrow Wall). Scale 1 in. = 20ft (1:240)

a

b

d

c
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Stone Wall
Milecastles – 3 types
Turrets – 3 types
Curtain – 2 types

These types can be allocated as follows:

 Evidence from                Structural evidence from
Legion inscription Milecastles Turrets Curtain

II       Milecastles 37,  short axis broad wall A
 38, 42 2 pairs responds    (4 feet) 1 course below
 Platorius Nepos                east door off-set

XX (?) Milecastle 47   long axis narrow wall A
  1 pair responds (3 feet)
   east door

VI (?)  long axis narrow wall B
                       2 pairs responds (3 feet) 3 courses
   west door         below off-set

Turf  Wall
Milecastles – 2 types known
Turrets – 2 types known

 Evidence from    Structural evidence from:
Legion inscriptions Milecastles Turrets 
XX milecastle 50 TW       long axis narrow wall
 Platorius Nepos           (2½ feet)
                                                                                    east door
        
VI (?)   long axis (?) broad wall
    (3½ feet)
    west door  
II (?)   short axis 

Table 4.5. The evidence for milecastles, turrets and curtain wall according to Breeze and 
Dobson 1976, 62

fuRtheR comPlications

 In 1931 Simpson had observed that milecastles with broad walls ought to 
come early in the constructional sequence (Simpson 1931). He also noted 
that some milecastles had started to be built to Broad Wall specifications but 
were completed to Narrow dimensions. In 1980 Ray Hunneysett explored 
this aspect further (Hunneysett 1980). He recognised that different setting-
out lines for milecastles had been used by the legions (Figure 4.11). This had 
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no significance when the milecastle was built to its original plan, but when 
its walls were narrowed, the point acquired considerable importance. If the 
interior face of the wall was used as the setting-out line then the interior of 
the milecastle remained at its original size, but if the exterior face was the 
base line the milecastle was larger. This in turn allowed further clarification 
of legionary types, further underpinning earlier allocations of the different 
types to legions. 

Legion II short axis Type I gates Standard A footings internal setting-out

Legion VI long axis Type II gates Standard A footings internal setting-out

Legion XX long axis Type III gates Standard B footings external setting-out

Table 4.6. The allocation of milecastles according to setting out lines following Hunneysett 
1980, 96

 Eric Birley in 1961 stated firmly that since Simpson’s classification, ‘there 
has been no doubt in anyone’s mind … that the short axis type [of milecastle] 
and Type I gateway are both evidence of that legion’s [the Second] work’ 
(Birley, E. 1961, 95). Thirty years later Peter Hill overthrew that certainty 
(Hill 1991). He pointed out that the building inscriptions at milecastles were 
placed above the gates and where there is clear evidence that the original plan 
of the milecastle had been modified during construction it is possible that the 
inscription was erected by the secondary builder; all the relevant inscriptions, 
we may note, have been found in the central sector where the dislocation 

Figure 4.11. A selection of Ray Hunneysett’s milecastle types
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in the building of the Wall following the addition of the forts can be most 
closely observed. His contention that work on the milecastles and turrets was 
little advanced before the decision to add forts to the Wall and then narrow 
the wall, added support to his proposition. He also noted that several gates 
showed evidence for carefully dressed lower stones with those above being of 
inferior craftsmanship (Figure 4.15). His challenge to the current orthodoxy 
was reflected in the subsequent edition of Hadrian’s Wall where the names of 
specific legions were replaced by the more neutral A, B and C (Breeze and 
Dobson 2000, 73) (Tables 4.7 and 4.8).

Stone Wall

Legion C  A  B  C A B (??) ____________________________________________________ 
 | | | | | | | | |           
Wall mile 49 43 36b 27a 22 17 12 ? 4             
                      Irthing                       N Tyne                                          Tyne
                       <--completed by Legion B-->     

Turf  Wall

Legion  A C B A C B
                       ________________________________________
 | | | | | | |
Wall mile 80+ 75a 70 64b 59a 54 49     
                    Solway                    Irthing                                                                     

Table 4.7. The building of the Stone and Turf Walls as proposed by Breeze and Dobson in 
2000, 77 

Figure 4.12. David Woolliscroft’s diagram indicating links between the Wall and Stanegate sites
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Stone Wall

Milecastles – 3 types
Turrets – 3 types
Curtain – 2 types

These types can be allocated as follows (the legions named on the inscriptions 
may not be the original builders):

   Evidence from            Structural evidence from
Legion inscriptions Milecastles Turrets  Curtain

A   Milecastles 37, short axis broad wall A
 38, 42 2 pairs      (4 ft / 1.2 m)    1 course below
 Platorius Nepos responds         east door off-set
 Legion II                              

B  long axis narrow wall A
  1 pair  (3 ft / 0.9 m)
  responds         east door                                          

C Milecastle 47 long axis narrow wall B
 Legion XX            2 pairs    (3 ft / 0.9 m) 3 courses
  responds west door          below off-set

Table 4.8. The evidence for the allocation of work on Hadrian’s Wall as suggested by Breeze 
and Dobson 2000, 73 

 In 1989, David Woolliscroft commenced his study of Roman frontiers 
by investigating why some milecastles and turrets on Hadrian’s Wall were 
moved out of their measured, or theoretical, positions (Woolliscroft 1989). 
Using a camera on a pole to replicate the approximate original height of 
turrets, he analysed the view of a Roman soldier based at each tower in the 
sector from MC 30 (Limestone Corner) to MC 58 (Newtown). He was able 
to demonstrate that the structures were generally only moved out of position 
in order to allow the soldiers based there to gain a direct line of site with 
an installation on the Stanegate (Figure 4.12). The implication of this was 
startling for it implied a much tighter system of watch and reaction on the 
frontier than had hitherto been believed. 
 Woolliscroft also observed that many of the forts placed on the Wall 
were in highly visible positions. As a result, in the revised plan, although 
the links along the Wall now did not work as well as those between the Wall 
installations and those on the Stanegate, the army achieved a remarkable 
degree of success in maintaining communication along the Wall line. 
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 In 2005 Matt Symonds addressed the issues of milecastle size, Broad 
Wall/Narrow Wall distinctions and location (Symonds 2005). He pointed out 
that two of the only fully Broad Wall milecastles, and also the largest, are in 
the broad gap through the Wall caused by the River Irthing. A second Broad 
Wall milecastle, MC 10 (Walbottle Dene), lay beside the Dewley Burn, while 
MCs 23-27, to the east of the North Tyne, had Broad side walls indicating 
early construction. He suggested that these early milecastles, constructed, at 
least in part, before the decision to narrow the Wall, were erected early in the 
building process in order to control weak points, the major river valleys or 
smaller streams. 
 MC 47 (Chapel House) and MC 48 (Poltross Burn) were the main focus 
of Symonds’ attention. While noting that they were larger than normal, he 
acknowledged that other milecastles built by the same legion were also large, 
but in addition these particular examples were the only milecastles to have 
been found to contain two large buildings, while MC 48 (Poltross Burn) 
was the only such structure to contain stone steps to the parapet walk or the 
presumed tower over the north gate, barracks with verandahs, window glass 
and tiles. His conclusion was that the two milecastles were erected early in 
the building programme, before the decision to add forts to the Wall. Once 
the decision was taken to add forts to the Wall, it was determined that the 
number of men stationed at milecastles could be reduced and the nature of 
their accommodation scaled down. 
 It was a casual conversation between Peter Hill and myself in 2001 which 
led to the promulgation of a view which had been staring us in the face for 
over 30 years. Peter suggested that the intention of the military planners had 
always been to continue the Wall downstream to Wallsend and not end it at 
Newcastle. In that case, I mused, why did they not divide the miles from 
Wallsend to the crossing of the River North Tyne by MC 27 into three or 
four equal lengths rather than three lengths of five miles each, leaving seven 
miles to the east (or three for those who preferred to believe that the first 
plan was for the Wall to end at Newcastle)? There ought to be a significant 
feature, presumably geographical, which led the 15-mile sector to end (or 
start) at Denton. There was no such feature, so what was at the other end? 
It was the Portgate, the point where Dere Street crossed the Wall (Breeze 
and Hill 2001). Once said, it was obvious: the legionaries marched north 
to the line chosen for Hadrian’s Wall and started building there (the same 
probably happened in the west, and possibly in the centre where the Maiden 
Way ended at Carvoran). 
 This seemed to us most satisfying. The known evidence fitted into the 
hypothesis, though it did not rule out the possibility that the original intention 
had been to end the Wall at Newcastle. It was supported by the lack of Narrow 
Wall in the 15 Roman miles from 7 to 22, apart from the odd antiquarian 
record which may have related to later rebuilding. It also changed the range 
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of possibilities for the sequence and form of construction of the eastern seven 
miles of the Wall (See pp. 69-7).
 Erik Graafstal took the story of the building of Hadrian’s Wall a step further 
in a detailed analysis of the evidence provided by 120 years of excavations 
(Graafstal 2012). He embroidered Matt Symonds’ proposed early activity at 
weak points and brought into the discussion discoveries at Chesters where 
Haverfield had found a considerable accumulation of material in the bottom 
of the Wall ditch sealed when the fort was subsequently erected on the site. 
He used this to argue for work on the Wall starting before the arrival of the 
emperor (Figures 4.13 and 4.14). Graafstal added these two early sections 
of the Wall in the North Tyne and Irthing Valleys to the problem of the 
construction of part of the Wall in turf; this, he suggested, was built in turf as 
part of the same intention of controlling the potentially weak sectors along 
the frontier. For Graafstal, this ‘implies that security threats were a recent 
reality, or were present and imminent’ (Graafstal 2012, 160). In making this 
claim, he emphasised the war at the beginning of Hadrian’s reign and the 
loss of life in Britain during Hadrian’s reign recorded by Fronto, as well as 
the placing of forts astride the Wall strengthening the function of the Wall as 
a springboard and the construction of the Vallum underlining the problems 
of security in the area (Figure 4.14). For Graafstal, the panoply of wall, 
towers, fortlets and forts was part of ‘a security concept that provided a basic, 
essentially interceptive, anti-raiding shield on the one hand, and a springboard 
for forward, preventive or punitive action on the other’ (Graafstal 2012, 161), 
a conclusion which echoes the comments of Horsley and of Bruce.

Figure 4.13. Erik Graafstal’s diagram of Chesters
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the effects of the decison to add foRts to the wall

We have seen that by 1938 the relationship between the Wall and the forts 
was still not clear, some being considered to have been built before the 
wall, others later (Richmond 1939, 270-1). The breakthrough came with 
the discovery of a milecastle below the fort at Great Chesters in 1939 and 
of turrets below Chesters, Housesteads and Birdoswald in 1945 (Birley, E. 
1961, 191) (Figures 3.14 and 3.15). The forts were definitely later than the 
original plan for the Wall, though the wider implications of that might be 
challenged (Crow 2004, 16-8; see above p. 37).
 In 1947 C. E. Stevens analysed the evidence for the building of the Wall 
and postulated that there had been a ‘dislocation’ in the building programme, 
for which he offered the construction of the Vallum as the reason (Stevens 
1948, 19-20). Stevens held to that view in 1966, still believing that the Vallum 
decision came before the fort decision (Stevens 1966, 87). Hooley and Breeze 
accepted the priority of the fort decision and suggested that the narrowing 
of the wall took place later (Hooley and Breeze 1968, 111-2); Stevens had 
rejected a connection between the narrowing of the wall and the dislocation 
(Stevens 1966, 28). 
 Julian Bennett, on the basis of the lack of wing walls at the primary forts 
of Chesters, Housesteads and Great Chesters, suggested ‘at the time they 
were built, it may not have been intended to complete the curtain’, thereby 
offering another  possible result of the fort decision (Bennett 2002, 828-9).
 Graafstal has stated that it ‘is very difficult to unravel the building order 
of Hadrian’s Wall after the dislocation caused by the fort decision’ (Graafstal 
2012, 151); however, the number of consequences of this decision is growing. 
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Figure 4.14. Erik Graafstal’s timetable for Wall building
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The most significant was the disruption to the earlier neat division of the 
building of the Wall into blocks of five or six Roman miles (Hooley and Breeze 
1968, 108-111), though Peter Hill has emphasised that the execution of this 
plan was anything but neat (Hill 2006, 135-6). The next was the narrowing 
of the Wall (Hooley and Breeze 1968, 111-2). 
 Peter Hill has recognised deterioration in the standard of workmanship 
on several of the Wall structures, all gates, at both milecastles and forts (Hill 
1991; 1995; 1997b; 2006, 140-44; Hill and Wilmott 1997). The milecastles 
include one to the east of the North Tyne, MC 10 (Walbottle Dene), as well as 
two in the central sector, MC 37 (Housesteads) and MC 42 (Cawfields); and  
the forts, Chesters, Housesteads and Birdoswald (Figure 4.15). He notes not 
just a lack of craftsmanship in the dressing of the stones at these gates, but 
also that the dressing of some of the stones at the four forts and at MC 42 
(Cawfields) was unfinished. Hill’s comments followed analysis of the visible 
remains. Tony Wilmott’s excavation of the west gate at Birdoswald was able 
to provide interesting detail (Hill and Wilmott 1997). Three phases in the 
construction of the gate were recognised. The stones laid in the second phase 
were ‘less carefully worked’ than those of the first phase (Hill and Wilmott 
1997, 57-8). The third phase followed an abandonment of work on the gate 
and was noted for ‘the crudity of its execution and the lack of interest in its 
appearance’ (Hill and Wilmott 1997, 58-9). Hill, citing a hypothesis of Stevens, 
subsequently tentatively suggested that the second dislocation at Birdoswald 
was linked to fighting during 
the construction of the Wall 
(Stevens 1966; Hill 2006, 
144; cf. Breeze 2003b).
 Symonds has seen a 
relationship between the 
dislocation caused to the 
building programme by the 
decision to add forts to the 
Wall and the size and location 
of some turrets in the central 
sector (Symonds 2013, 58). 
Here T 41a (Caw Gap) and 
T 44b (Mucklebank) are 
smaller than other turrets. 
In addition, as Gibson noted 
over a hundred years ago, 
T 44b (Mucklebank) is in a 
superb position with extensive 
views north and over the gap 
below (Gibson 1903, 13-4) 

Figure 4.15. Housesteads west gate. The upper stones 

are not as well dressed as those below
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(Figure 10.7). In order to achieve this commanding position, the turret was 
pulled a considerable distance from its theoretical location (Symonds 2013, 
58). A mile to the west, T 45b (Walltown West) also displayed ‘an exceptional 
degree of sensitivity to the terrain’, though it was in its expected position, 
and, like T 44b, it was placed at right angles to the wall (Symonds 2013, 58).  
Symonds acknowledges that these aspects may signify nothing more than a 
localized initiative, but ‘it could reflect an increased willingness during this 
late phase of construction to compromise on both the strictures of the regular 
system and on the generic installation plans where there was a compelling 
reason to do so’ (Symonds 2013, 59).

was hadRian’s wall finished at hadRian’s death?

The survival of large stones in the ditch at Limestone Corner is well known; 
it is the subject of an engraving prepared in 1848 showing Gainsford Bruce 
sitting on one of the stones (Breeze 2003c, 1) (Figure 4.16). A short distance 
to the east, John Hodgson recorded another section where the task of creating 
the frontier had not been completed. To the west of  T 23b (Wall Fell) he 
noted that ‘the earth taken out of it [the ditch] lies spread to the north, in 
lines, just as the workmen wheeled it out and left it. The tracks of their barrows, 
with a slight mound on each side, remain unaltered in form’ (Hodgson 
1840, 276). An accurate description, with the exception that the earth would 
presumably have been carried not in barrows but in baskets as depicted on 
Trajan’s Column. Richmond described this phenomenon in the following 
way: ‘the materials that have been dug out of it [the ditch] are lying on the 
outer margin, rough and unlevelled, as if the labourers had but left the work 
to obtain some refreshment, and were about to return to it’ (Richmond 1947, 
72). Tony Wilmott has recorded a similar feature at Black Carts (Wilmott 
2009, 82, fig. 193).
 The unfinished work 
can still be observed today 
(Figure 4.17). It consists 
of low, wide mounds 
lying at right angles to 
the ditch, the north lip 
of which is sharp, except 
where disturbed by later 
quarrying. The mounds 
of spoil do not run out 
from the edge of the ditch 
but start about 3 m or so 
to the north and decline 
in height to the north, as Figure 4.16. J. C and G. Bruce at Limestone Corner
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does the upcast mound where it has been completed. It would appear that in 
these places the ditch diggers dumped their spoil a little north of the edge of 
the ditch before spreading it out. This approach would help account for the 
survival of a low bank on the north edge of the ditch. In the sections where it 
is still visible, the labourers presumably had not pulled the dumped spoil back 
to level with the top of the bank, or had failed to fill in the space immediately 
to the north of the bank with new material just as they had not filled in 
the spaces between the north-south mounds. These unfinished sectors are 
important because they allow us to observe the process of constructing the 
upcast mound. The low mound on the edge of the ditch can be seen elsewhere 
along the Wall and its survival as a visible feature presumably indicates other 
unfinished sections (Breeze 2014a, forthcoming).
 Archaeological evidence for slow progress in constructing Hadrian’s Wall 
has long been recognised. As long ago as 1900 Haverfield recorded a layer 
of peat, branches, leaves and objects of leather 450mm (1ft 6in) thick at 
the bottom of the Wall ditch below Chesters fort, which was filled in when 
the fort was constructed (Haverfield 1900, 86-7; 1902, 15-6). This suggests 
a considerable time had elapsed between the digging of the ditch and the 
erection of the fort. At Peel Gap tower the Broad Foundation had been laid but 
‘a deep layer of peat and silt developed before the construction of the Narrow 
Wall’ (Crow 1991, 55). ‘When construction was resumed a large bonfire was 
first lit … the ashes extended both sides of the Broad Wall and overlapped 
its footings’ (Crow 1991, 55). This suggests an extended time-gap sufficient 
to allow undergrowth to develop. At Great Chesters the returning builders 
ignored the Broad Foundation which had already been laid and placed their 
Narrow Wall immediately behind it (Figures 3.13 and 3.14), while near MC 

Figure 4.17. The unfinished upcast mound near Limestone Corner looking east
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39 (Castle Nick) the Narrow Wall similarly ignored the Broad Foundation; 
elsewhere the foundations of the Narrow Wall are cut deeply into the low 
remains of the Broad Wall which may indicate a significant lapse of time 
(Breeze 2006, 273, 276-7; Crow 1991, 54-5). At Birdoswald, a layer of soil 
was interpreted as indicating a hiatus in the building programme (Wilmott 
1997, 77). It is difficult to date any of these actions. Hadrianic pottery at both 
Peel Gap tower and Birdoswald demonstrated that the builders returned 
before 138, while the fort at Chesters was also built under Hadrian. However, 
these are not precise dates. The most that we can say is that they indicate that 
the building of the Wall had become a long, drawn-out process.
 John Mann had a different perspective. He suggested that four inscriptions 
from Hadrian’s Wall, three from just west of Benwell and a fourth from 
Glasson west of MC 77 (Raven Bank), all very similar in size but all unlike 
the Hadrianic centurial stones, ‘were set up by the same building (or 
rebuilding) party, working at a single period in time’ (Mann 1992). One 
stone was found towards the west end of the Turf Wall, believed to have been 
rebuilt in stone in the second half of the second century. This coupled with 
their general style led Mann to link them with the inscription recording the 
rebuilding of the Wall in 158 (RIB 1389; Hodgson 2011) (Figure 4.18). Other 
elaborate stones found at Benwell, he suggested, may belong to the same 
building programme. His conclusion was that ‘after the advance into 
Scotland under Pius, it would appear that much of the Wall in the sector 
from Benwell to the west was demolished, and that extensive rebuilding was 
required at the time of the re-occupation of Hadrian’s Wall as a frontier line 
in A. D. 158’ (Mann 1992, 238). The word perfecit appears on one record of 
an Antonine inscription found near MC 9 (RIB 1388; Hodgson 2011, 67-
8). ‘The implication  that the Sixth Legion was bringing to completion or 
perfection something which had already been begun, or which needed limited 
work to bring it to a state fit for service, suits the context of rebuilding and 
repair on Hadrian’s Wall in 158’ (Hodgson 2011, 67). Other explanations for 
these inscriptions remain possible. The collapse of the wall at several places 
in the eastern sector from Wallsend to Denton may have been the cause of 
the re-building recorded 
on the inscriptions (Spain 
et al. 1930, 493-4; Bidwell 
and Watson 1996, 28-30; 
Bennett 1998, 23-4; Bidwell 
1999, 96-7). 
 At about the same date 
as these inscriptions from 
the Wall, others record work 
in the 160s at the forts at 
Stanwix, Great Chesters, Figure 4.18. RIB 1389
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Vindolanda and Carvoran (RIB 2026, 1737 1703 and 1792). It is usually 
assumed that these record repairs, but we cannot be certain that they do 
not relate to the completion of work suspended 20 years before. It is not 
possible to demonstrate that any part of Hadrian’s Wall – apart from the fort 
at Birdoswald (Wilmott 1997, 404) – was incomplete at the time of Hadrian’s 
death in 138, but the possibility should be borne in mind.

the cumbeRland/cumbRian coast

William Camden recorded the existence of a fort at Moresby and Alexander 
Gordon noted towers at regular distances apart between Bowness-on-Solway 
and St Bees Head (Birley, E. 1961, 126). Investigations first took place on the 
Cumberland coast in 1879 when Joseph Robinson of Maryport excavated 
at Beckfoot fort and in the following year when he investigated four towers, 
3a (Pasture Hill West), 3b (Herd Hill North), 13b (Wolsty South) and 25b 
(Risehow), the last still the most southerly known (Robinson 1881; Ferguson 
1881). The excavation reports included descriptions of the artefacts as well 
as the structures (Figure 4.19). Ferguson noted the record of a road along 
the coast and Robinson examined a pavement. 
 It was to be nearly 50 years before there was any further serious work. 
In 1928 R. G. Collingwood visited the coast accompanied by Eric Birley 
and C. E. Stevens and produced a schedule of sites (Collingwood 1929). 
Subsequent work was sporadic. Richmond and Simpson examined Tower 
16a (Cote How) in 1937 and in 1943 and 1944 MF 5 (Cardurnock) was 
excavated in advance of an extension to Anthorn airfield (Richmond 1956; 
Simpson and Hodgson 1947). Later excavations demonstrated that this was 
an unusual milefortlet, larger than the others and with a longer occupation. 
Simpson followed up the excavation 
with more fieldwork, locating two 
milefortlets and two towers on the 
Cardurnock Peninsula (Simpson 
and Hodgson 1947, 82-3). 
 The accolade for unravelling the 
mysteries of the Cumberland coast 
falls to Richard Bellhouse (Breeze 
2004). Over a period of 35 years 
from 1954 he undertook fieldwork, 
followed by excavation, leading 
to the elucidation of a pattern 
of milefortlets and towers from 
Bowness-on-Solway to Risehow 
(Bellhouse 1989). He was able to 
show that Collingwood’s assumption Figure 4.19. Risehow Tower
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that the structures circled round Moricambe Estuary was wrong (this 
assumption has led to the gap in the numbering sequence between MF 5 
and MF 9). He recognized that MF 9 (Skinburness) on the south side of 
the estuary was larger than normal, and we can now see it as the comparator 
to MF 5 (Cardurnock) on the north side of Moricambe Estuary, and he 
suggested that the southern sector was laid out from this site. Bellhouse 
analysed the different types of towers, noting three different types of plan and 
four types of footings (Figure 4.20), though in the absence of inscriptions he 
was unable to assign these to specific builders (Bellhouse 1969, 93-101). His 
excavations at ten milefortlets and the same number of towers demonstrated 
the wholesale abandonment of the system on the move to the Antonine Wall 
and the lack of evidence for subsequent re-occupation. He also examined 
Burrow Walls fort, which produced only fourth century pottery (Bellhouse 
1955).
 Barri Jones turned his attention to the Cumbrian coast (as it was now 
named following local government reorganization) in 1975. He identified 
parallel ditches running intermittingly along the coast from immediately north 
of MF 1 (Biglands) to Cardurnock 
(Jones 1976; 1982). Excavation of 
one ditch revealed that it was very 
slight, 1.5m wide and 800mm deep, 
but it had been recut and contained 
a sherd of pottery probably dating to 
the early – to mid-second century.
 Bellhouse was unhappy about 
certain aspects of the interpretation 
of these features, and in particular 
the soils. As an agricultural officer, 
he had the advantage in the ensuing 
discussion which mainly took place 
in the pages of Britannia (Bellhouse 
1981; Jones 1982; Bellhouse 1984), 
though Bellhouse supported his 
arguments by articles elsewhere 
(Bellhouse 1982a and b). Bellhouse 
urged caution in the interpretation 
of the evidence, which has never 
been fully published, and dismissed 
some outright. His qualifications 
have gained support from other 
archaeologists. David Woolliscroft 
examined one of Jones’ ‘palisades’ 
and found that it was a deep field 
drain (Woolliscroft and Jones 2004, Figure 4.20. R. L. Bellhouse’s tower types
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186-9). Ian Caruana has offered a re-assessment of Jones’ excavation of  
T 2b (Campfield) based upon his own observation of the work, concluding  
that ‘what Jones saw as a tower was some other type of structure’ (Caruana 
2004). In an important observation, Caruana stated that ‘In general 
terms, Jones appeared to excavate the site at Campfield in the light of his 
understanding of the Tower 4b sequence, and with a mental model influenced 
by his knowledge of developments on the Roman frontier in Germany, such 
as the sequence of towers in the Taunus and elsewhere. He was, therefore, 
very receptive to the kind of interpretation he advanced’ (Caruana 2004, 18). 
 Two points relating to the laying out of the coastal installations are 
important. The most southerly-known tower is at Risehow between Maryport 
and Workington. Woolliscroft noted that while Beckfoot and Maryport are 
in elevated positions, those at Burrow Walls and Moresby are in sheltered 
locations and are not placed upon the adjacent headlands (Woolliscroft 
1994). His conclusion was that the pattern of milefortlets and towers did 
not extend as far south as Burrow Walls,  thus supporting the possibility 
that T 25b (Risehow) was the end of the system. Ian Caruana has suggested 
that the similarity in size between the second phase at MF 5 (Cardurnock) 
and MF 9 (Skinburness) may indicate that the system was laid out in two 
stages: that from Bowness-on-Solway to Cardurnock being primary, with the 
structures south of MF 9 secondary and coinciding with the re-vamping of 
MF 5 (quoted in Breeze 2004, 80).

conclusions

Understanding the sequence of building Hadrian’s Wall is not the equivalent 
of tracing the development of trench building in the First World War, as it 
was once put to me. On the contrary, through this study we can not only 
appreciate better the operation of the Roman army, but also seek to interpret 
the reason for each change and the consequence of each modification and 
thereby appreciate more clearly the way(s) in which the Wall operated. One 
major result of the work described in chapters 3 and 4 was to demonstrate 
that there was a first plan for the Wall, a barrier with towers and gates 
added to an existing line of military installations along the Stanegate, and 
a significant modification, amounting to a second plan, with forts astride 
the Wall and the Vallum behind. We can therefore differentiate between two 
separate activities: frontier control and military defence. The successive 
modifications to the original plan also have to be explained: a desire to speed 
up work? Boredom with the project? Whatever the reason, the whole building 
programme suggests a flexibility in the military mind  to see problems and 
react to them. Perhaps one reaction was to warfare on the northern frontier, 
and perhaps that warfare was caused by the construction of the Wall. Over 
and above, we all seek to answer the basic question: how long did Hadrian’s 
Wall take to build?



Chapter 5 

What the foundations of 

Hadrian’s Wall can tell us

The structure of the Wall was described by eighteenth-century antiquarians. 
Its foundations rarely attracted attention. Bruce was an honourable exception.  
He provided a detailed description of the foundations at MC 10 (Walbottle 
Dene) uncovered in 1865: a ‘mass of clay puddling, varying in thickness, 
according to the stone press upon it, of from one to three inches … Usually 
the foundation course of stones is large and flat, but no regularity prevails’ 
(Bruce 1865, 221-2).  
 The most sustained campaign to study the structure of the Wall and its 
foundations was undertaken in the late 1920s by a group of archaeologists 
in preparation for the publication of a volume of the Northumberland 
County History (Spain et al. 1930, 493; 529). They recorded the Wall and 
its foundations and offered conclusions which have remained canon law 
since. These were that the Wall between Wallsend and Newcastle was Narrow 
and erected on clay and cobble foundations laid in a trench, while the Wall 
between Newcastle and Rudchester was Broad and placed on flags laid on 
the ground. By extension, they implied that all the Broad Foundations were 
constructed in this way (Richmond 1947, 36-7). 
 Analysis of about 40 records of the foundations of the Wall between 
Wallsend and the River Irthing reveals that the statement made in 1930 is 
not correct. This information is listed elsewhere (Breeze and Hill 2013) and 
collated in the following table:
  
Sector no. of records type of foundation  depth of trench

Wallsend-Newcastle 8  boulders/cobbles/flag-stones 100-420 mm
  sandstone fragments                     
  bedded in clay

Newcastle-Rudchester  11 flags/flatstones (3-6 in thick) 100 mm
  with sandstone fragments
  bedded in clay    
  
Rudchester-Irthing  20  clay and cobbles/whin boulders/ 600 mm in 
   sandstone fragments one location
  clay bonding    

Table 5.1.  The foundations of the Stone Wall according to Breeze and Hill 2013
Note that this does not include information relating to milecastles and turrets as they may 
have been erected at different times from the adjacent curtain.
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 It should be noted that even today there is no information for Wall miles 
8, 9, 13, 14, 15, 16 and 17. Nevertheless, it is immediately obvious that the 
interpretation offered in 1930 is only partially correct. The evidence for the 
sector from Wallsend to Newcastle would appear to be clear: foundations of 
clay and cobbles set in a foundation trench. It is also demonstrable that from 
Rudchester westwards to the River Irthing the foundations were usually of clay 
and cobbles or boulders while often in the crags the wall was simply placed 
on the bedrock. In fact, the only section where flags have been consistently 
recorded runs from Newcastle to Rudchester, precisely the area examined in 
1929.
 The situation, however, may not even be as straightforward as that. 
In many cases it is highly unlikely that the whole of the foundations were 
examined as the records often relate to where the wall survived to a height of 
several courses. The wall at MC 37 (Housesteads), for example, is described 
as having foundations of ‘large slabs laid on clay’, yet the photographs of the 
excavation demonstrate that the walls were not taken down so that the whole 
of the foundations could be examined. The flagstones therefore may have 
formed only the outer edge of the foundations and not be representative of 
the whole width of the foundations. This interpretation is borne out by the 
records of excavations and sections of the Wall visible today. Between MC 
46 (Carvoran) and T 46a (Wallend) Peter Salway found a ‘bottom course of 
rubble faced on each side with flags roughly tapered inwards into the core’ 
(Salway 1959, 211) while close by at MC 48 (Poltross Burn) the foundation 
‘has a rough face of the usual large flat stones, with smaller stones behind’ 
(Gibson and Simpson 1911, 404). At Planetrees and Brunton the Narrow 
Wall builders placed a layer of flags over the Broad Wall foundation as a 
levelling course for the facing stones above (Figure 5.1). In short, it is highly 
likely that references to ‘flagged foundations’  often mean ‘flat-topped stones 
of varying depths placed to support the facing stones above’ and to provide 
a strong edging to foundations composed of small stones. In places, such as 
Planetrees, large sandstone blocks were used instead of flags.
 There is also a problem with the use of the word ‘flags’. At some sites, 
for example at Byker and Chesters Bridge (McKelvey and Bidwell 2005, 
fig. 8; Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, fig. 5), the ‘flagstones’ would be better 
described as large, roughly worked stones. At the Knag Burn Gate, the north 
kerbs were described as ‘flags’ but the south as ‘ashlar’; in fact, the ‘flags’ may 
have been the ‘ashlar’ blocks split in half. In short, ‘flags’ may have been used 
in the past to mean thin stones, or sometimes just blocks with a flattish top 
(Britannia 7 (1976) 309). 
 One aspect not normally considered in discussions about the foundations 
of the Wall is the availability of material (though see Richmond 1947, 33-6). 
This is likely to have been of considerable consequence; in fact, to be the 
defining element. Cobbles could be found in rivers or streams. In the central 
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sector whin boulders were more likely to be used. Flags are either from 
quarries which naturally yield thin-bedded stone which separates easily, or 
they are worked from large blocks which have been split down into more or 
less thin slabs. Flags were probably used when readily available from thin-
bedded quarries, but not otherwise because it would have been too much 
trouble to create them. Availability may therefore have been the primary 
factor in determining which type of stone was used in the building of the Wall.

the foundation tRench

Several excavators recorded that the flagstones were bedded in clay. 
The authors of the 1930 report also stated that the flags were laid on the 
pre-existing soil surface or were only slightly recessed into it (Spain et al. 
1930, 528). In nearly every case where evidence has been recorded, the 
foundations sat in a shallow trench. They continued: ‘Wherever the stone-
filled foundation trench was absent, the removal by stone robbers of the flags 
below the first course mean the total destruction of the Wall’ (Spain et al. 
1930, 529). The assumption can only be that in the sector from Denton 
to Rudchester Burn the Broad Foundation was placed in a trench in more 
areas than are specifically attested. This trench was normally up to 100 mm 
deep, though a depth of 600 mm was recorded at 12b-13 (Rudchester Burn). 
It is possible to suggest that the lack of evidence for a trench may be the 
result of later ploughing in the vicinity of the Wall. We may also note that 
Charmian Woodfield at T 18b (Wallhouses East) found it difficult to identify 
the shallow construction trench in the natural clay (Woodfield 1965, 88), so 
it is possible that other excavators may have missed the trench. It is safe to 
assume that the foundations were normally if not always, placed in a trench, 
albeit sometimes very shallow, but its depth may relate to the preference of 
the legionary builders or to the local soil conditions.

Figure 5.1. The south face of Hadrian’s Wall at Planetrees, Broad Wall to right, Narrow to left
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the imPlications foR leGionaRy lenGths

The realisation that the foundations of Hadrian’s Stone Wall were more 
complicated than hitherto supposed led to a consideration that each legion 
may have constructed its own type. As we have seen, it seems probable that 
the first stretch of Stone Wall to be constructed lay between about MC 7 
(Benwell Bank) and MC 22 (Portgate) and was divided into lengths of 
five miles: 7a-12, 12a-17, 17a-22 (Hooley and Breeze 1968, Fig. 2; Breeze 
and Hill 2001) (Table 5.2). Within this three-legion block, the only certain 
flagged foundations that have been recorded lie in the sector 7a-12, that is, 
within one legionary length. The sector 22-27/North Tyne was probably built 
by the same legion as 7a-12. The use of flags in the foundations at T 25b 
(St Oswald’s) is therefore not surprising (Woodfield 1965, 108). The normal 
foundations of the wall, however, appear to be of broken stone bounded by 
large roughly dressed stones as still visible at Planetrees and immediately east 
of Chesters Bridge (Figures 5.1 and 10.4). 
 There is only one record for the sector 12a-17 and it is for broken freestone. 
17a-22 produced two records, but probably of the kerbs only. From the 
North Tyne to the Irthing, with but two exceptions as we have already noted, 
the foundations were of whinstones, boulders or broken stone. The unusual 
depth of the foundation trench at 12b-13 (Rudchester) may be indicative of 
the work of a particular legion, and it would therefore be useful to have more 
measurements from that sector. 

 foundations kerbs depth of trench

0 – 3/4 rough stones and cobbles (7) sandstone blocks (4) 100-420 mm (3) 
 boulders/some flagstones (1)
Newcastle flagstones (1)  
7a – 12 rough flags/  flagstones  (1) 100 mm (3)
 large sandstone fragments (7)
12a – 17 broken freestone (1)  600 mm (1)
17a – 22 irregular layer of flags/  large worked stones (1) 
 rough stones (2)  
22a – 27  sandstone fragments and  sandstone blocks (2)
 whin boulders (5)
27a – 46 whinstone or cobbles (10) whinstone or freestone (4) 
46 – 49 rubble or boulders (4) flagstones (3)

Table 5.2.  The foundations and kerbs of Hadrian’s Stone Wall collated by Breeze and Hill 
2013, 111. Note: nearly all records of the foundations record the presence of clay: this has not 
been included in the table. The figure in brackets relates to the number of records.

As a result of this discussion of the foundations of the Wall and the foundation 
trench a further element can be added to the characteristics of the legionary 
builders.
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                                  Structural         evidence       from

Legion   Evidence Milecastles Turrets Curtain           Foundations     
      from                                                                                      type     depth of
 inscriptions                                trench

A            Sixth? short axis broad wall A              rough    600 mm
  Type I gate (4 ft/1.2 m) 1 course  stones
  (2 pairs of east door below
  projecting responds)  off-set   
                 internal setting-out                          

B   Second?  long axis narrow wall A         flag-stones 100 mm
   Type II/IV gate  (3 ft/0.9 m) 1 course
  (1 pair of east door below
  projecting responds)  off-set
  internal setting-out

C Twentieth?          long axis narrow wall  B  rough
  Type III gate (3 ft/0.9 m) 3 or 4 stones
  (2 pairs of  west door courses 
  projecting responds)  below          
  external setting-out   off-set      

Table 5.3.  The evidence for different legionary styles on the Stone Wall following  Breeze and 
Hill 2013

Note: 1) the only evidence for the type of foundations and the depth of the 
foundation trench lies in the sector from MC 7 to the River North Tyne; 2) 
there is only one reference for a 600 mm deep trench; 3) the inscriptions of 
the Second Legion at MCs 37, 38 and 42 may refer to the completion of 
structures which had been started by a different legion.

the imPlications foR the newcastle-wallsend sectoR

The characterisation of the foundations in 1930 and the belief which it 
generated affected another aspect of Wall history. The archaeologists who 
prepared the report decided that the Narrow Foundation’s use of clay and 
cobbles indicated that the stretch of Wall from Newcastle to Wallsend was 
later than the Broad Wall. This was an acceptable conclusion, but they went 
on to argue that this sector was an addition to the Wall which was originally 
planned to end at Newcastle (Spain et al. 1930, 501; 537-8). 
 On this basis, the sector from Newcastle to Wallsend should all be Narrow 
Wall. Yet, an excavation by Paul Austen in 1978 to the east and west of the 
site of T 0b (St Francis) revealed clay-and-cobble foundations 3.1 m wide 
(Bennett 1998, 23-4) (Figure 5.2). Taken by itself, ‘this discovery raises the 
possibility that work began on building an extension of Hadrian’s Wall from 
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Newcastle to Wallsend before the Narrow Wall was introduced’ (Bidwell and 
Watson 1989, 26). However, ‘fissures’ were noted behind the facing stones 
in the trench east of St Francis and it was suggested that the wall here had 
subsided and widened. This interpretation was supported by the evidence for 
a fissure about 450 mm wide recorded in the same area in 1929 (Spain et al. 
1930, 493-4: further subsidence was subsequently noted to the east closer to 
the fort at Wallsend: Bidwell 2003, 17-8). 
 In the trench to the west of  T 0b, the foundations were also 3.1m wide and 
subsidence was inferred to account for this width with support being provided 
by a ‘pronounced north-facing camber in the clay-and-cobble foundation’ 
(Bennett 1998, 24). This inference was supported by the interpretation of 
a secondary layer of ‘sandstone rubble set in clay, faced on both sides with 
water-rounded boulders, and 3 m wide’, as a section of rebuilt foundation 
thereby implying an earlier collapse. This feature, however, overlay the 
remains of the wall by a width of up to 800 mm and ran at a slightly different 
angle. Paul Bidwell has suggested to me that the secondary layer was a track 
of later Roman or post-Roman date, citing tracks in this area recorded by 
MacLauchlan (1858, 7). If this secondary feature is discounted as Roman, it 
may also remove the inference of collapse and allow the width of 3.1 m for 
the foundations of the wall.

Figure 5.2. Plan of the foundations to west and east of  T 0b (St Francis)
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 The original width of the wall to the east of St Francis when the fissure is 
taken into consideration was 2.85 m, 400 mm wider than the 2.44 m which 
has been recorded as the normal width hereabouts (Spain et al. 1930, 493) 
and only 250 mm less than the normal width of the Broad Foundations, 
while the section to the west at 3.1 m wide was just 100 mm narrower than 
the normal Broad Foundation. The belief that all of the wall in this sector 
was Narrow Wall led to the attempts to explain away these two wider widths 
recorded during excavations. It is possible that the explanation is correct, but, 
taken at face value, the excavations offer two places where the foundations of 
the wall are close to the normal width of the Broad Foundation.

 There is a further consideration. At Byker, a short stretch of foundations 
of ‘sandstone slabs and fragments’ was recorded, while 450 m to the west 
the foundations were ‘large sandstone fragments let in a matrix of silty sand’ 
(McKelvey and Bidwell 2005, 15; McKelvey 2010, 151. Figure 5.3).  Just 
to add to the complications, two layers of foundations were recorded at the 
eastern site where the sandstone flags were also noted. The lower ‘consisted 
of water-worn sandstone cobbles … set in firm yellow clay’, while the upper 
‘consisted of two lines of roughly-dressed sandstone blocks’ bringing the 
top of the foundations up to the level of the contemporary ground surface 
(McKelvey and Bidwell 2005, 13). Flagstones were also recorded to the east 
of  T 0b (St Francis) (Bennett 1998, 24). In short, it is possible that there are 
two areas where flagstones were used in the foundations between Wallsend 
and Newcastle, though the possibility that these were actually large sandstone 

Figure 5.3. The foundations of the Narrow Wall at Byker. Features 1362 and 1363 at the 
west end of the trench are the lower layers of the foundation, divided by a straight joint, 
while feature 1010 forms the upper level
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blocks must be considered.
 It is clear that the 
disruption created by the 
decision to build new 
forts on the Wall was 
considerable. In the 27 miles 
from MC 22 (Portgate) to 
MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar) 
beside the crossing of the 
River Irthing,  it resulted in 
Broad Wall sitting on Broad 
Foundations, Narrow Wall 
on Broad Foundations, 
Narrow Wall on Broad Wall,  
Narrow Wall on Narrow 
Foundations and Narrow 
Wall beside Broad Foundation (Figure 5.4). It seems not unreasonable 
to suppose that a similar range of possibilities might have existed in the 
sector from Newcastle to Wallsend, and this makes the possibility of Broad 
Foundations and the use of flagstones here believable. 
 In 2001 Peter Hill suggested that the original plan had always been to 
build the Wall as far east as Wallsend but that its execution, apart from perhaps 
the building of the milecastles and turrets, had been delayed (Hill 2001). 
The available evidence for the sector from Newcastle to Wallsend certainly 
does not negate the traditional view that the Wall was first planned to end at 
Newcastle, but nor does it rule out the proposal that it was always planned to 
run it down river to Wallsend. 
 This, of course, does not deal with the second reason advanced by Spain 
and his colleagues for the sector between Newcastle and Wallsend being an 
extension to the original scheme, namely that the spacings between milecastles 
are shorter than usual (Spain et al. 1930, 501; 537-8). Hill reviewed the 
evidence in 2001, emphasising our lack of knowledge but concluding that as 
‘there was no attempt to divide equally the distance from Newcastle to the 
fort [Wallsend] …it is inescapable that the Wall was not designed to end at the 
bridge in Newcastle’ (Hill 2001, 11). Bidwell, however, was not convinced, 
arguing that ‘our knowledge is too flimsy to bear the weight of the hypotheses 
about the significance of their spacing’ (Bidwell 2003, 21).

the sectoR fRom denton to newcastle

There remains the sector from MC 7 (Denton) to Newcastle to consider. 
This does not fit into any known legionary length and therefore the nature of 
its foundations are of particular interest. We have three records: 

Figure 5.4. Narrow Wall sitting on Broad Foundations
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•	 between the site of the later fort at Newcastle and MC 4 (Westgate 
Road) a stretch of flagged foundations for the Wall was uncovered 
under the former Hertz Building in 2004, though the whole width 
of the Wall was not available (Britannia 36 (2005) 404). Paul Bidwell 
has informed me that here the flags were protruding below the footing 
course.

•	 the Mining Institute. The published photograph of the excavation in 
1952 appears to be the only record of the work. It shows a course of 
stones with the next course offset. The lower course is not the flagged 
footings which are not visible; the description (Simpson 1976, 178) 
which states that they are visible is based upon observation of the 
photograph and not a contemporary description of the excavation. 

•	 MC 4 (Westgate Road). The Wall was not located here, but the 
foundations of the milecastle walls were of sandstone flags (Harbottle 
et al. 1988, 153). 

None are completely satisfactory. Although the photograph of the 1952 
excavation is purported to show Broad Wall, it shows neither the nature of 
the foundations nor the width of the Wall. Nor was the width of the Wall 
found a little to the east in 2004, though the discovery of a foundation of 
flags is undisputed. At MC 4 (Westgate Road) the Wall was not excavated 
and the flag foundations related to the structure itself. So it is on the basis of 
one record that the flagged foundations continued as far east as Newcastle 
(Bidwell 2003, 20-1), but we still do not know which legion built it. 
 This account of the nature of the foundations of the stone sector of 
Hadrian’s Wall reveals that yet another firm statement of the 1930s is open 
to challenge. Further, it indicates that such statements can survive as ‘facts’ 
long after the evidence exists to prove them wrong. New evidence will often 
be explained away as not fitting the prevailing theory until someone takes a 
different look. This in turn emphasizes the need for regular reviews of the 
evidence as well as a sceptical attitude to the accepted theories.

the suPeRstRuctuRe

In 1960, Birley brought together the evidence available at the time (Birley 
1960, 52-8). He stated that it was clear from excavations that the Broad Wall 
core in wall-miles 7-12 was ‘mortared and not set in clay, except for a few 
inches upwards from the foundations’ and the same can be demonstrated 
in wall-miles 23-25 and at Willowford, between  MC 48 and T 48a. He 
concluded that the core of the Wall was normally mortared, with clay used 
as a damp course and ‘only exceptionally substituted for mortar in the 
superstructure’ as at T 26b (Brunton). This led Richmond to argue that the 
use of clay as a bonding material had led to the width of the Broad Wall, while 
‘It may be suggested that the hills and cliffs west of the North Tyne were in 
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themselves sufficient reason for the change-over to the rubble-and-mortar 
core associated with the narrow Wall’ (Richmond 1950, 43).
 An alternative explanation for the different treatment of the core was 
offered by Bidwell and Watson following their excavations at Denton between 
T 7b and MC 8. Here the core was of clay and rubble in an area where Birley 
recorded that only mortared core had been found (Bidwell and Watson 1996, 
32). At Willowford Bridge it was of unmortared rubble, close to where a 
mortared core had been previously recorded (Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 
56). The suggestion offered by Bidwell and Watson was that ‘the Broad Wall 
at Denton represents nothing more than the re-assembled contents of the 
Wall ditch. … Lime was not obtainable at the east end of the Wall; the nearest 
source of suitable limestone is at Harlow Hill, 12 km to the west’ (Bidwell 
and Watson 1996, 33). As with the foundations, the essential factor was the 
availability of materials. 
  There is insufficient knowledge of the Turf Wall to offer a similar analysis 
of either its foundations or structure. In 1935 Simpson and Richmond stated 
that the ‘Wall rested upon an offset of coursed turf, three or four layers high. 
Above the offset, the front sloped at an angle of about 1 in 4, while the back 
appears to have been at first almost vertical, probably to prevent unauthorized 
access to the rampart-walk. Allowing for a rampart-walk of normal width, 
the remainder of the rearward slope was probably gentle’ (Simpson and 
Richmond 1935b, 13). What is not always clear is that this description rested 
upon one section across the Turf Wall. In 1986 Paul Austen examined a 
section of the Turf Wall at Burgh-by-Sands. Here he uncovered a stone base 
to the Turf Wall, 5.65-5.80 m (18 ft 6 in - 19 ft) wide formed of ‘densely-
packed rounded cobbles’ (Austen 1994, 39-40). A similar raft of cobbles 
had previously been found under the north rampart of MC 53 (Banks Burn) 
(Simpson and Richmond 1933, 263). To date, such stone foundations have 
not been found elsewhere, but this may primarily reflect the small amount of 
archaeological investigations undertaken on the Turf Wall.

conclusions

Perhaps more than any other aspect of Hadrian’s Wall, picking over the 
minutiae of the foundations of the structure can appear to be crawling 
through the dust with a microscope. But, surprisingly, it casts light not only 
on building methods but also on legionary lengths, and the location of the 
eastern end of the Wall. In short, nothing is too small to be insignificant 
and not worth recording for it is through these details that we can better 
understand the greater whole.



Chapter 6 

Did Hadrian design Hadrian’s Wall?

C. E. Stevens was adept at offering an off-the-wall suggestion, such as that 
Hadrian’s Wall was built as a result of the tales of travellers returning from 
China (Stevens 1955, 397-9). He also tackled difficult issues. One of these 
was the role of Hadrian in the design of his Wall. 
 Stevens’ discussion of this issue was published in 1955, by which time, 
he acknowledged, the recent archaeological elucidation of the various 
elements of the Wall had allowed the original plan to be understood. It was 
appreciated that the first plan for the frontier consisted of a wall and ditch, 
milecastles and turrets, and that later, but still in Hadrian’s reign, the forts 
and the Vallum were added. Stevens noted that ‘on no other frontier is the 
boundary so solid’, as had Mommsen nearly a hundred years before, and 
that ‘this in itself awakens surprise’ (Stevens 1955, 387; Mommsen 1968, 
163; 195-7).  ‘Hadrian’s Wall is thus something unexpected to the general 
student of Roman frontier works’, and Stevens sought a reason for that. His 
suggestion was that Hadrian was purposefully seeking to create a great barrier, 
the equivalent of the Iron Curtain of his day, so signalling his intention to 
abandon the conquest of the north and, perhaps, in effect to turn  the south 
into an island. ‘Perhaps it is not altogether fanciful to think of Hadrian, the 
friend of Greece and archon of Athens, remembering the words in which, as 
Thucydides reports them, Pericles told the Athenians what a pity it was that 

Figure 6.1. A coin of Hadrian found in the River Tyne
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they were not islanders and bade them act as though they were. And Pericles 
could speak so, because Athens had the Long Walls which made of it indeed 
an artificial island’ (Stevens 1955, 388).
 Stevens also recognised the unique elements of Hadrian’s Wall, the 
milecastles and the Vallum (Stevens 1955, 396). He noted that ‘the vallum 
is something absolutely abnormal on Roman frontiers, and the concept of it 
could only come from an adventurous and imaginative mind, able furthermore 
to enforce its adventurous imagination, in fact from the mind of Hadrian 
himself ’ (Stevens 1966, 40). The difficulty was that the milecastles belonged 
to the original plan for the Wall, and the Vallum the amended scheme. Stevens 
solved this difficulty by arguing that the Wall was begun before Hadrian came 
to Britain, specifically ‘in mid-season of A.D. 120’ (Stevens 1966, 39).
 Stevens stressed the uniqueness of the milecastles and the Vallum, but 
they are not the only unique elements to Hadrian’s Wall. There are several 
others including the use of stone, the regularity of planning, the placing of 
the forts astride the wall and the stationing of one unit in each fort (Breeze 
and Dobson 2000, 40; Breeze 2009).

the use of stone

Most of Hadrian’s Wall was built of stone; the use of turf in the westerly 
48km (30 miles) has been seen as abnormal. Following the discovery of the 
Turf Wall in 1895 and in particular the fact that it is restricted to the stretch 
between the River Irthing and Bowness-on-Solway, various attempts have 
been made to explain the construction of the Wall in this material. 
 Simpson suggested, that if ‘the completion of the Wall west of Birdoswald 
was delayed for some time, owing to the scarcity of building stone, compared 
with the rich supplies available almost on the spot elsewhere, the need for 
such a temporary defence becomes still more apparent’ (Simpson 1913, 
360). Simpson supported his view of the temporary character of the Turf 
Wall by the absence of a stone foundation.
 In their magisterial review of the Turf Wall published in 1935, Simpson 
and Richmond rejected the argument that the need for speed and the lack 
of good building stone had resulted in a turf rampart and offered a new 
suggestion:

On the tactical side, it is now certain that the Wall was not built until 
Hadrian had been to the island and barbarian aggression was at an 
end; so the need for hurry disappears. Materially, it must be urged that 
the Wall-builders presently made shift with the local material; and if 
then, why not before? This last question, the crux of the matter, may 
be answered at last by the introduction of a new factor on the material 
side. … limestone occurs in quantity as far as turret 53b, Craggle Hill. 
Then comes the famous Red Rock Fault, beyond which red sandstone 
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replaces limestone as far as the sea. No lime can then be burnt anywhere 
near the Wall. Thus, the want in the west of local supplies of lime, 
hitherto available in abundance, must have decisively affected the plans 
of the Roman engineers. The western sector would take altogether 
longer to build to the same specification, even in the more tractable 
red sandstone. The whole organisation for building would require to 
be changed unless local materials could be found. Apart from other 
considerations, these factors seem sufficient to necessitate a change 
in material. Once a change was envisaged, the first choice among 
earthy materials would fall upon turf, in accordance with Roman army 
practice. Later and at leisure, the Stone Wall could gradually be carried 
westwards. (Simpson and Richmond 1935b, 12-3)

This argument was predicated upon the use of mortar in the construction 
of the Stone Wall. What was not appreciated at the time was that only its 
facing stones were bedded in mortar, and that an inferior mortar. Otherwise, 
there the argument has largely remained, with protagonists for each side 
periodically re-stating their preferred view (cf. Graafstal 2012 for the most 
recent statement in favour of the use of turf in order to complete the work 
speedily).
 It was increasing evidence for the environment of the Wall area which led 
me to a different approach, so turning the problem on its head. It had been 
normal Roman military practice in Britain before Hadrian to construct new 
forts in turf and timber only replacing them in stone when the timbers rotted 
and the ramparts decayed (Hanson 2009). It is thus no surprise that the 
Hadrianic and Antonine frontiers in Germany were built of timber and the 
Antonine Wall in Scotland of turf; nor, we may note, were they necessarily 
regarded as inferior, at least by the writer of the Augustan History.  Hadrian’s 
Wall is unusual in containing so much stone work. It is certainly true that 
other frontier works were of stone, but the use of that material in North Africa 
presumably reflected the lack of turf and timber while the stone Raetian 
Wall in south-west Germany was a replacement of an earlier timber palisade 
(Breeze 2011, 39-40).
 Why then, was Hadrian’s Wall not built of timber or turf? One answer 
could be that there was relatively little timber available (Birley, A. R. 1997, 
128). A review of the vegetation of northern Britain at the time of the Romans 
by Richard Tipping has led to the conclusion that there was considerable 
clearance of trees in the 500 years before the arrival of the Romans who 
therefore entered an open landscape (Tipping 1994, 31-3). 
 The relative lack of timber might be expected to have led to the use of turf 
to build the whole of Hadrian’s Wall. Today’s climate is not conducive to the 
growing of certain crops in north-western England and the same may have 
been true in the Roman period, with a resulting concentration on a pastoral 
economy, hence the availability of turf. But in that case, why was not turf 
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used along the whole length of the Wall? The answer may lie in the nature of 
the terrain. The rough ground of the central sector of the Wall would not have 
provided good turf for a rampart, even though it was sufficient for the cheeks 
of the Vallum mounds. From Carrawburgh eastwards to Wallsend, plough-
marks have been found under many sites along the Wall demonstrating the 
ubiquity of arable land and perhaps therefore a lack of pasture to provide turf 
(Breeze 1974b). 

the width of the stone wall

Ian Richmond argued that the Stone Wall was so wide in order to ensure its 
stability (Richmond 1950, 43). This was challenged by Hill who firmly stated 
that ‘the reverse is true, and any instability in a clay-bonded core would be 
greater in the broader wall, simply because with the broader wall there is a 
greater weight of unstable core against a given area of facing stones’ (Hill 
2006, 24). Whatever the reason for the construction of so much of Hadrian’s 
Wall in stone, it did not have to be so massive (Figure 6.2). One of the most 
striking features about Hadrian’s Stone Wall is its very size, 3 m wide, as 
modern commentators have emphasised (Stevens 1955, 387; Hill 2006, 24; 
Bidwell 2008a, 130-3). It was 
wider than any other Roman 
frontier walls. The Raetian Wall, 
built in the late second century, 
was only 1.2 m wide. 
 Various reasons have been 
offered for the size of Hadrian’s 
Wall. It may have been the 
result of Hadrian’s somewhat 
meglomaniac attitude to building, 
or simply just that he ordered the 
construction of a wall on the lines 
of the only walls that he knew 
– those surviving in the Greek 
world (Crow 1986, 725; Birley, A. 
R. 1997, 133): Roman cities were 
generally not defended by walls 
at this period. Paul Bidwell has 
suggested that the thickness was 
the result of the need to provide 
space for a wall-walk along the 
top (Bidwell 2008a, 133).

Figure 6.2. Richmond’s drawing of the Turf and 
Stone Walls
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Figure 6.3. The fortlet at Barburgh Mill and MC 50 TW (High House)

milecastles

The Roman army had long built small forts, which are normally called 
fortlets and capable of holding no more than 80 men (Figure 6.3). They were 
therefore larger than the milecastles of Hadrian’s Wall, which appear to have 
been invented for this frontier and, apart from the occasional exceptions, are 
found on no other frontier apart from the Antonine Wall in Scotland (Stevens 
1955, 396). The gaps in the German frontier tended to be observed from an 
adjacent tower with normally only the major routes supervised by a small fort 
and/or a fort. The unusual nature of the milecastles renders interpretation 
difficult: Dobson described them as ‘one of the great mysteries of the Wall’ 
(Dobson 1986, 9).

foRts

A further unique feature was the placing of the first tranche of forts to be 
built on the Wall astride the curtain (Figure 6.4). This occurred on no other 
frontier. It was inexplicable to earlier observers such as Haverfield, who 
sought to prove that at Chesters there had been a primary fort wholly south 
of the Wall and subsequently extended to the north (Haverfield 1901, 84-8). 
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In Germany, the forts were placed behind the palisade while on the Antonine 
Wall most forts were attached to the frontier but lay wholly south of it. The 
unique element does not end with the placing of forts astride the wall. They 
were already furnished with four double-portal gates; now two extra, single-
portal gates were provided. Three of the double-portal gates opened north of 
the wall and the two single-portal gates supplemented the remaining double-
portal gate south of the Wall. 
 Richmond suggested that the forts lay astride the wall to permit ‘the 
garrison to deploy very rapidly in order to intercept raiders or to repel 
attacks’ (Richmond 1947, 20). Birley argued that it was only the cavalry forts 
which were placed astride the Wall (Birley 1961, 270). Breeze and Dobson 
followed Richmond, confirming that the intention was for all forts, ‘wherever 

Figure 6.4. Plan of Chesters fort
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local topography allowed’ to be positioned astride the Wall (Breeze and 
Dobson 1976, 45). Austen reviewed the evidence in 2008, arguing that this 
proposition was too simplistic. He pointed out that only seven out of the 16 
forts obeyed this rule (Austen 2008, 113). It was accepted that the terrain 
prevented Housesteads and Bowness from projecting to the north, that 
Carvoran was a Stanegate fort and that Carrawburgh was a late addition, with 
Newcastle even later, while too little was understood about Castlesteads to 
allow anything to be determined about its location. This left Great Chesters, 
Stanwix and Drumburgh as forts where the topography would have allowed 
them to project to the north. Of these, the size of Drumburgh renders it 
anomalous, while the ground at Stanwix does slope quite steeply to the north. 
The unusual arrangement of the ditches at Great Chesters had previously 
led to the hypothesis that a larger fort had been planned but a smaller one 
built (Swinbank and Spaul 1951, 234). In short, Austen does not appear to 
have proved his case. 

the vallum

Stevens remarked that the Vallum is unique; indeed, there is nothing in any 
way like it on any frontier (Stevens 1966, 40). This, in effect, double frontier 
caused early observers of Hadrian’s Wall considerable problems, as we have 
seen.  

foRt and units

With the exception of Drumburgh, every fort on the line of the Wall, and 
down the Cumbrian coast, was large enough to have held a whole auxiliary 
unit. Although it must be emphasised that we know little of the internal 
arrangements of the Hadrianic forts, our assumption has generally been that 
each fort was the base for a single unit. This was part of a general belief 
that most forts were built to hold a single unit, but as more excavations of 
complete forts have taken place this becomes more difficult to justify. Indeed, 
the assigning of one unit to each fort is now seen as somewhat unusual in 
Britain, though it is a regular feature on the German frontier (Maxfield 1986). 
On Hadrian’s Wall the belief that each fort held one unit remains strong.

ReGulaRity and standaRdisation

Hadrian’s Wall exhibits considerable regularity in planning, which is not the 
case on other Roman frontiers. The precision in the spacing of the milecastles 
and turrets aided the recovery of so much of the original plan for the Wall 
in the early twentieth century. When necessary, the plan could be amended, 
as David Woolliscroft (1989) has demonstrated. He noted that several 
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milecastles and turrets were moved a little out of their measured position in 
order to maintain communication with the sites behind the Wall. In short, we 
now appreciate that the Wall was more sophisticated than our earlier belief 
in a rigid blue-print would have us believe. There is an exception to this 
regularity, the extra tower in Peel Gap, but its uniqueness (at least, as yet) 
again emphasises that it is the exception which proves the rule.
 The forts were equally regularly spaced. Swinbank and Spaul demonstrated 
in 1951 that the original plan for the Wall forts was that they should be 7⅔ or 
7⅓ Roman miles apart, though this spacing was amended to suit local factors 
(Swinbank and Spaul 1951). 
 The use of stone may have been an important element in the regularity of 
spacing, at least of the smaller structures. The materials would have had an 
effect on the nature of the building processes and led to a different attitude 
of mind on the part of the builders. It is, for example, easier to make changes 
to timber structures than to stone. On the German frontier a new gap could 
have been created by the removal of a few posts. On Hadrian’s Wall, however, 
a whole section of stone wall or turf rampart would have had to be removed. 
It might therefore have been regarded easier to issue instructions for a regular 
pattern of gates (milecastles) – and towers – rather than to work out in 
advance where they would be required and make any necessary changes later. 

did hadRian desiGn hadRian’s wall?

As C. E. Stevens realised, the milecastle was a unique feature of the first 
plan while the Vallum was a creation of the amended scheme (Stevens 1955; 
1966, 40). He appreciated that Hadrian would not have stayed in Britain 
long enough for both plans to have been achieved and in order to cut the 
Gordian Knot suggested that the Wall was planned before Hadrian came to 
Britain and once in the island he recognised the problems of the original plan 
and ordered its amendment: moving forts onto the Wall and placing them 
astride the curtain, with the addition of two extra gates, and constructing the 
Vallum. This might also be considered to account for the regular nature of 
the original plan if it was prepared far away, perhaps even in Rome.
 Bennett reviewed the evidence and concurred with Stevens that the 
Wall was started before Hadrian arrived in the province (Bennett 2002). 
His supported his argument by pointing to the amount of Broad Wall 
which had been constructed before the fort decision and the evidence for 
the accumulation of the deposit in the Wall ditch at Chesters prior to the 
construction of the fort (Haverfield 1901, 85-7; 1902, 15-7). He went on 
to suggest that as the forts at Chesters, Housesteads and Great Chesters 
had been built as free-standing structures, ‘it may not have been intended 
to complete the curtain’, and that ‘the vallum could have been intended as a 
substitute for the Wall itself ’, but abandoned after a subsequent decision to 
resume work on the curtain (Bennett 2002, 828-9).
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 The opposing view has often been promoted that Hadrian drew up the 
first plan that was amended into a workable frontier once he had left the 
province. There is one serious objection to this. Significant changes would 
have been referred to the emperor for approval (Jarrett 1967, 98). Even if 
they were not, the Roman Empire, at least in its upper echelons, was a small 
place and it was not possible to keep secrets; Hadrian would have found out 
and no one would have wished to get on the wrong side of the emperor. He 
executed senators and officials and, at the end of his reign when he was ill, 
even two of his relatives. As one rhetorician said when challenged to say why 
he had not corrected the emperor, ‘one does not argue with a man with 30 
legions at his back’ (Augustan History, Life of Hadrian 15, 11).
 Until recently, the problem has been that it was difficult to conceive 
of Hadrian being physically able to prepare the original plan and its 
modifications. In a review of the building of the Wall, Peter Hill argued that 
initial work on the Broad Stone Wall and its attendant structures could have 
been quicker than we have previously believed, and therefore ‘if Hadrian 
spent three or four months in Britain, there would have been ample time 
for him to have made the initial decision and to have revised the plans to 
include forts before he left’ (Hill 2006, 125). In short, the emperor could 
have been responsible for the unique elements of the first plan – the size of 
the Stone Wall and perhaps the invention of the milecastle – and also those of 
the amended scheme – the forts astride the Wall and the Vallum.
 Support for Stevens’ suggestion that the building of the Wall started 
before the arrival of Hadrian in Britain, however, has come from a new 
dendrochronological date from the palisade in Germany (Czysz and Herzig 
2008). The date is the winter of 119/20, which implies that preparations were 
in hand for the construction of that frontier before Hadrian travelled to the 
province in 121. Most recently, Graafstal has brought the Jarrow inscription 
into the account, and in particular its unusual language, to argue that Hadrian 
took the decision to build the Wall as early as about 118 (Graafstal 2012, 133-
6). Graafstal’s argument places the construction of the Wall securely within 
the framework of wider imperial frontier policy (cf. Maxfield 1990). The 
new emperor, Graafstal suggests, took an early decision to build frontiers, 
prepared carefully, felling trees in preparation, and repairing roads (cf. Birley, 
A. R. 1997, 138 for road building in Britain early in Hadrian’s reign). When 
he came to Britain (and, before that, Germany) his purpose was to inspect 
work in progress and at that point he introduced radical amendments to the 
original plan. 
 Graafstal’s argument is also based on the complexity of the building 
operation and the amount of time it would take to achieve (Graafstal 2012, 
129-3). He drew attention to the necessity to move scaffolding along the 
Wall, which would have slowed progress and disrupted a smooth progression 
of work, and argued that more turrets, and north walls of milecastles, were 
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completed before the dislocation caused by the fort decision than Hill had 
allowed. These point, Graafstal argues, to an intention to prioritise the 
erection of the observation chain of turrets and towers over the milecastle 
north gates. Hodgson has also pointed to the ‘absence of reliably recorded 
Narrow Wall in the 18 miles west of Newcastle, where there is every indication 
that excavated lengths of curtain at Denton and Heddon were built to full 
height at the 10 foot gauge’ (Hodgson 2009b, 17). The implication of an 
extended building programme before dislocation receives some support from 
Haverfield’s record of the deposit in the bottom of the Wall ditch under the 
east gate of Chesters, as already noted.
 The conclusion drawn by Graafstal is that too much work had been 
undertaken on the first plan to allow Hadrian to have ordered the construction 
of the Wall and still have been in Britain to take the decision to add the forts: 
‘The first Wall plan smacks of an attempt at an “ideal” frontier barrier that 
could have been made up anywhere, whereas the fort and Vallum decisions 
do suggest a certain amount of “local knowledge”. The first plan is better 
understood if started in the emperor’s absence, while it is the very incisive fort 
decision, or second plan, that probably reveals his active presence.’ (Graafstal 
2012, 133). Graafstal also drew attention to a statement by Dio: Hadrian 
inspected all the garrisons and forts and ‘some of these he removed to more 
desirable places, some he abolished, and he also established some new ones’ 
(Cassius Dio 79, 9, 1). Could this have referred to the fort decision?

conclusions

Hadrian’s Wall might lie on the far edge of the Roman empire, but teasing 
out the relative significance of the various elements which go to make up this 
enormous frontier complex can cast light on the activities of the emperor 
himself and the operation of the Roman state and its bureaucracy, as well as 
helping us understand how long Hadrian’s Wall took to build. Perhaps more 
than anything, it directs us to the concerns of the Roman army in the frontier 
zone.



Chapter 7 

When was the Turf Wall re-built in stone?

Once it was realised in 1933 that the Turf Wall only ran from the River Irthing 
at Harrow’s Scar to Bowness-on-Solway, Simpson and Richmond’s attention 
was directed to determining when it was rebuilt in stone (Simpson and 
Richmond 1933, 134). In 1911, Gibson and Simpson had discovered that 
MC 50 SW and its adjacent turrets had been built during Hadrian’s reign 
(Gibson and Simpson 1913). From 1928 to 1935 Simpson and Richmond 
explored other structures along the Turf Wall (Figures 7.1 and 7.2). They 
concluded that it had been rebuilt in two stages. The most easterly five miles 
from Harrow’s Scar (MC 49) westwards to Randylands (MC 54) had been 
rebuilt during the reign of Hadrian; everything further west at a later date. 
They offered two supporting arguments for the division between the two 
sectors.
 The pottery from MC 54 (Randylands) demonstrated that the milecastle 
was rebuilt in stone during Hadrian’s reign (Simpson and Richmond 
1935a, 240). The next structure to the west, T 54a (Garthside), had a 
complicated history, having collapsed and been rebuilt to the south, still 
probably under Hadrian (Simpson and Richmond 1934, 138-144; Welsby 
1985). No pottery later than the second century was found at the site. The 
date of the rebuilding of the Turf Wall here was based upon the use of the 
‘characteristic white mortar’ associated with the Severan work elsewhere 
on the Wall (Simpson and Richmond 1934, 141). The other diagnostic 
feature for the junction between the two periods of rebuilding of the Turf 
Wall was the change in the width of the rebuilt Stone Wall at MC 53 
(Banks Burn). From MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar) to MC 53 (Banks Burn) 
the wall is the same width as the Narrow Wall, but west of the latter point 
‘there is an increase in width of from six to twelve inches’ (150-300 mm). 
‘Intermediate Wall’ was the name given to the stone wall in the western 
sector of the Turf Wall from MC 53 (Banks Burn) to the Solway. This was 
‘thicker than the Narrow Wall of 7 feet 6 inches [2.286 m] and thinner 
than the Broad Wall of 9 feet 6 inches [2.896 m]’ (Simpson and Richmond 
1934, 133). The interpretation of the Turf Wall as being rebuilt in stone in 
two stages with the division being at MC 53 (Banks Burn) was no doubt 
influenced by their view of the importance of the Red Rock Fault, lying 
between T 53b (Craggle Hill) and MC 54 (Randylands), west of which 
was found only ‘inferior red sandstone’ to use in the construction of the 
Wall (Simpson and Richmond 1934, 134-6). 
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 It is worth emphasizing that T 54a (Garthside) was the most westerly 
structure investigated by Simpson and Richmond in the 1930s where 
sufficient dating evidence survived for a conclusion to be reached. The 
turrets westwards from T 54a (Garthside) to T 57a (Beck) were merely 
identified without their interiors being examined. At that point, Simpson 
and Richmond considered that they had fulfilled their brief to investigate 
the eastern sector of the Turf Wall and they directed their attentions to its 
western end (Simpson and Richmond 1934, 134-7; 1935a, 213-20). 
 The other conclusion, the width of the foundations, was also based on 
very little evidence (Breeze 2012, 73-4). We only have 30 records of the width 
of the foundations of the stone wall from the River Irthing to Bowness-on-
Solway – that is an average of one per mile, though there are many miles 
where we have no record – and fewer measurements for the Wall itself. Where 
the replacement stone wall survives more than a course or two high, that is 
in Wall-miles 49 - 52, 66 and 72, it has no offsets. This is unlike both the 
Broad Wall and the Narrow Wall, on both of which there are offsets. The main 
significance of  Table 7.1 is to show that there is a variation of 396 mm (1 ft 
4 ins), that is 14%, in the width of the foundations and of 200 mm (8 ins), 
nearly 10%, in the wall west of the River Irthing.

Figure 7.1. F. G. Simpson Figure 7.2. I. A. Richmond
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Wall   foundations   
mile Roman feet    imp feet    metres

49-51 9.01  8’9” 2.667 (3) 
51-53  no evidence  
53  8.84-9.27 8’7”-9’  2.616-2.743  (3) 
53-53a 9.70 9’5”  2.880  (1) 
54-57 9.53-9.95 9’3”-9’8” 2.819-2.946 (6)
57-64  no evidence   
65  10.81 10’6” 3.200 (1)
65-79 8.61-9.95 8’4”-9’8” 2.550-2.946 (16)  

Wall   curtain wall
mile    Roman feet     imp feet        metres

49-51 7.81-7.94  7’7”-7’9”   2.311-2.350   (7)
51-53 7.72-8.28 7’6”-7’11” 2.286-2.450   (8)
53   no  evidence
53-53a 7.81 7’7”      2.320        (1)
54-57  no evidence
57-64  no evidence    
65   no evidence
65-79 7.72-8.41 7’6”-8’2” 2.286-2.489    (6)

Table 7.1. The width of foundations and stone wall from MC 49 to MC 80 based on Hill 
2004, together with Hodgson and McKelvey 2006. The number of known measurements in 

each sector is given in brackets.

 Simpson and Richmond appear to have based their definition of the 
Intermediate Wall primarily on the width of the foundations as there was so 
little known about the superstructure in 1934. This was a hazardous position 
because the variation in the width of the foundation may bear little relevance 
to the width of the Wall as recent work has demonstrated at Hare Hill. Here, 
the foundations are 130 mm wider than a little to the east though the stone 
wall surmounting them is the same width (Hodgson and McKelvey 2006, 
52).
 It is clear that our beliefs about the western boundary of the section of Turf 
Wall rebuilt under Hadrian and the easterly point of the Intermediate Wall 
are based upon insufficient evidence. In the main they merely relate to where 
Simpson and Richmond stopped investigating this section of the Turf Wall 
in 1936, as we have seen. At the end of each season of work they reviewed 
the state of knowledge and amended their position accordingly. In 1936 they 
decided that they had answered the basic questions and their interpretation 
thereafter remained at the point they had reached in that year. To complicate 
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matters, there is a discrepancy between the two forms of evidence they used to 
reach their conclusions. The date of the pottery from the structures suggested 
to Simpson and Richmond that MC 54 (Randylands) was the most westerly 
point of the Turf Wall rebuilt under Hadrian, whereas the structural evidence 
from the Wall led them to place the critical juncture for the foundations at 
MC 53 (Banks Burn); as we have noted, we now know that the superimposed 
Narrow Wall continued to at least a little further west than MC 53 (Banks 
Burn) (Hodgson and McKelvey 2006). It can be firmly stated that it is not 
possible to place a western limit on the rebuilding of the Turf Wall in stone 
under Hadrian from the point of view of the structures nor from the evidence 
of the wall itself as so little of it has survived anywhere. Indeed, nothing is 
known about the nature of its foundations in the three miles or so between 
MC 54 (Randylands) and T 57a (Beck). Accordingly, it is possible that the 
western boundary of the sector rebuilt under Hadrian lay further west than 
hitherto supposed. 
 The discovery of two inscriptions recording the work of the civitates, that 
is the cities, of southern Britain on the Wall, RIB 1962 found near MC 55 
(Low Wall) and RIB 2022 close to MC 60 (Bleatarn), may be relevant to 
this discussion. The stones are undated, but other inscriptions of the cities 
have been found on the Stone Wall between Cawfields and Carvoran (Breeze 
2012) (Figure 7.3). Although they are also undated, it may be presumed that 

Figure 7.3. The civitas stone found near Carvoran recording work by the Dumnonii
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they relate to one event, and their presence on the Turf Wall sector as well 
as on the Stone Wall suggests that the event occurred at the earliest in the 
late Hadrianic period. Accordingly, they may turn out to be evidence for the 
rebuilding of the Turf Wall in stone extending as far west as MC 60 during 
Hadrian’s reign, though it seems more likely that the work of the cities was 
rather later in date (Breeze 2012).
 It is difficult to say anything about the whole of the Turf Wall west of T 54a 
(Garthside). The only substantial excavation of a milecastle was undertaken 
in 1948. This was MC 79 (Solway House) and only half of the interior 
was examined (Richmond and Gillam 1952) (Figure 7.4). The excavators’ 
conclusions were that its construction was later than that of MC 50 TW 
(High House) and that its Turf Wall phase had lasted longer, but they were 
unable to be certain on the crucial question of the date of the rebuilding of 
the milecastle in stone. Their conclusion was that ‘it may be logically assumed 

Figure 7.4. MC 79 (Solway House)
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that the Stone-Wall milecastle had been built either just before the changes 
of A.D. 139-40, which were accompanied by a dismantling of milecastles, 
or at the moment when the Wall was reconstituted as a continuous frontier 
barrier … a fragmentary bowl of figured Samian ware … seems to point 
towards the later date’ (Richmond and Gillam 1952, 29-31). The unique 
square-shape of the milecastle may also distance its construction from the 
Hadrianic milecastles (M. Symonds, pers. com.).
 There the matter stands, apart from an ingenious suggestion by Mark 
Hassall in 1984 that the 32 mile-long wall which Aurelius Victor and Eutropius 
recorded Severus building may be a reference to the reconstruction of the 
Turf Wall in stone (Hassall 1984, 242-4; Aurelius Victor 20, 18; Eutropius 8, 
19). Frere, however, pointed out that ‘it is hard to see how the turf and timber 
structures of the Turf Wall could have lasted so long without rebuilding’ (Frere 
1987, 152, n. 24). Hassall also made the point that the 132 miles reported 
by  Jerome in his Chronicles were presumably a mistake for 32, though, as 
Tony Birley has pointed out to me, both XXXII and CXXXII may be  scribal 
errors for LXXXII (pers. comm).

conclusion

The analysis described in this chapter sprang from a consideration of no 
more than a handful of inscriptions, yet the result is to emphasise how little 
we know about the Turf Wall and how much we are still beholden to the 
interpretations of the 1930s. The latter aspect was a surprise to me, but 
lack of archaeological investigation of the western 50 km of the Wall needs 
remedying.



Chapter 8 

Elucidating the history of the Wall

As we have seen, the 1890s were a significant decade for Roman archaeology 
in Europe. In 1890 the Glasgow Archaeological Society set out to determine 
whether the Antonine Wall was constructed of turf as the Augustan History 
stated. They were able to confirm this, and their findings were published in 
The Antonine Wall at the end of the decade. In 1892, the German ancient 
historian Theodor Mommsen founded the Reichs Limes-Kommission to 
study and report on the German frontier; its final report was published in 
1934. The Austrian equivalent was established in 1894. In 1895, the Society 
of Antiquaries of Scotland examined the Roman fort at Birrens in south-
west Scotland, the first of a remarkable campaign of excavations on Roman 
military sites. On Hadrian’s Wall, the crucial year was 1892.
 In his report on his excavation at T 44b (Mucklebank) that year, Gibson 
identified ‘two great epochs of disaster’ which he noted were also found at 
many of the forts examined along the line of the Wall. He also concluded 
that the turret had been ‘occupied for a considerable period before its first 
overthrow’. Finally, he recorded ‘heavy slabs of the slate-like freestone of the 
district, fallen into the turret at various angles’. He pointed out that these 
were much thicker than roofing slates, and suggested that ‘these might have 
been the floor of an upper chamber in the turret, or, possibly, the continuation 
of the path along the top of the great Wall over or through the turret’ (Gibson 
1903a, 14).
 In 1907 Gibson teamed up with Simpson and after excavating Haltwhistle 
Burn they turned their attention to MC 48 (Poltross Burn), which they 
excavated in 1909 (Gibson and Simpson 1911) (Figure 8.1). This was 
one of the most important excavations on any Roman frontier. The whole 
structure was examined, which was unusual for the times. Different periods 
of occupation were recognised, each dated by reference to the finds, in 
particular the coins. Three periods of occupation were identified, with each 
ending in destruction. 

  Period               Dates
       I          c.120-180
      II             180-270+
     III  before 300-364/9
     IV                                   -383                

Table 8.1. The periods of Hadrian’s Wall as postulated in 1911 by Gibson and Simpson
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 A discovery of particular significance was made at the north gate (Figures 
8.1 and 10.3). The first period was divided into two phases, 1A and 1B. No 
pivot-stones were found in position in 1A, though two found close by in 
debris were presumed to be the original stones. Nor was there any debris 
separating the two phases, unlike that found between later periods (Gibson 
and Simpson 1911, 415). Simpson’s work in the central sector included the 
excavation of several turrets. He found, as did Newbold, that there were 
generally two phases, both dating to the second century. Often evidence for 
burning was found in the turrets and this was interpreted by Simpson as 
evidence for the dismantling and burning of the roof timbers at the end of 

Figure 8.1. MC 48 (Poltross Burn)
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the first phase, coeval with the removal and breaking of the pivot-stones in 
milecastles (Simpson 1976, 11). 

 The campaigns of the years 1928 to 1936 produced a revision in the 
dating of what had now become the Wall periods. The excavations in one of 
the barrack-blocks at Birdoswald yielded two inscriptions, one of about 205 
to 208 and the other of about 296 to 305 (Figures 8.2 and 8.3). Eric Birley 
was first into print on the significance of the new material. In the report on 
his excavations at T 7b (Denton) and MC 9 (Chapel House) he included a 
discussion on ‘The Wall Periods’ (Birley, E. 1930, 164-74). He swept aside 
the putative connection between the attack of about 180 and Hadrian’s Wall, 
instead assigning it to the Antonine Wall, and argued that when Clodius 
Albinus went to fight Septimius Severus in 197 he took the army of Britain, 
which allowed the northern barbarians to overrun northern Britain as far 
south as York and Chester. Severus’ new governor first regained control of 
northern England and rebuilt the forts there before his successor turned to 
restoring the Wall. About a hundred years later, the northern frontier was 
again denuded of troops, it was argued, in this case to oppose the attempt 
of the central government to regain control of the island and this led to 
Hadrian’s Wall being overrun and subsequently repaired (Figure 8.3).
 Birley encompassed the phases of the second century in his discussion, 
placing the end of IA when Hadrian’s Wall was abandoned in favour of the 
Antonine Wall, and the beginning of IB contemporary with the repair of the 
Wall in 158, but he stated that it ‘did not follow on destruction, but consisted 
in the putting in good order of the lesser Wall-structures’; in other words, 
level IB was eliminated ‘as an event of historical significance’ (Birley, E. 1930, 
174). 
 It was left to Simpson to follow, approving Birley’s redefinition of the Wall 
periods and his comments on Periods IA and IB (Simpson in Richmond 
1930, 203-4 and in Birley, E. 1930, 174, n. 36). 

Figure 8.2. The Severan inscription from 

Birdoswald

Figure 8.3. The Diocletianic inscription 

from Birdoswald
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 Period            Dates
    IA           c.120/125-c.140
    IB                         158-c.195
    II   200/205-295
    III              297/300-368
    IV          370-c.383

Table 8.2.  The periods of Hadrian’s Wall as postulated by Birley 1930, 164-74

 There the matter stood. All new evidence – and indeed the old – was 
slotted into the new dating of the Wall periods for the next 30 years, not 
just on the Wall but further afield. In 1936, Philip Corder, reviewing Eric 
Birley’s new guide-book to Corbridge Roman Station, stated that it ‘is greatly 
to the credit of Mr. Birley and those with him who have devoted themselves 
to the study of the Wall and its peculiar problems that there are now so few 
gaps left in its history’ (Corder 1936, 322). But, yet again, it was the fruits of 
excavations that led to doubts about the theory of the Wall periods. 
 In the 1950s, excavations were undertaken at Halton Chesters by 
Michael Jarrett. In his reports, the phases of occupation are assigned to the 
conventional Wall periods (Jarrett 1959, 183; 187; 1960, 158), but doubts 
were gathering in his mind about the simplicity of the approach. These  found 
expression in an article a few years later, in which he suggested that we would 
do better to interpret each site on the basis of the archaeological evidence 
provided by excavation rather than force it into the external straitjacket of 
Wall periods (Jarrett 1967). In this paper Jarrett challenged the date of the 
late second century destruction of the Wall to 197, suggesting about 205-7 as 
a possibility, when the governor Alfenius Senecio was actively campaigning, 
or in the 180s. He stated that it was unlikely that the whole of the Wall was 
destroyed in a single attack (Jarrett 1967, 100). 
 A further problem was developing, with equally wide ramifications. In 
1958, Kenneth Steer examined part of the fort at Mumrills on the Antonine 
Wall,  excavating the west ditches. These produced a deposit of pottery. 
Unfortunately, the pottery specialists could not agree on the date of the 
deposit. John Gillam dated the coarse pottery to the destruction of Hadrian’s 
Wall in 197 while Brian Hartley assigned the samian ware to a much earlier 
date, the 160s, and Kay Hartley the mortaria to ‘150-5, and possibly … 160’ 
(Steer 1956). This opened a new debate on the history of the frontier in 
the second century. Here, for the first time, the fact that the archaeologists 
working on Hadrian Wall held to a different chronology for the northern 
frontiers than those working on the Antonine Wall came clearly into the 
open. Colleagues laid out their views for discussion at the Roman Northern 
Frontier Seminar. Many of these papers were published in learned journals. 
These included articles by Jarrett and Mann and by Gillam and Mann, all 
struggling to reconcile the now conflicting evidence (cf. Hartley 1966; Gillam 
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and Mann 1970; Jarrett and Mann 1970). All followed the same pattern, 
setting out the evidence and drawing their own conclusions. Nevertheless, 
the personal views of each influenced their conclusions.
 Of signal importance in the debate was the view of John Gillam. He had 
published his ‘Types of Roman-British coarse pottery vessels in northern 
Britain’ in 1957 (Gillam 1957). His dating was based on the accepted dating 
of the two northern frontiers at that time. Gillam had backed up his article 
by further papers explaining why he arrived at his dates (Gillam 1950; 1956). 
He therefore had much to lose by a change in the chronology of the northern 
frontiers, but he was also best placed to see the flaws in the existing argument. 
The crucial event in moving to a new chronology was the acknowledgement 
by Gillam that the dating he assigned to the coarse pottery was wrong.
 Gillam’s Horsley memorial lecture delivered to the Society of Antiquaries 
of Newcastle in 1974 was the culmination of his long thought process (Gillam 
1974). Gillam argued that there was no invasion in 197, that an invasion 
did take place in the early 180s but that it only affected sites in the vicinity 
of Corbridge: Corbridge itself, Halton Chesters and Rudchester. With this 
change (a return to the position prior to 1929), he was able to bring the date 
of the coarse pottery forward by 20 years and align it with the date that Brian 
Hartley assigned to the samian ware. 
 Two years before Brian Hartley had published a review of the samian 
ware from northern Britain (Hartley 1972). Hartley was able to demonstrate 
that Hadrian’s Wall and the Antonine Wall were not held at the same time 
and that the occupation of the Antonine Wall ended in the mid 160s. What I 
found persuasive about the article is that Hartley did not say that there is no 
samian ware in Scotland after this date; on the contrary there is, but it is only 
found on civilian sites.
 The end result of these long and detailed discussions was to create a 
new chronology for the two Walls, a chronology with which archaeologists 
working on both frontiers agreed. The Antonine Wall had two periods 
of occupation, the first ending about 155 and the second starting shortly 
afterwards. This Wall was abandoned in the 160s, as Haverfield had argued 
in 1899 (Haverfield 1899c). Hadrian’s Wall was then re-occupied until the 
early 180s when the well-known invasion recorded by Cassius Dio affected 
the area round Corbridge. It is doubtful if Eric Birley ever accepted the new 
chronology advanced by his pupils. John Mann continued to point out that 
there is evidence for possible later occupation of the Antonine Wall, and also 
emphasised the insecure basis for the pottery dating (Mann 1988).
 An altogether different development in tracing the history of the Wall was 
the proposal by Gillam, based on his own excavations, that Halton Chesters 
and Rudchester were abandoned in the first two-thirds of the fourth century 
– which he related to the inscription at Birdoswald of 296-305 recording the 
rebuilding of the ‘commanding officer’s house, which had been covered with 
earth and had fallen into ruin’ (RIB 1912; Dore 2010, 40; Gillam et al. 1973, 
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82; Gillam 1974, 13-4). He was also prepared to envisage a date as early as 
276 for the end of Period II on the Wall based on the existence of coin hoards. 
 At this stage, the discussion was largely still proceeding as if there were 
periods of activity which affected the whole Wall. That was to change with the 
publication of Hadrian’s Wall in 1976 for in this the concept of Wall periods 
was simply abandoned (Breeze and Dobson 1976).
 Gillam’s proposals for the late third century were to have considerable 
influence. They coincided with the extensive excavations of Charles Daniels 
at Wallsend. Here he recognised more of the barrack blocks described by 
John Wilkes as chalets (see pp. 107-8) and discussed their significance. He 
recognised that that they were part of a wider phenomenon along the frontier 
and queried how and why these new arrangements had come about (Daniels 
1980, 189-90). He suggested that ‘troops had been withdrawn, either for 
foreign wars during the century, or (perhaps more likely) to construct the 
city walls which were being provided in the south of Britain in the 270s, and 
possibly earlier, and the contemporary Saxon Shore forts’. The explanation 
for the abandonment of the civil settlements was probably ‘that soldiers’ 
families and dependents had followed them south’. When they returned, they 
reconstructed their barracks in a new style. Daniels quoted approvingly the 
statement of Ian Richmond that in the late fourth century the extramural 
settlements were abandoned and the women and children moved into the 
forts, and suggested that this could be extended to the early fourth century 
(Richmond 1955, 63; Daniels 1980, 191).
 This interpretation was reinforced by excavations at Vindolanda which 
revealed a collapse in coinage at the site in the 270s (Bidwell 1985, 88-92; 
105; Bidwell 1991, 14). Further work has demonstrated ‘that coinage of the 
same period [273+] is almost as rare inside the walls of the fort [as in the civil 
settlement], and there must be a suspicion that in the last quarter of the third 
century Vindolanda was almost deserted’ (Birley, R. E. 2009, 164).
 Several elements of this picture have since been challenged. Paul Bidwell’s 
excavations at Vindolanda resulted in the recognition that these new-style 
barrack-blocks first appear in the reign of Severus Alexander (222-35) or 
shortly afterwards, and further work at South Shields and Wallsend has 
confirmed the date (Bidwell 1985; Bidwell 1991; Hodgson and Bidwell 2004). 
These changes, which resulted in a reduction in the strength of centuries 
in these forts, were tentatively linked to the first recorded appearance of 
Germanic units (numeri) on the frontier, offering the possibility of wider 
changes in military organisation at about that time. Hodgson challenged 
Gillam’s proposal that some forts on the Wall were abandoned in the early 
fourth century, pointing out that ‘there is no fort on Hadrian’s Wall … where 
a break of occupation of more than a limited area in the later third or the 
fourth century has been convincingly demonstrated’ (Hodgson 1991, 85; 
2008, 18; 2009b, 36). In particular, the report on Gillam’s excavations at 
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Halton Chesters has rejected the idea of an abandonment of the fort in the 
late third – early fourth century (Dore 2010, 40).
 The evidence for the abandonment of civil settlements in the late third 
century is surprising in view of their earlier thriving existence. Buildings 
outside forts had been recorded by the early antiquarians (Birley, E. 1961, 
273; Salway 1965, passim), but excavations did not take place until the 
1930s. Eric Birley devoted four seasons of excavation to the civil settlement 
at Housesteads, concluding that it was occupied from the early third century 
to 367 (Keeney 1935, 247). Robin Birley later revealed earlier, Hadrianic, 
occupation to the south of the fort and the Vallum beside Chapel Hill, 
abandoned about 200 (Birley 1962). Salway reviewed the evidence for the 
civil settlements in northern Britain, concluding that the original intention 
had been to prohibit civilians from settling in the strip between the Wall and 
the Vallum, but that in the third century this was relaxed and the Vallum 
was infilled around forts to allow for the expansion of the civil community 
when Severus allowed soldiers to marry (Salway 1965, 68-9; 192-5). The 
subsequent excavations at Vindolanda reinforced the picture of a thriving 
civilian community situated outside the forts along the Wall and continuing 
well into the fourth century (Birley, R. E. 1977, 70-9). The geophysical 
surveys of TimeScape have demonstrated extensive extramural settlements at 
Halton Chesters, Chesters, Housesteads, Vindolanda, Carvoran, Birdoswald, 
Castlesteads, Maryport and elsewhere in the north, but, because of the 
nature of the evidence, none are dated (Biggins and Taylor, 1999; 2004a; 
2004b; 2004c; 2007; Taylor et al. 2008; Britannia 32 (2001) 330-2; 39 (2008) 
280-3).
 The main evidence for the abandonment of extramural settlements 
towards the close of the third century comes from Vindolanda, Wallsend, 
South Shields, Housesteads and Burgh-by-Sands (Bidwell 1991, 14; 1999, 
29-30; Hodgson 2008, 18; 2009b, 35; Breeze and Woolliscroft 2009; Allason-
Jones 2013). We do not know where the civilians went. Bidwell proposed that 
changes in the nature of supply to the forts resulted in the disappearance from 
the extramural settlements of those whose role was to supply the soldiers 
(Bidwell 1999, 29). As we have seen, one suggestion is that they moved into 
the forts. On the other hand, Allason-Jones has noted that ‘analysis of the 
small finds … shows that female artefacts appear in forts along Hadrian’s Wall 
with some regularity in the second and early third centuries and appear to 
decrease in quantity at the time when the chalets were being occupied, which 
is the opposite of what might be expected. … The chalets on Hadrian’s Wall 
show few traces of female occupation’ (Allason-Jones 2005, 53; Hodgson 
2014). 
 The extensive excavations at Vindolanda have allowed detailed analysis of 
the artefacts found in both the fort and the civil settlement (Birley, A. 2013). 
There is a striking change in the distribution of loom weights, spindle whorls, 
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beads, bracelets and hairpins between the third and the fourth centuries. 
For each item, the overwhelming concentration in the third century is in the 
civil settlement while in the fourth this is reversed. Birley acknowledges that 
the barracks may have been cleaned more thoroughly in the third century, 
resulting in fewer female artefacts found within the fort. He concluded that 
women did live in the fort in the third century but that the number of adult 
women there increased substantially in the fourth century (Birley, A. 2013, 
102). What is equally interesting is the distribution of military equipment. In 
the third century, excavation of the civil settlement yielded more sling shot, 
scabbard fittings, shield bosses and shield fittings and fragments of armour 
than in the fort. Birley concludes that ‘the fort walls at 3rd-c. Vindolanda 
did not consititute a “great divide” [and] we should beware of using simple 
contrasting terms such as “civilian” or “military” when describing the 
occupation within an extramural settlement or a fort. We must consider the 
possibility that a more fluid pattern existed’ (Birley, A. 2013, 103).
 The evidence for the abandonment of extramural settlements has recently 
been matched by the identification of a new phenomenon: the discovery of 
areas of coin loss at Wallsend, Newcastle, Vindolanda and Carlisle. The first 
recognition of this was at Newcastle. Here 64 coins were recorded on the 
roads in the centre of the fort; these ranged ‘in date from radiates of the 270s 
to issues of the 350s, the majority being coins of the 330s and 340s’ (Bidwell 
and Snape 2002, 275-80). The conclusion was that ‘the casual loss of large 
numbers of coins seems best explained by money changing hands in some 
form of market’ (Bidwell and Snape 2002, 277). At Carlisle, the range of 
dates of coins, found in the same area of the fort, ran from the 270s to the 
370s, again with a concentration in the 330s and 340s (Zant 2009, 463-5). 
When the west gate at Vindolanda had been examined nearly 200 years ago, 
about 300 fourth-century coins were found there (Birley, R. E. 2009, 20). 
Rather more recently, at Wallsend a concentration of fourth-century coins 
were found ‘in the area of the passageway through the Minor West Gate and 
the immediately adjacent area of the intervallum street to the north’ leading to  
the conclusion that this represented some form of marketing in a supervised 
area (Hodgson 2003, 166-7). An interpretation of wider significance is that 
the coin loss reflected a relationship between soldiers and traders at the gate, 
with the latter having come from towns or villages some distance away rather 
than from the adjacent civil settlements which had been abandoned by this 
time. This may help to explain one aspect of life on the frontier after the end 
of the extramural settlements in the late third century. Nevertheless, these 
‘markets’ have not been found at other sites along the Wall (Bidwell and 
Snape 2002, 277; Collins 2012, 98-100). 
 Excavations of the smaller structures on the Wall have revealed considerable 
evidence about their history. In the winter of 1911-12 Philip Newbold 
excavated T 29b (Limestone Corner). He recorded two occupation levels 
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and concluded from his analysis of the pottery that both phases dated to the 
second century (Newbold 1913, 60-2). Simpson’s excavations demonstrated 
that ‘the walls of several turrets were levelled to the ground, and the recess 
built up, and the Wall then carried across each site “as if its existence had 
been forgotten”’ (Simpson 1931, 316, quoting himself, Simpson 1913, 
308). Some turrets were so obliterated that modern excavation has failed to 
locate them. More significant is the paucity of evidence for the date of their 
abandonment (Charlesworth 1977, 20-2). Few have produced pottery dating 
to after the second century, but some have demonstrated two phases in their 
abandonment. At T 33b (Coesike), for example, the door was blocked before 
the turret was demolished and the recess built up; here ‘the small quantity 
of third century material’ is ascribed to ‘the systematic elimination of those 
structures which experience had shown to be superfluous’ (Miket and 
Maxfield 1972, 158-9) (Figure 8.4). 

 
 

 It is the turrets in the central sector which appear to have been abandoned, 
probably in the late second century, more certainly before the early third: 
Charlesworth recorded ‘only eleven turrets which were certainly used 
after the early third century and in some this seems to have been only by 
people seeking temporary shelter’ (Breeze and Dobson 1972, 203, n. 121; 
Charlesworth 1977, 20-2). The date of the abandonment of the turrets is 
significant for the action indicates a review of the operation of Hadrian’s Wall 
and it would be useful to know when this occurred. It would also be useful 
to know whether it occurred at the same time as the narrowing of the gates 
of milecastles, apparently first recorded at MC 48 (Poltross Burn) in 1909, 
then dated to the restoration of the Wall after the invasion of the early 180s 
(Gibson and Simpson 1911, 411-3) (Figure 10.4 which shows the Narrow 
Wall approaching the bridge from the east).

Figure 8.4. T 33b (Coesyke) looking north, showing the blocked door to the right and the 
blocked recess behind
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 The repair of the Wall in hard white mortar has been recorded in various 
places, but its dating is also difficult. The suggestion of a Severan date can be 
tracked back to F. G. Simpson in 1911. Following his excavation of MC 48 
(Poltoss Burn), he referred to ‘the Severan re-build of the Wall’ specifically 
relating it to ‘the ancient record’ (Simpson 1976, 77). His dating, given the 
lack of any alternative, simply stuck, with no analysis of the evidence and too 
much circular referencing. Simpson and Richmond recorded ‘very good hard 
white mortar’ in the later wall at T 54a (Garthside) but suggested that it was 
earlier than the third century on the basis of lack of pottery of this date at the 
site (Simpson and Richmond 1934, 142). Crow noted its use in the central 
sector after the abandonment of T 39a (Peel Crag) and 39b (Steel Rigg), 
though the excavator merely recorded the mortar in the recess as ‘good’ or 
‘very good’ (Simpson 1974, 100 and 110; Crow 1991, 44). He concluded 
that ‘it is difficult to avoid the conclusion …. that the reconstructed wall 
was probably Severan in date’ (Crow 1991, 44, citing Daniels 1976, 171). 
The difficulty is that the ‘coin and pottery evidence does not help indicate 
when the turret [39a] became obsolete in the second century’ .This remains 
the case (Simpson 1974, 107; Charlesworth 1977, 20-2). The use of the 
hard white mortar, however, in an Antonine context at Willowford Bridge 
‘suggests that it was not confined to a single period of building on the Wall’ 
(Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 81). 

conclusions

For those of us who participated in the discussions of the late 1960s and the 
early 1970s about the history of Hadrian’s Wall the single most important 
change is the openness of today’s debate (Breeze 2008). In the 1960s it was 
nearly impossible to challenge the orthodoxy. Yet again, it was the results of 
excavations which produced new evidence and which led to the collapse of 
the old orthodoxies and to the advancement of a much more open framework 
for the history of the Wall.
 In the most recent review of the evidence for the history of the Wall, 
Hodgson noted that the main changes on the frontier often coincide with the 
earlier divisions between the Wall periods. The difference, however, is that no 
one now seeks to manipulate the evidence into the straitjacket of the “right 
periods”; instead the evidence is allowed to speak for itself and to see where it 
leads. Hodgson regards the recognisable changes as being ‘essentially social-
historical’, though it is likely that wider political events would have had an 
effect on the Wall (Hodgson 2008, 21). Hodgson ends his review with an 
acknowledgement that a history of Hadrian’s Wall remains to be written, and 
in order to do that, evidence from beyond the frontier will have to be brought 
into play.



Chapter 9 

Who manned Hadrian’s Wall?

The answer to the question of who manned the Wall was clear to the ancients: 
the Roman army. By the early eighteenth century, better sense was being 
made of the Notitia Dignitatum not least through the use of inscriptions and it 
could then be determined which regiment was stationed at which fort (Birley, 
E. 1961, 12-3). Nevertheless, it has taken archaeologists into the second half 
of the twentieth century to be certain of the identification of all forts (Hassall 
1976). A more detailed analysis only became necessary once milecastles and 
turrets had been discovered. 
 It is not my intention here to delve into the intricacies of the Roman army, 
but a few words are necessary. The army of Britain in the second century 
contained three legions: the Second stationed at Caerleon in south Wales; 
the Twentieth at Chester; and the Sixth which came over from Germany 
in about 122 and was then based at York. Inscriptions demonstrate that all 
three participated in the building of Hadrian’s Wall. The forts on the Wall, 
its advance forts and its hinterland installations were the bases for auxiliary 
regiments, the second-line troops of the Roman army. There were six 
different types of these. They could be nominally 500 or 1000 strong, infantry 
or cavalry or mixed. The main regiment employed on the frontier was the 
smaller mixed infantry and cavalry unit, actually consisting of 480 infantry 
and 120 cavalry, though units were often below strength. There was another 
class of regiment in the army, the so-called numerus. The term simply means 
‘unit’ or ‘regiment’. None of these are attested on Hadrian’s Wall before the 
third century.
 The legions were originally all Roman citizens from Rome, then by the 
first century BC from Italy, with the more Romanised provinces of Gallia 
Narbonensis (modern Provence) and Spain contributing from the first 
century AD. Regional recruitment gradually became more regular and was 
fairly general by the time of Hadrian. The auxiliary units were raised from the 
allies of Rome, particularly to fill gaps in the structure of the army; important 
in this regard were the cavalry provided by the Gallic tribes. Gradually, too, 
the auxiliary units came to rely on regional recruitment; indeed, within two 
generations of the invasion of Britain there were Britons serving in the Roman 
army. The numeri were also recruited from the frontier tribes. 
 Eric Birley was one of the first to turn his attention to the vexed question 
of how the Wall actually worked. In 1931 he discovered an altar dedicated 
by a detachment of the First Cohort of Vardullians at MC 19 (Matfen 
Piers) (Birley, E. 1932; RIB 1421). It might be expected that on the basis of 
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this Birley would have argued that auxiliary units provided soldiers for the 
milecastles and turrets, as had Hutton (1802, 24), but instead he proposed 
that they were manned by numeri, though he noted that no such units were 
attested on Hadrian’s Wall before the third century and none recorded in 
milecastles, which is still the case. Birley had a strong interest in the German 
frontier and it seems possible that his suggestion was influenced by the fact 
that many numeri are recorded on that frontier. This proposal gains some 
support from the elaboration of his views 30 years later (Birley, E. 1961, 
270-1). After stating the different function of the soldiers in the milecastles 
and turrets from those in the forts, he wrote that ‘there seems little doubt 
that the units in the forts were never expected to provide detachments for 
such duties [frontier control], which could be safely entrusted to men less 
highly trained and less well paid’. He went on to suggest that the quality of 
the finds from milecastles and turrets was lower than those found in forts and 
‘it is reasonable to suppose that they belonged to the same low-paid category 
as the numeri of the Upper German frontier’. He also, significantly, stated 
that the ‘normal duties of frontier-control were doubtless entrusted to the 
men stationed in the milecastles and turrets’, and noted ‘the unsuitability of 
cavalry as watchers in a static observation system’. 
 In 1955 C. E. Stevens offered a variation on Birley’s proposition that numeri 
were assigned the task of manning the milecastles and turrets (Stevens 1955). 
He suggested that they were staffed by frontier guards enlisted on short-
term engagements. An elaboration was that the Vallum was constructed to 
prevent these men deserting their posts. As with the Birley proposal, there is 
no evidence to support this suggestion.
 Frere brought a better sense of reality by arguing that the MC 19 (Matfen 
Piers) inscription should be taken at face value,  that it indicated that specific 
auxiliary units might have been given the task of manning the milecastles 
and turrets (Frere 1987, 121). This would meet Birley’s strategic point that 
the allocation of frontier control duties to specific regiments would have the 
advantage of leaving the units based at the forts on the Wall with the primary 
task of protecting the province. It also gains some support from Dietwulf 
Baatz’s assessment of the Antonine frontier in Germany where he also saw 
a distinction between the two tasks of frontier control and military defence 
(Baatz 1997). While the separation of soldiers from their colours for lengthy 
periods was disapproved of, in practice detachments were absent from their 
parent unit for years (Breeze 1977). The permanent division of units along 
the frontier installations, however, might be regarded as a different matter.
 The apparent allocation of a single unit to each fort along the Wall (with 
the exception of tiny Drumburgh) would also support Frere’s position. Yet, 
if certain units were divided up amongst milecastles and turrets it might 
be expected that the core of each unit would still require a fort, rather on 
the lines of Haltwhistle Burn perhaps, but no such forts are known in the 
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vicinity of Hadrian’s Wall during the reign of Hadrian. A comparison may 
be drawn with what happened 20 years later in Antonine Scotland when 
some soldiers appear to have been permanently outposted to fortlets with 
no accommodation provided for them at their parent forts, though it should 
be noted that military deployment was very different at that time and in 
that place (Breeze 1977, 5-6). An assumption that there were 20 men in 
each triplet of milecastle and turrets, and a simple division of the structures 
among the forts along the Wall, result in about 140 soldiers being absent 
from each fort. This is a significant number, a quarter of the number of men 
in a 500-strong unit, and offers support to the assertion that it would be 
surprising if accommodation were provided at the forts for these men. 
 Analysis of the finds from turrets has not supported Birley’s contention 
that the quality of objects in these structures was lower than those in forts. 
Lindsay Allason-Jones has noted that ‘small finds are certainly present in 
the archaeological record of turrets and in both quantity and quality’, while 
‘comparison of the material excavated from turrets with that known from 
milecastles shows some distinct similarities’ (Allason-Jones 1988, 217-8). A 
smaller number of milecastles have been excavated than turrets, but Allason-
Jones has noted the quantity and quality of the ironwork at the most recently 
excavated site, MC 35 (Sewingshields) (Allason-Jones 1984, 74). In summing 
up the evidence, she has stressed the broad similarity of  assemblages in 
forts and milecastles, and observed that the range of artefacts discovered at 
turrets does not include box fittings and items of furniture, suggesting that 
soldiers were not permanently outposted to turrets, but stationed there for 
a relatively short periods; whether they were directly drawn from milecastles 
or from forts is less easy to determine. To balance this lack of certain items, 
quernstones are common finds in turrets indicating that soldiers stayed there 
for some time, and this is supported by the discovery of gaming boards and 
counters. 
 Allason-Jones also suggested that the finds from turrets can be arranged in 
groups, that is, the same artefacts were not spread evenly along the Wall, but 
were in clusters (Allason-Jones 1988, 218-9). One such cluster comprised  
brooches with a wheel motif found in the kilometre or so to the east of 
Housesteads (Allason-Jones 1988, 217).  Throwing stones are only found 
near Rudchester but, as with most finds, in such small numbers that firm 
conclusions are not possible.
 In 2003, I turned to the epigraphic evidence to determine if this would 
cast light on the issue (Breeze 2003a). Inscriptions recording soldiers or 
units have been found in or near nine out of the 80 milecastles, while four 
other milecastles have yielded altars and tombstones that probably relate to 
soldiers. Unfortunately, few of the stones are dated, but several were re-used 
and it may be presumed that most, if not all, date to the second century or 
the first half of the third.
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 It has been suggested that some tombstones were derived from the 
cemeteries at adjacent forts. This is possible in the case of the child’s 
tombstone found at MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar) for it lies only 0.5 km from 
Birdoswald, but MC 42 (Cawfields), where the fragment of the tombstone 
of Dagvalda was found (Figure 9.1), is 1.6 km from Great Chesters and the 
tombstone at MC 38 (Hotbank) is 2 km from Housesteads (RIB 1871, 1667, 
1639). While it remains possible that tombstones, or their fragments, might 
have been carried up to 2 km, it is perhaps more likely that they were erected 
at, or closer to, their find spots, that is, the soldiers were buried where they 
were stationed. 
 These stones indicate the 
presence of auxiliaries at three, 
probably five and possibly six, 
milecastles. The First Cohort 
of Batavians is recorded at 
MC 59 (Old Wall) nearly 50 
km from where the unit was 
based in the third century; 
a detachment of the First 
Cohort of Vardullians, which 
was stationed at Corbridge in 
the 160s, erected an altar at 
MC 19 (Matfen Piers) as we 
have seen, while the tombstone 
of a soldier of an un-numbered 
Pannonian cohort was found 
at MC 42 (Cawfields) where 
an altar dedicated by a soldier 
from Upper Germany was 
also found (RIB 2015, 1421, 
1667, 1665, 1128 with Britannia 16 (1985) 331, 1544, 1553). No numbered 
Pannonian cohort is attested on the Wall, though two are known to have 
served in Britain (Holder 1982, 120-1). A decurion, that is a cavalry officer, is 
recorded at MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar), while the sacerdos at MC 3 (Ouseburn) 
may have been a soldier (RIB 1870, 1314).
 A surprising observation is that seven milecastles have yielded inscriptions 
of legionaries, more than those that have furnished evidence for auxiliaries. 
Stones recording soldiers of the Second Legion have been found at MC 37 
(Housesteads), MC 52 (Bankshead) and MC 65 (Tarraby); the Sixth at 
MC 55 (Low Wall), MC 60 (High Strand) and MC 73 Dykesfield); and the 
Twentieth at MC 52 (Bankshead) in the 260s  (RIB 1582, 1955, 1961, 2024, 
2020, 2050, 1956). The evidence for legionaries guarding the gates through 
the Wall was not anticipated.

Figure 9.1. The tombstone of Dagvalda found at 
MC 42 (Cawfields)
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 In conclusion, it remains difficult to determine the original proposals 
for manning the milecastles and turrets. The most obvious solution is that 
soldiers were to be sent out from the regiments based in the forts on the 
Stanegate. But, in that case, what happened east of Corbridge where no 
certain forts are known immediately south of the Wall (Crow 2004, 16-8)? 
Perhaps the intention was to build forts there to complete the line of forts 
behind the Wall. It is possible that modern scientific mapping techniques 
could indicate the best locations for such putative forts. 
 Once forts were placed on the line of the Wall a different scenario 
developed but it is now even more difficult to determine where the soldiers 
to man the milecastles and turrets came from. We may presume, too, that 
arrangements would change over time. In that respect, we may note the altar 
dedicated by a cavalry officer at MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar) and the presence 
of horse equipment in third-century levels in MC 48 (Poltross Burn) (RIB 
1870; Gibson and Simpson 1911, 442-3). 
 This discussion has focused on particular aspects of the manning of the 
Wall, but its later history equally requires consideration. Antiquarians could 
regurgitate the Notitia list and record the evidence of inscriptions, but a major 
problem was that not all the fort names could be located. Seeking to identify 
the remaining unlocated forts in the Notitia list relating to northern Britain is 
a subject of continuing discussion. It was only in 1976 that a case was made 
that the traditional allocation of the name Camboglanna was wrong (Hassall 
1976, 113; the latest discussion of the Notita is Hodgson 1991).
 The most important step forward in our understanding of military 
deployment was Eric Birley’s 1939 paper in which he drew together all the 
evidence for unit location along the Wall (Birley, E. 1939b). While most work 
since that date has been little more than tinkering with his lists, Birley also 
used his collation to consider the strategic nature of the deployment of units 
along the Wall, noting, as Horsley had done, that ‘the main weight of Roman 
dispositions was towards the western end of the Wall’ (Birley, E. 1961, 271). 
He related that to the attitude of the northern tribes to Rome, seeing the 
Votadini in the east being philo-Roman while ‘there was evidently a far 
greater and continuing security problem in the central and western hills of the 
Selgovae and Novantae’, which he coupled with the ‘extension of the chain of 
control along the Cumberland coast’. What puzzled me is the great strength 
of Roman forces and installations in the central sector, from Great Chesters 
to Banks, opposite the sparsely populated area today known as Spadeadam 
Waste (Breeze 1985). Others have argued that the issue was security in the 
Irthing valley (Symonds 2005, 7; Graafstal 2012, 145-6). I suggested that 
the tribal leaders in settled areas would have known that it was sensible to 
keep on the right side of the Roman army and report malcontents to their 
local unit commander, while those areas where few people lived would have 
required a greater level Roman ‘watch and ward’. 
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 Birley also considered the thorny question of how the Wall worked in the 
event of a serious attack. He suggested that the ‘Headquarters of the “Army of 
the Wall”, as it will be convenient to call it, must have been at Stanwix, for the 
commander of its ala milliaria was senior to all other officers in the frontier 
district’ (Birley, E. 1961, 271). I suspect that Birley’s statement reflected his 
concentrated work on the operation of modern armies during the Second 
World War. This unit was recorded at Stanwix in the Notitia Dignitatum, but 
recent archaeological excavations have cast doubt on it being stationed there 
under Hadrian. Three successive forts are known, or rather presumed, at 
Stanwix: a turf fort; a stone fort; and an enlarged stone fort (Britannia 39 
(1998) 383; Caruana 2000, 74-6). The presumption is that the cavalry unit 
was associated with the third fort, which is unlikely to have been built before 
the later second century. Hence, the commanding officer at Stanwix under 
Hadrian would not necessarily have had any seniority through the status of 
his regiment.
 There is, in fact, no evidence that there was a single Wall command. As 
Edwards put it, in answer to the question ‘Who ran the army of the Wall?’ 
the answer may well have been “nobody”’. A local commanding officer’s 
‘responsibility would have been for the area within his field of view to north 
and south. Anything else would have been somebody else’s problem’ (Edwards 
2009, 223). There are two references to military activities on the Wall. In one, 
a cavalry prefect dedicated an altar at Corbridge after wiping out a band of 
invaders, while in a second, the legate of the Sixth Legion dedicated an altar 
following successful operations beyond the Wall (RIB 1142 and 2034). The 
appearance of the legate is significant. He was based at York and may have 
had a level of responsibility for the Wall as the more senior officer to the 
local auxiliary commanders. There are references to a general being killed 
defending the province in about 180, and the involvement of the two leading 
army officers of the island in the events of the Barbarian Conspiracy (Cassius 
Dio 72, 8, 1; Ammianus Marcellinus 27, 8 1).
 Birley also placed the military deployment on the Wall in its wider setting, 
in particular noting the balancing of cavalry units in its hinterland to the 
west and east of the Pennines in the early third century; here at last was 
something more than mere listing of regiments (Birley, E. 1963, 122). Birley’s 
interpretation of the deployment of forts in the Hadrianic period was skewed 
by his assumption that forts were placed astride the Wall in order to provide 
mobility specifically for cavalry (Birley, E. 1961, 270). Once that assumption 
was discarded an interpretation based upon the need to provide improved 
mobility generally could be advanced (Breeze and Dobson 1976, 45).
 Yet, the plethora of evidence for units on the Wall in the early third century 
can create its own difficulties. Was Housesteads, for example, the base for as 
many as three units, the first cohort of Tungrians, Nottfried’s regiment and 
a unit of Frisians, which are all attested there at this time (RIB 1612a and 
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Notitia Dignitatum Occ. XL, 40; RIB 1576 and 1594)? Daniels argued that it 
was (Daniels 1978, 138); Charlesworth argued that it was not (Charlesworth 
1975, 28). Her proposal was that the Tungrians departed in the second 
century to be replaced by soldiers of the Second and Sixth Legions (RIB 
1582, 1583 and 1609), and then by the two German troops. There are similar 
difficulties at Burgh-by-Sands where three units are also attested (Breeze and 
Dobson 2000, 260-1).
 It was John Wilkes’ excavations at Housesteads in the 1960s on behalf of the 
Ministry of Public Building and Works that was the stimulus for consideration 
of forts in the fourth century (Wilkes 1965). The most significant discussion 
related to barracks. Wilkes completely excavated Building XIV at Housesteads 
and could trace the changes from a ‘normal’ second century barrack-block 
to a series of individual buildings which were nick-named ‘chalets’; he dated 
the change to about 296, the beginning of Wall period III, and cited similar 
examples in other forts. He considered the implications for unit strength 
– exploring the possibility of a reduction in the size of the century from 
80 to about 50, and the possibility that ‘non-combatants were permitted to 
dwell within the forts’, though admitting that there was no evidence for this 
(Wilkes 1965, 130-1). 
 Once the chalet style of barracks was recognized, it was inevitable that 
more would be found. The extensive excavation of Wallsend by Charles 
Daniels led to the discovery of even more unusual barracks dating to the third 
century, while Bidwell’s work at Vindolanda led to the realization that the 
move towards chalet-type barracks occurred earlier, in the second quarter of 
the third century, between the traditional second-century barrack-blocks and 
the fourth-century chalets (Daniels 1980; Bidwell 1985, 79-84). Importantly, 
Daniels stated ‘that what is now being suggested is that the chalets were not 
fulfilling the same function as the earlier contubernia, but were each providing 
accommodation for a single family instead’ (Daniels 1980 191).
 The question of unit size was now very relevant but the discussion had 
to be carried out in relation to evidence from across the empire. There is, 
unfortunately, little hard evidence, but in general it points to smaller units 
in the fourth century (Jones 1978; James 1984; Coello 1996). Hodgson has 
analysed the planning of late forts, arguing that they could have held more 
soldiers than usually allowed, and concluding that the ‘persuasive idea that 
fourth century frontier units were generally of small size can thus be shown to 
be a myth’ (Hodgson 1999, 550). In all these discussions, the interpretation 
of the chalet barracks on Hadrian’s Wall has played an important part, so it is 
unfortunate that there is still no agreement on their occupants. 
 Wilkes drew attention to the potential reasons for changes and set them 
within the framework of empire-wide developments. The reason, for example, 
that the commander’s house at Birdoswald might have fallen into ruin in the 
late third century could be because of a lack of commanding officers of the 
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right social standing who would need such a substantial building (Wilkes 
1965, 121-6). Subsequent excavations at South Shields challenged that 
suggestion with the discovery of a large courtyard house in the traditional 
style in one corner of the fort and, significantly, dating to the fourth century 
(Hodgson 1996) (Figure 9.2). 

conclusions

How the Wall was manned is one of the most intransigent of all Wall topics. 
The Vindolanda writing tablets form just one group of documents from 
around the empire that help illuminate how the army operated. But they 
cast no light on the Wall itself. Epigraphy is of little help. Analysis by Lindsay 
Allason-Jones of the artefacts found in forts, milecastles and turrets has been 
the major breakthrough. Yet, it is inevitable that arrangements changed over 
the decades and centuries and it is not easy, at least on present evidence, to 
trace these changes. As we improve our methods and analyses of artefacts, 
we will come to understand more about the troops on the Wall. The fact that 
we can argue about specific analytical groups of pottery from key contexts 
is a major step forward relative to the situation 60 years ago, when such 
knowledge may have been retained by excavators, but was not put into print. 
The task is important, though, for in this way we can understand better how 
Hadrian’s Wall operated on a day-to-day basis.

Figure 9.2. The reconstructed courtyard house at South Shields



Chapter 10 

Determining the function of the Wall

The sole statement on the function of Hadrian’s Wall is in the Life of Hadrian 
written over 250 years after his death. In this, the anonymous writer stated 
that ‘Hadrian was the first to build a wall, 80 miles long, from sea to sea to 
separate the Romans and the barbarians’. This, on one level, is clear: control 
is envisaged, perhaps also defence. But can we go further? In order to answer 
this question, we must turn to the archaeological evidence.
 In many ways, the question is a new one. Early writers hardly mentioned 
the function of Hadrian’s Wall, presumably because its defensive function 
was so obvious to them.  John Horsley stated that both Hadrian’s Wall, which 
to him was the Vallum, and Severus’ Wall were designed for ‘defences against 
the enemy’ (Horsley 1732, 116). He went on to describe the position of the 
Wall in the landscape. Severus’ Wall, he stated, ‘runs generally upon the top 
or ridge of the higher ground, keeping a descent on the north or enemies 
(sic) side, and hath thereby both a greater strength and better prospect; for 
the sake of which it often forms an angle’ (Horsley 1732, 120). Horsley also 
noted that he had not been able to discover any gates through the Wall, except 
at the forts, though in his preface – a sort of addendum - he recorded that ‘Dr. 
Hunter has since told me, that in the next castellum west from Walwick [MC 
29], there was a gate through the wall’ (Horsley 1732, ix 121).
 Discussion of the purpose of the Wall, however, was complicated by the 
contemporary belief that the Vallum was Hadrian’s frontier. Horsley, for 
example, reviews his own and other theories, several in number: the Vallum 
was Hadrian’s Wall with the north mound explained away as the later Military 
Way; it was a secondary defence after Severus’ Wall; it was a southern-facing 
defence against the Brigantes (Horsley 1732, 125). Yet, Horsley appreciated 
the forts on the Wall ‘were stronger than Hadrian’s Vallum’ though he did 
go on to suggest that the ‘wall was made as strong or stronger than they’ 
(Horsley 1732, 98-9). The important point is that he recognised a difference 
between the linear barrier and the forts along it.
 John Hodgson stated that:

the whole chain of works is carried from sea to sea in the highest, and 
most defensible, and the shortest course that could be found for it: and 
from the straightest track it could take, it never bends or turns, but for 
the evident purpose of taking the most advantageous ground for the 
purpose for which it was constructed. Through the whole breadth of 
Northumberland it traverses the brows of ridges, and thus avoids, as 
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much as possible, interruptions from brooks and valleys. For the stations 
on its line not only commanding positions have been chosen, but, in 
every instance, dry and fertile spots: barren sites have been carefully 
avoided: but still these sites have been plainly selected in reference to 
defence which they and the road between them should receive from 
the vallum and the murus; and, as if from the first it had been intended 
to be the great feature and the main member of the whole, the murus, 
through the whole line, takes its position on the most commanding 
ground on the brows of ridges overlooking the country on the enemies’ 
side to the north: while the vallum, as the weaker work, and designed 
only to protect the garrisons in their stations or marches against revolts 
or predatory attacks of an allied population, or from mixing with the 
people, is of frailer materials, and often on a less defensible line than the 
murus (Hodgson 1840, 277-8).

The various books of John Collingwood Bruce all indicate his belief in the 
defensive purpose of Hadrian’s Wall as indicated by his frequent explanations 
of how the Wall is placed in the countryside in order to obtain the best 
position – in this following Horsley and Hodgson (Bruce 1851, 212). In the 
first edition of The Wallet-Book to the Roman Wall, he offered a statement on 
the function of Hadrian’s Wall: ‘it is a great fortification intended to act not 

Figure 10.1. MC 42 (Cawfields)
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only as a fence against a northern foe, but as the basis for military operations 
against a foe to either side of it’ (Bruce 1863, 16). Bruce appears to be seeing 
two functions: that of a linear barrier and also military defence. Again he 
was following Horsley who stated that the Wall was ‘the most northerly 
fortification, and … a fence against the northern enemies’ (Horsley 1732, 
125).
 In the 1850s, a shift in the argument was possible because of the discovery 
of gates through the Wall other than at the forts – at milecastles. The first 
north gate to be discovered at a milecastle (after Dr. Hunter’s that is) was 
in 1848 at MC 42 (Cawfields) through the excavations of John Clayton 
(1855, 59) (Figure 10.1). In 1853, investigations at MC 37 (Housesteads) 
yielded evidence for another gate (Clayton 1855, 270), while the report 
on the Newcastle Antiquaries’ excursion in 1855 recorded the existence of 
one at MC 39 (Castle Nick), ‘excavated by order of John Clayton, Esq., 
for true antiquarians to delight themselves withal’ (Anon. 1855, 49). The 
anonymous writer is surprised at the discovery of a north (his italics) gate, 
and commented that ‘when the wall was first erected, the people north of it 
were not very formidable’. Apparently the discovery of the gates led to the 
conclusion that they were possible because the Romans did not fear their 
northern neighbours.
 By the time that Bruce wrote his magisterial third edition in 1867, 
thoughts on the milecastles had developed. He appreciated that Horsley 
estimated the number of milecastles as 81 with additional gates at the 18 
forts. He continued: ‘If the Wall had been intended to form the boundary of 
the empire, it would not have been provided with nearly a hundred gateways 
leading through it. The fact of such an arrangement shows that the territory 
north of the Wall was not given up to the enemy; and that the Wall itself was 
not a mere fence, but a line of military operation, intended to overawe a foe, 
whose assaults were chiefly expected from the north’ (Bruce 1867, 73-4). 
The implications of the existence of north gates to milecastles were not lost 
on others. Chancellor Ferguson emphasised that in the event of an attack the 
army would march out to fight the enemy in the field: he clearly did not see 
the Wall as merely defensive (Ferguson 1889, 87). 
 In 1899, Robert Forster gave a splendid, florid statement of the function 
of the Wall as:  

a fortified camp, eighty miles long, which could be used as a base of 
operations against northern disquietude or southern rebellion; a great 
stone portcullis, which cut off the southern tribes from their northern 
kinsfolk, and so weakened both, depriving the north of the richer 
resources of the south, shielding the south from the fiery inspiration 
of northern freedom, and thereby making it more prone to accept 
the yoke, to adopt Roman civilization, and to settle down as a Roman 
province (Forster 1899, 11-2).
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 Collingwood brought the discussion down to earth in a paper published 
in 1921 (Collingwood 1921a). Collingwood acted as mentor to the 
archaeologists working on the Wall in the 1920s and ‘30s. He also wrote 
several papers on Hadrian’s Wall. His two significant contributions were 
published in the early 1920s. In one he considered the history of research 
on Hadrian’s Wall; in the other he analysed the way the frontier worked 
(Collingwood 1921a; 1921b). Collingwood used both the literary sources and 
the newly emerging archaeological evidence to argue his case. His position 
was that Hadrian’s Wall could not have been defensive in purpose, and he 
offered several supporting statements. He argued that its soldiers were not 
appropriately equipped with defensive weapons: ‘the auxiliaries were armed 
in the ordinary Roman fashion, with the pilum and gladius; and though a 
heavy throwing-spear like the pilum would be useful to throw off a wall at a 
Caledonian, each man was only issued with two of them, and their use was 
to give a kind of “preparation” for a charge with the short sword. A man on 
the top of the Roman Wall who had thrown his two pila and was armed with 
nothing but a short sword would be simply put out of action’. Collingwood 
also stated that the Wall was not built in a manner to aid a defensive purpose: 
the rampart walk offered ‘a very narrow fighting-front’, thereby also creating 
difficulty of movement, while the turrets provided insufficient access points. 
He brought evidence by analogy to his aid by commenting that the depiction 
of turrets on Trajan’s Column ‘makes it quite certain that turrets of this type 
were signalling-stations and not emplacements for artillery.’ And, in his view, 
it is unlikely that the Wall as a defensive obstacle could have been adequately 
manned by the number of soldiers available. Finally, Collingwood stated 
firmly that the Roman army was an offensive, not defensive, force and it 
preferred to fight in the open; when Hadrian’s Wall came under attack, its 
soldiers would march out to confront the enemy in the field.
 Collingwood concluded that:

the continuous wall, or fence, or ditch … in its origin … serves a different 
purpose from the line of forts; for while the latter contain bodies of 
troops intended to cope with armed enemy forces, the continuous 
line was at first designed to serve simply as a mark to show where the 
Roman territory ended. With this primary function was combined the 
secondary function, not always emphasized by the character of the work, 
of being an obstacle to smugglers, or robbers, or other undesirables. A 
man from beyond the frontier, found on the Roman side of the line, 
could not plead ignorance or innocent intentions if the line was clearly 
marked; and if, in addition, it was a slight obstacle, crossing it otherwise 
than at the authorized and controlled gateways was proof of a sinister 
purpose. All this is abundantly clear from the actual character of the 
German frontiers of the Roman Empire, which are closely analogous to 
the British (Collingwood 1921a). 
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The discovery that the forts on the Wall were additional to the first plan 
strengthened Collingwood’s distinction between the two functions. 
 In spite of his view that Hadrian’s Wall was not defensive and soldiers 
would not fight from its top, Collingwood maintained his belief in the 
existence of a wall-walk, which he saw as an elevated sentry-walk. It was 
left to John Mann to argue that a wall-walk was not a necessary element of 
Hadrian’s Wall (Dobson 1972, 187). This was partly on the basis that, as the 
German palisade did not have such a feature, it was patently unnecessary on 
other linear barriers. But Mann’s argument was also a logical extension of 
Collingwood’s critique of the wall top as a fighting platform.
 At the time that Collingwood was publishing his seminal paper, Simpson 
and Shaw were studying the Vallum, and with it the Wall. They concluded 
that the Vallum and the forts were contemporary, but, as we have seen, served 
different purposes. They argued that the building of the forts still left large 
gaps between them which allowed raiders to penetrate into the province, and 
that it was in order to close these gaps that the Wall was constructed a few 
years later (Simpson and Shaw 1922, 395). They also drew a parallel with the 
Border Reivers of the later medieval period, a common comparison for this 
view of the Wall.
 The military interpretation of Hadrian’s Wall, however, remained strong. 
A classic view was advanced by Richmond in the first Handbook he edited, 
though foreshadowed in a paper published seven years earlier (Richmond 
1940, 295; 1947, 20-2). He suggested that in the first plan for Hadrian’s 
Wall the milecastles served as sally-points (Figure 10.2). He saw the Roman 
soldiers waiting until an enemy force had come close to the Wall before 
soldiers issued from different milecastle gates in a pincer action to surround 
the attackers and pin them against the Wall and its ditch. This interpretation 
was subsequently adapted for the German frontier (Baatz 1993, 53). In 
1950, Richmond summed up his interpretation in the following way: ‘it is at 
once a continuous barrier against infiltration and a solid corral against which 
attackers in force could be rounded up and broke by a mobile garrison’ 
(Richmond 1950, 46). 
 There are, however, problems with this interpretation (Dobson 1986, 22). 
The scenario depends on co-ordination by the two forces behind the Wall 
undertaking the pincer movement. It also depends on the attackers remaining 
close to the linear barrier when discovered, and indeed being prepared to 
allow themselves to get into a similar situation on a subsequent occasion. 
A signal problem with this view is that Roman writers do not recommend 
this course of action. Frontinus offered several examples of surrounded 
soldiers being allowed to flee, which rendered them easier to kill (Frontinus, 
Stratagems 2, 6), while Vegetius wrote:

most people ignorant of military matters believe the victory will be more 
complete if they surround the enemy in a confined place or with large 
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numbers of soldiers, so they can find no way of escape. But trapped 
men draw extra courage from desperation, and when there is no hope, 
fear takes up arms. Men who know without a doubt that they are going 
to die will gladly die in company. For this reason Scipio’s axiom has 
won praise, when he said that a way should be built for the enemy to 
flee by. For when an escape-route is revealed, the minds of all are united 
on turning their backs, and they are slaughtered unavenged, like sheep.’ 
(Vegetius, On military matters 3, 21. Translation by N P Milner)

Donaldson added  a modern criticism stating that ‘in reality no commander 
in his right mind would filter his troops in penny packets through milecastle 
gates’ (Donaldson 1988, 134).
 There was, however, from the beginning an archaeological problem 
with Richmond’s hypothesis: the lack of causeways over the ditch in front 

Figure 10.2. Ian Richmond’s view of the operation of Hadrian’s Wall
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of milecastles. In 1934 Simpson and Richmond had located a surviving 
causeway over the ditch at MC 50 TW (High House) with a culvert passing 
through it and, opposite the road leading out of the north gate of the turf 
wall period of MC 54 (Randylands), ‘a narrow strip of stone bottoming at a 
depth of three feet’, which they interpreted as the floor of the original culvert 
(Simpson and Richmond 1935a, 225; 237-8; 243). No other causeways were 
known and Richmond does not appear to have considered the implication of 
this for his view of the operation of Hadrian’s Wall, though perhaps he tacitly 
accepted, on the basis of the evidence provided at MC 54 (Randylands), that 
causeways had been removed from the ditch in front of all other milecastles 
along the Wall.
 In 2000 Humphrey Welfare reviewed the evidence for causeways, 
examining each site where the visible remains might be instructive (Welfare 
2000). One problem is that many causeways have been thrown over the ditch 
in post-Roman times so the presence of one at a milecastle is not in itself 
evidence of a Roman date. Nevertheless at MCs 47 (Chapel Hill) and 51 
(Wall Bowers) the causeways appear to be 5 m and 4.5 m wide respectively, 
similar to that at MC 50 TW (High House) and MC 54 (Randylands). 
Welfare argued that at MC 33 (Shield-on-the-Wall)  the damaged earthworks 
of a causeway still existed, while he suggested that the 15 m-wide causeway at 
MC 25 (Codlawhill) might have contained a Roman causeway. In addition, 
gaps in the upcast mound were noted at MCs 23 (Stanley), 29 (Tower Tye), 
46 (Carvoran) and possibly also 25 (Codlawhill). Such gaps suggest the 
earlier existence of causeways, as might slight changes of slope in the bottom 
of the ditch in front of MCs 18 (East Wallhouses), 23 (Stanley), 29 (Tower 
Tye) and 34 (Grindon). At MC 32 (Carraw), a stronger change in the nature 
of the ditch may have been related to the work of two gangs meeting at a 
causeway. Other features at MC 26 (Planetrees) and MC 49 (Harrow’s Scar) 
hint at the former existence of a causeway, while at two further milecastles 
excavations revealed a road leading out of the north gate. In 16 out of the 
31 sites surveyed by Welfare there was some indication of the existence, or 
earlier existence, of a causeway. At four of the milecastles a secondary mound 
blocked the northern side of the causeway, suggesting a Roman date for the 
causeways.
 Welfare’s conclusion was that the causeways were removed at the same 
time that many milecastle gates were narrowed in the later second century 
(Welfare 2000, 18) (Figure 10.3). For Welfare, like Dobson, ‘It seems likely 
that … the role of each milecastle [and turret] was evaluated individually, 
according to its geographical and tactical position’ (Dobson 1986, 24;  Welfare 
2000, 18). Welfare’s survey also allowed Richmond’s view of the operation of 
Hadrian’s Wall to be viable, even though still challengeable on other grounds.
 In 1961 Eric Birley had offered a very different view from Richmond’s by 
recognising the implications of two phases in the building of the Wall (Birley, 
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E. 1961, 269-70). The ‘initial purpose of Hadrian’s Wall was to provide for 
frontier control in times of peace’ while ‘the forts were conceived as bases for 
rapid sorties northwards’; ‘the Wall itself was in no circumstances expected 
to serve as a military fortification; in a sense, we may put it that the stationing 
of units of the field army in forts on its line was merely coincidental, to give 
them a convenient springboard and a useful lateral line of communication.’
 Michael Jarrett’s 1967 paper, offering a challenge to the Wall-periods 
theory but rather hidden away from British readers by being published in 
Germania – was that intentional? – also focussed on the differences of the 
two schemes for Hadrian’s Wall and the implications (Jarrett 1967). He 
emphasised that the second plan produced greater military effectiveness while 
ensuring stricter control of civilians crossing the frontier and that the duties 
of the soldiers in the milecastles would have been reduced to patrolling and 
signalling; these changes may have resulted from opposition to the building 
of the Wall. 
 In the 1970s and 1980s Brian Dobson turned to the central question of 
the function of Hadrian’s Wall. He firstly considered the inadequacies of the 
military installations along the line of the Stanegate for frontier control. In 
reviewing the Wall, he acknowledged the unity of design of the milecastles 
and turrets, and argued that: 

Figure 10.3. MC 48 (Poltross Burn) north gate showing the blocking of the west half
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the equivalent of a turret must be provided at each milecastle, probably 
in the form of a tower over its north gateway, that the accommodation 
provided at milecastles must be for men charged with manning this tower 
(and guarding the gates) and may possibly include accommodation 
with better amenities for the men manning the turrets on either side, 
and that access provided by stairs to the Wall top at milecastles must 
also be connected with this system rather than with the other function 
of milecastles. This other function relates to the second feature of 
the barrier, the provision of gateways through it at one-mile intervals 
(Dobson 1972, 185). 

He went on to argue that 

the towers were watch-towers ‘set close together to give maximum 
coverage of the ground in front of the Wall’ and as a result the 
provision of a wall-top patrol was not necessary. The men in the towers 
communicated back to the forts on the Stanegate, which led some 
structures to be moved slightly out of position (Dobson 1972, 186). 

In considering whether the milecastles gates were military or civilian in 
purpose, Dobson veered towards the former. 
 This first plan was deemed unsatisfactory by the army and was therefore 
amended. The main change was the placing of forts on the Wall line, but not 
just attached to the Wall, but astride them which required the dismantling of 
stretches of already built stone and turf walls, the filling in of the Wall ditch 
in places, and the destruction of some milecastles and turrets. In this way, 
‘the Romans gained security for their lateral and rear communications, while 
obtaining effective deployment north of the Wall through three twin-portal 
gates’ (Dobson 1972, 190). Then the Vallum was constructed, limiting access 
through the Wall and to the area immediately to its south. 
 A distinction was drawn between the role of the units in the frontier 
area – the protection of the province – and the soldiers in the milecastles 
and turrets – frontier control. These two functions were acknowledged by 
Dietwulf Baatz in his Horsley memorial lecture (Baatz 1997). He argued 
that extra units were provided at some locations on the German frontier to 
act as a reserve capable of moving along the frontier line to provide support 
wherever necessary, leaving the task of routine watch on the frontier line to 
the regiments strung out along the linear barrier. 
 Dobson’s view of the purpose of the Wall was  reflected in Hadrian’s Wall 
(Breeze and Dobson 1976, 37-40); it was challenged by Charles Daniels in 
his review of the book (Daniels 1979, 360-1). While accepting that 

The Romans were undeniably obsessed by a desire to prevent native 
infiltration, to tax those who entered the Empire, and to ensure that 
such people came unarmed … the Wall was not primarily a series of 
controlled entry points. This is made very clear by the fact that once the 
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forts were moved on to it, the vallum cut off almost every opportunity 
for north-south movement which the natives could have had. Such, in 
fact, was quite likely the principal reason for its construction. 

Daniels described the Wall installations and concluded that ‘to call all of 
this a non-defensive barrier may, by some semantic play, be possible, but in 
military terms it is surely a nonsense.’ Perhaps his most important statement 
is that it ‘may not have been usual to fight from the curtain-wall top, but even 
if we accept that the Roman army preferred to get outside its forts and deploy 
in the open, Roman history, from Caesar and long before to Maxentius and 
long after, is full of the defence of forts, camps and cities in times of need, all 
of which were provided with rampart, towers and ditches against just such 
needs’ (Daniels 1979, 361).
 Most of this is unexceptional. The crucial statement relates to the belief 
that there may have been occasions when there was fighting from the wall top 
coupled with the implication that Daniels did not see a difference between a 
fort wall and a frontier barrier.
 In 1985, in his Horsley memorial lecture, Dobson considered the function 
of Hadrian’s Wall in more detail (Dobson 1986). He maintained his belief in 
Collingwood’s position and dealt with the alternative viewpoints offered by 
Baatz (1977) and Daniels, while acknowledging that the term ‘non-defensive 
barrier’ should not have been used (Dobson 1986, 7). He added the point 
that in considering the question of how the Wall worked, there is no evidence 
for a ‘Wall command’ and emphasised that the Wall was not in the best 
position if defence was its primary purpose.

a wall-walk?

In his Horsley lecture, Dobson also firmly stated that the position of the forts 
astride the Wall, which allowed their soldiers to operate freely north of the 
Wall, ‘militates against any notion that the units were intended to fight from 
the top of the Wall or from behind it’ (Dobson 1986, 17-8). 
 In conclusion, Dobson was agnostic about the existence of a wall-walk, 
but argued that the function of the Wall was not as a defence against a major 
attack, but rather was to halt ‘unauthorized movement on hoof or wheel, 
present considerable difficulties for unauthorised on foot, and offer therefore 
much greater security for the frontier’ (Dobson 1986, 22).
 Hill and Dobson introduced a new subtlety to the discussion (Hill and 
Dobson 1992, 28). They acknowledged that it was possible that the Broad 
Wall was designed to have a wall-walk and that ‘the generous size [of the 
Wall] may have been chosen simply for the sake of emphasising its impressive 
appearance’. But its reduction in width from roughly 10 Roman feet (2.90 
m) to between 8 and 6 feet created a different situation. There would be room 
for soldiers to pass, though carrying shields would make a difference, while a 
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rear, as well as a forward, parapet would be useful in view of the narrowness 
of the completed structure, but would reduce the width of the walk-way. 
 The width of the original bridges at Chesters and Willowford is the same 
as the wall itself and has been taken as support for the existence of a wall-
walk (Bidwell and Holbrook 1989) (Figure 10.4). The walling up of the 
north recesses of turrets when they were abolished was also seen as support, 
though it was acknowledged that ‘the same result could be achieved more 
quickly and easily by throwing across a bridge of two beams with cross-slats’, 
while the blocking of the recesses would improve the stability of the wall 
once the towers were demolished (Hill and Dobson 1992, 28) (Figure 8.4). 
The suggestion that a staircase was provided at the Peel Gap tower following 
its demolition might also support the case for a wall-walk, but the feature is 
unique and unique elements are difficult to interpret.
 Thin stones which appear to be from a string course have been found at 
several places along the Wall from Heddon-on-the-Wall (11b/12) to Peel Gap 
(39a/b). The existence of these stones does not in itself imply the existence of 
a parapet, and Hill and Dobson noted that no such stones were found on the 
south side of the Wall where a rear parapet might be expected on the Narrow 
Wall.  They also emphasised the additional work that would be required to 
construct a parapet and cast doubt upon the two stones regarded as being 

Figure 10.4. Chesters Bridge from the east showing the Narrow Wall on Broad Foundation
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from such a feature. They also acknowledged that no merlon caps have been 
found along the line of the Wall, as opposed to at forts and towers.  
 They concluded that the wall was ‘probably but not certainly flat-topped, 
with a low parapet, not crenelated. There is a strong suggestion that a wall-
walk was provided originally; it is far from certain that an effective wall-walk 
could have been preserved when the wall was narrowed to 8’ or even 6’ as 
early as the time of Hadrian’ (Hill and Dobson 1992, 33).  
 Fighting from the top of the Wall was raised by Gavin Donaldson, but 
from a different standpoint. His start point was that ‘the Wall must have been 
built as a reaction to a perceived threat’ but he concluded that ‘the Wall can 
never have been visualized as a continuous fighting platform’ (Donaldson 
1988, 126; 132). The answer, therefore, was to place a catapult on the top of 
each tower along the length of the Wall ‘and thereby their range increased to 
provide interlocking arcs of fire to cover the whole frontage of the Wall’. 
 The discovery of pits to hold obstacles on the berm of Hadrian’s Wall 
and the Antonine Wall has re-opened the debate (Figures 10.5 and 10.6). 
Each of those on the eastern sector of Hadrian’s Wall contained two post-
holes, 400 mm across. It has been argued that these held tree-trunks with 
sharpened branches sticking out of the ground. Bidwell concluded that ‘they 
were intended for defence, strengthening the Walls and holding up an attack 
so that reinforcements could be brought up. They would incidentally have 
served to hinder smaller-scale or individual incursions’ (Bidwell 2005, 74). 
The stratification at Byker demonstrates that the pits were part of the original 
plan, and that they were not a short-lived experiment because they were 
recut.
 One issue raised by the discovery of the pits is that they have only been 
found in the eastern 12 miles of the Wall. It has been suggested that this 
indicates a hitherto unappreciated threat to the eastern end of the Wall 
(Birley, A. R. 2013b, 133). A more mundane explanation of their restricted 
location may be because the berm has been relatively little examined further 
west; on the other hand, where it has been excavated no pits have been found. 
A second issue follows from the way that at the presumed location of T 11b 
(Great Hill) the pits appear to bend inwards towards the Wall. Bidwell recalled 
that Richmond had noted the berm narrowed in front of several milecastles 
on the Turf Wall. So here is a phenomenon which occurs on both the eastern 
end of the Stone Wall and of the Turf Wall, but only in limited areas (Bidwell 
2005, 69). Why can we not see this phenomenon elsewhere? Bidwell’s answer 
was that the ditch may have been re-worked in places to straighten out the 
kink. 
 The implication that Paul Bidwell drew from the discovery of the pits was 
that they confirmed  the existence of a wall-walk, and this was reinforced 
by the artist’s impression of the wall and the obstacles (Bidwell 2005, 73). 
Lindsay Allason-Jones, however, posed the question ‘does the existence of 
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Figure 10.5. The pits on the berm in Byker looking east

Figure 10.6. An artist’s impression of the Wall and the obstacles, drawn by Graham Hodgson 
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the obstacles make it more or less likely that there was a wall-walk along the 
top of Hadrian’s Wall?’ (pers.comm.) I remained agnostic, seeking to offer 
a balanced view of the evidence in the 14th edition of the Handbook to the 
Roman Wall (Breeze 2006, 109-10). In this I probably failed owing to my 
belief in John Mann’s underlying position that since other frontiers manifestly 
did not have wall-walks then there was no reason why there should have been 
one on Hadrian’s Wall. To support the case, I reviewed the evidence, but, 
naturally, when doubt occurred, as it often did, I tipped the conclusion in the 
way I preferred.
 The publication of the Handbook coincided with the annual Arbeia 
Society conference (Bidwell 2008a, Preface). Paul Bidwell kindly allowed 
me to choose a suite of speakers whose views largely differed from my own. 
Amongst the papers was one by Bidwell on the evidence for a wall-walk. He 
argued that the width of the wall, the blocking of the recesses of abandoned 
turrets, the relationship of the replacement stone wall to the turf wall turrets, 
the existence of chamfered stones from a string course and the width and 
location of the Hadrianic river bridges all suggest that there was a wall-walk. 
He also cited the argument of Dietwulf Baatz that as a wall-walk existed on 
Roman city walls so a walk along the top of Hadrian’s Wall was possible and 
would have been wide enough to serve as a fighting platform (Baatz 1977). 
New arguments were introduced. Bidwell pointed out that ‘several aspects 
of the construction of Hadrian’s Wall show that economy of effort was one 
of the most important principles of its design, and its widths, as originally 
specified and even as modified, were clearly excessive if there was no Wall-
walk’ (Bidwell 2008a, 133). He challenged the view that the building-up of 
the turret recesses was to strengthen the wall at these points, arguing that 
the wall did not require any reinforcement, that the bonding points might 
have weakened the wall, and that settlement of the blocking walls might have 
added further stress at these bonding points (Bidwell 2008a, 133). He argued 
that the existence of the chamfered stones did support the existence of a 
‘wall-walk with merlons and embrasures’ because ‘parallels suggest that they 
were an architectural convention which was always employed when the top 
of a defensive wall was crenellated’ (Bidwell 2008a, 135). And he restated 
his view that the bridges carried a wall-walk over the rivers, dismissing the 
suggestion of Breeze and Dobson that ‘steps on each side of the river could 
have provided access only to the foot-bridge’ (Breeze and Dobson 2000, 42). 
He argued that ‘the army had weaponry that was defensive in purpose and 
was trained in its use, and the weaponry is found in the turrets and milecastles, 
some types apparently in larger quantities than in the forts’ (Bidwell 2008a, 
140). There can be no argument with this statement, though the numbers 
of these weapons are not great. Jon Coulston, however, has acknowledged 
that while ‘archery was widely practised by military units’ and that soldiers 
were trained in the use of the bow for mural defence, yet ‘it would be an 
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exaggeration to suggest that virtually all soldiers in the Roman army could 
have practised archery at some point in their careers’, while ‘weapons stores 
in forts must be envisaged as having had a few bows, bundles of arrows, 
bundles of light javelins, perhaps shaped stones for throwing and dropping’ 
(Coulston 1985, 283).
 A case for a wall-walk had previously been made by Richard Bellhouse 
(Bellhouse 1969). His argument was that the later Stone Wall on the turf 
sector of Hadrian’s Wall was set back from the front face of the north wall of 
the turrets because the sloping sides of the Turf Wall had led to the doorways 
in the upper floors of the towers being set back from the front of the wall 
and that the new stone wall had to respect this thereby allowing the soldiers 
to step out onto a wall-walk. This was cited by Bidwell, but unfortunately 
some of Bellhouse’s dimensions were incorrect, and further excavations have 
additionally undermined his case (Breeze 2009, 100). In fact, in only nine 
instances is the distance between the front wall of the turret and the stone 
wall known and only two conform to the Bellhouse “rule”. We should also 
note the suggestion of Symonds, that one reason behind the location of the 
milecastles, that is the fortlets, on the frontier itself as opposed to behind it 
(as was the case on the German frontier), was that they provided access to a 
wall-walk (Symonds 2009, 961).
 In conclusion, Bidwell made a powerful case for there being a wall-walk: 
‘every aspect of the design of Hadrian’s Wall, including its decoration and 
monumentality as well as its purely practical features, will reflect its purpose, 
and every one of those aspects is entirely consistent with the existence of a 
Wall-walk and a crenellated parapet’ (Bidwell 2008a, 142). The evidence is 
strong but not compelling, as Bidwell himself admitted, and he accepted the 
validity of one of Collingwood’s points: the paucity of access points to the 
Wall top. In response he offered the suggestion that there may have been other 
access points waiting to be discovered, while acknowledging that ‘it might 
have been safer to have confined access to the Wall-walk to easily defensible 
points such as turrets and milecastles’ (Bidwell 2008a, 141). Yet security does 
not appear to have been a concern on Hadrian’s Wall. The doors to turrets 
were at ground level, unlike the towers on the German frontier where they 
were higher up, while at two turrets on Hadrian’s Wall the internal hearth  
partly overlay the door threshold suggesting that the door may not normally 
have been closed (Breeze 2006, 69-70).
 I have since accepted that there is strong evidence for a wall-walk, but 
questioned why the Romans might have thought a wall-walk would have 
been any value to them considering that the enemy would be standing 16 m 
away and 3 m below them on the far side of a ditch and would not equipped 
with weapons for attacking a structure such as the Wall (Breeze 2009, 98). 
In Britain, for example, there is evidence for spears in Iron Age contexts, but 
not bows and arrows, though they are known earlier and do appear on the 
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Continent at this time. 
 To round off this discussion, I would merely note that in my paper, ‘Did 
Hadrian design Hadrian’s Wall?’, I argued that he did – nothing particularly 
new there – but that the design of the Wall was based on those city walls which 
Hadrian had seen, that is Greek walls, as proposed by Crow (1986). In that 
case Hadrian’s Wall may have had a wall-walk in its primary phase. However, 
I maintained that such a feature was not necessary on a Roman frontier, a 
position which many will regard as trying to square a circle (Breeze 2009).
 Finally, we should note the conclusions offered by Graafstal who, after 
surveying the evidence for the building of the Wall, concluded that security 
was a significant concern to the Romans and resulted in the construction of 
the elaborate anti-raiding shield and springboard for forward action which 
was Hadrian’s Wall (Graafstal 2012, 160-1). Such an explanation would 
fit well with the considerable evidence for warfare on the northern frontier 
in the second century, yet also maintain Collingwood’s position that in the 
event of an invasion, the army would open the gates and march forth to fight 
in the Roman manner. 
 Collingwood may have seen the Roman army acting in such a way, but 
he also appears to have seen the Wall as defensive. Twelve years after arguing 
that Roman soldiers did not fight from the top of the Wall, he edited the 9th 
edition of the Handbook to the Roman Wall (Collingwood 1933). In this he 
retained all of Bruce’s description of the Wall in the landscape (Figure 10.7). 
Two examples will suffice. At Peel Gap, Bruce wrote: ‘As the defile at Peel-
crag is wider than usual, special precautions have been taken to defend it. On 

Figure 10.7. T 44b (Mucklebank) looking west. The Wall here takes a sharp re-entrant as the 
gap is negotiated in the same way as at Peel Gap and Caw Gap.
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both sides of the pass the Wall bends sharply to the south; this has the double 
effect of narrowing the gorge, and exposing an enemy to flanking-fire within 
half a bow-shot on both sides’ (Bruce 1863, 154). Collingwood retained the 
wording, merely amending the opening phrase to ‘As the gap at Peel’ and 
adding a reference to the ditch (Collingwood 1933, 144). At Caw Gap, Bruce 
stated: ‘The extreme jealousy with which the Romans defended an exposed 
situation is well shown here’, to which Collingwood added ‘not only does the 
Wall, as usual bend to the south on either side of the gap, so as to enfilade the 
portion exposed to attack…’ and again adds a reference to the ditch (Bruce 
1863, 156; Collingwood, 1933, 147). This is strange language for someone 
who believed that there was a wall-walk which was merely an elevated sentry 
walk.

the wall in its landscaPe

 The location of the Wall in the landscape is an issue taken up by David 
Woolliscroft and John Poulter. As we have seen, Woolliscroft argued that some 
structures were moved out of place in order for the soldiers based there to 
communicate better with the men in the forts on the Stanegate (Woolliscroft 
1989). Poulter emphasised that the Wall followed a line which generally 
allowed for communication to the south and eschewed a more defensive line 
that would have lain a little distance to the north, following the north edge 
of the ridges along which the Wall ran, and that  would have been sinuous. 
For Poulter, the need to maintain those south-facing links remained more 
important for the army than a defensive position (Poulter 2009, 74).
 Other scholars have placed the debate within a wider context. Eric Birley 
in a significant contribution to the purpose of Roman frontiers argued that 
Hadrian’s ‘artificial frontiers were not designed as fighting-positions’ and 
that ‘the life of a Hadrianic frontier centred more on customs and passport 
control.’ Birley’s conclusion followed a study of those frontiers particularly 
associated with Hadrian. His position was that ‘Hadrian’s frontier-policy was 
based on the view that peace could be maintained by an ambitious policy of 
economic development along the frontiers of the empire, backed up by the 
intelligent deployment of alae and cohorts according to the military needs of 
each frontier-province, with the legions ready to provide support on occasions 
of full-warfare’ (Birley, E. 1956, 32).
 Birley pointed to the development of towns and cities along the frontiers 
of the empire, and of farms and villages to their rear. He suggested that 
Hadrian’s policy would have encouraged the creation of a reservoir of recruits 
used to the local environment in the frontier zone and would have created a 
local supply chain for the units based on the frontiers, as well as providing 
an exemplar to the empire’s neighbours of a peaceful and settled way of life. 
Birley’s reference to passport control has received support in recent years 
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from a greater appreciation of the regulations which appear to have governed 
access to the empire (cf. Gillam 1961, 61), and from the discovery of ‘travel 
permits’ in the eastern desert of Egypt (Maxfield 2005).
 The use of the Wall for controlling ‘the passage of trade in either direction 
and for [facilitating] the collection of the appropriate taxes’ was argued by 
Shotter (1996, 80). He went on to propose that the ‘coastal fortifications 
may, therefore, have ensured that trade between north-west England and 
south-west Scotland was properly regulated, and any possible tax evasion 
obviated’. Bidwell, however, has argued that this purpose is hard to accept if 
the Cumbrian coast milefortlets and towers were not re-occupied after the 
withdrawal from the Antonine Wall (Bidwell 1999, 34). Here, as in other 
aspects of Hadrian’s Wall such as the putative removal of causeways in front 
of milecastle gateways (Welfare 2000), study of the later history of the frontier 
can cast light upon the intentions of the builders. Collins has emphasised that 
an:

overview of the structural history of the Wall is highly important … as 
this allows us to consider the actual purpose and function of the Wall as 
it related to the frontier at large... Discussions of function and purpose 
tend to crystallize around these two perspectives, but also gravitate on 
the establishment and Hadrianic occupation of the Wall rather than 
considering the possibility of the changing role and use of the Wall 
over the long term. The Wall of the late 4th/early 5th century was not 
necessarily operationally the same as it was in the early 2nd century. 
However, the earliest intended function and evolved use of the Wall 
cannot be ignored, as the physical fabric, its siting and preservation 
dictated all subsequent use of the Wall (Collins 2012, 26).

One final proposal for the function of frontiers is that they were symbolic. 
Stevens observed that the purpose behind the construction of such a 
formidable barrier may have been to emphasise the division of the island into 
two parts, so echoing Pericles on the advantage of Athens being an island 
(Stevens 1955). The very size of Hadrian’s Wall led John Mann to suggest 
that ‘Hadrian wished to make a statement to the people of northern Britain. 
He wished to state that Rome is invincible: there is no point in making 
pin-prick attacks on its invulnerability. Look at this magnificent structure – 
defended gateways every mile, and turrets with equally imposing regularity. 
This is pure rhetoric. This is a simple statement of the might of Rome. What 
hope have you of challenging it?’ (Mann 1990, 53).
 The mortar rendering which resulted in forts, walls and towers in the East 
and on the German limes appearing white, and the possibility of Hadrian’s 
Wall having been similarly treated (Crow 1991), have been taken as support 
for the contention that frontiers were symbolic in nature (cf. Birley, A. R. 
1997, 133-4). This, however, appears to have been the normal way of finishing 
many masonry walls in the Roman empire and thus frontier installations are 
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not unique in this. In any case, it is far from certain that Hadrian’s Wall was 
treated in this manner. The lime which is recorded on some stones may have 
been the result of leaching or over pointing of joints and cannot be taken as 
evidence that the whole Wall was whitewashed or rendered (Hill 2006, 32-3). 
Luttwak summarily dismissed any notion that Roman frontiers were ‘merely 
“symbolic”’ (Luttwak 1976, 68). He continued that ‘this reduced their 
function to that of mere boundary markers. If that were so, their construction 
would have been wildly irrational, given the vast effort needed to build them.’ 
 As Collins stated, the function of Hadrian’s Wall did not necessarily 
remain constant, and this should be considered within the changing military 
landscape within which it sat. Throughout most of its life there were forts 
occupied to the south of the Wall, but the situation varied to the north 
(Bidwell and Hodgson 2009). Under Hadrian, there were three outpost 
forts to the west. Various reasons have been advanced for their existence. 
Richmond stated that their purpose was to screen the Cumbrian approaches 
(Richmond 1955, 49). Macdonald was of the view that this region ‘certainly 
belonged to the Brigantes’ (Macdonald 1911, 9-10). This was challenged by 
Birley who argued that ‘it is unlikely that a section of the Brigantes would 
have been left outside the new limes by Hadrian’ (Birley 1930, 172). Later, 
he changed his mind, commenting that ‘the dedication to Brigantia from 
Birrens may indicate that the Wall, following a convenient line offered by 
physical geography, perhaps left a portion of Brigantian territory beyond it’ 
(Birley 1961, 272).
 In the third century, additional outpost, or advance, forts were held to the 
east on the line of Dere Street so supplementing Bewcastle and Netherby to 
the west: Birren had been abandoned by this time. Following his excavations 
at High Rochester and Risingham in preparation for his article in the History 
of Northumberland, ‘The Romans in Redesdale’ published in 1940, Richmond 
offered his interpretation of the new frontier arrangements put in place by 
the Emperor Caracalla following the death of Septimius Severus in 211 
(Richmond 1940, 96): ‘The new system … takes shape as a coherent tactical 
arrangement. In advance of the main frontier [that is Hadrian’s Wall] a strip 
of territory is held by very strong garrisons, tightly packed in small and very 
strong forts. Beyond these there was laid down, no doubt by formal treaty 
with the frontier tribes, a fixed zone of neutral land patrolled by irregulars, 
based upon the forts already described and subject to their commanding 
officers’. This succinct statement is the first appearance of the ‘Caracallan 
settlement’. That consisted of strongly-held outpost forts which formed the 
bases of patrolling of the lands beyond, with treaties controlling relations 
between the Romans and their northern neighbours.
 Richmond’s interpretation was based upon several strands of evidence 
(Richmond 1940, 97). Firstly, there were the inscriptions from the outpost 
forts of Risingham and High Rochester recording the early third-century 
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units based there coupled with the name of Netherby, Castra Exploratorum, 
the Camp of the Scouts. Two inscriptions found at Jedburgh near the Roman 
fort at Cappuck recording soldiers from the two eastern outpost forts were 
taken as evidence for a patrolling system and this gained further support 
from a list of various places, diversa loca, in the Ravenna Cosmography. These 
include names which are recognisable - Maponi, Taba, Manavi, Segloes and 
Dannoni - as well as others which are not. The locus Maponi was linked to the 
Clochmabenstane on the north shore of the Solway Estuary near Gretna; Segloes 
related to the name of the tribe, the Selgovae, recorded by Ptolemy; and the 
Dannoni equivalent to the Damnonii, while Taba, Richmond suggested, was 
the district around the River Tay, and Manavi another version of the name of 
the district Manau at the head of the Firth of Forth. These were interpreted 
as tribal meeting places supervised by the Roman army, on the lines of those 
described by Cassius Dio for the Danube region. Richmond offered a neat 
theory, which has gained almost universal acceptance. 
 There has been no overarching review of this interpretation but various 
elements have been challenged. Breeze and Dobson pointed out that there 
was evidence for the system of frontier control being put into place before the 
Severan campaigns as indicated by the continuation of occupation of some 
forts on the Wall and one of the outpost forts by the same units from before 
this date (Breeze and Dobson 1976, 141). Rivet and Smith challenged the 
interpretation of diversa loca as ‘tribal meeting places’. They argued that ‘the 
group is really no group at all, but a collection of “odd places” which the 
Cosmographer had omitted to mention earlier’ (Rivet and Smith 1979, 212). 
John Mann sought to rehabilitate the Richmond interpretation by citing the 
treaties detailed by Cassius Dio (Mann 1992).
 Eric Birley recognised the effect which such arrangements would have 
had on the Wall: ‘the military centre of gravity had now shifted northwards, 
and the increasingly peacefulness and prosperity of the old frontier-line is 
emphasized by the expansion and the rising standards of comfort in the 
undefended settlements outside so many of the Wall-forts’ (Birley 1961, 272-
3). There was a military implication for Mann. He noted that many of the 
forts in the hinterland of Hadrian’s Wall contained new-style units in the 
Notita Dignitatum instead of the regiments of the early empire. He therefore 
suggested that ‘in the long peace that followed the Caracallan settlement 
[the] support [of these units] for the frontier was no longer thought to be 
necessary’, the regiments being ‘disbanded, or possibly transferred elsewhere, 
by the end of the third century’, but with the new units not arriving until 
the early fourth century (Mann 1974, 38). ‘Removal of the forces from the 
hinterland of Hadrian’s Wall will … have reduced its effectiveness’ while the 
hostile conditions on the frontier about or shortly after 300 will have led to 
the arrival of new support troops (Mann 1974, 39). Hodgson, however, has 
suggested that the new units took over the duties of their predecessors without 
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a break in occupation, arguing that ‘there is no unequivocal evidence for 
any fort being drastically run down or abandoned in the later third century’ 
(Bidwell and Hodgson 2009, 261). He concluded that ‘only the units of the 
Wall were left undisturbed [indicating] that the new threat was not posed from 
the north’. My own review suggested that there was insufficient evidence to 
be certain about the continuing occupation of all the hinterland forts through 
the late third into the fourth century (Breeze 2011, 126).
 As Richmond stated, the frontier in the third century was effectively 
pushed forward to the Cheviots, indeed possibly beyond them. In the late 
fourth century, he argued, the Wall again became the frontier (Richmond 
1940, 112-6). His argument was based on the disbanding of the areani or 
arcani who appear in Ammianus Marcellinus’ account of the activities of 
Count Theodosius in 367 and who had the duties of scouts. In their place, 
he suggested, the Romans established new ‘kingly houses’, as indicated, for 
example, by the name of Patern Pesrut, Paternus of the Red Cloak, which 
demonstrated that he had been invested with regal status by the Roman 
authorities.
 As long ago as 1955 Kenneth Jackson pointed out the fallacy of the buffer 
zone theory, noting that it depended on unreliable Old Welsh pedigrees and a 
passage in Nennius, which is itself of a genealogical tradition (Jackson 1955). 
Richmond dismissed this criticism as ‘a conservative view’ (Richmond 1958, 
125, n. 1). Mann suggested that the Latin names in the king lists reflected the 
spread of Christianity (Mann 1974, 42). We may also note John Peter Wild’s 
comment that red is actually a common colour at Vindolanda while ‘pesrut’ 
means shirt and not cloak, and if a king was going to be invested by Rome, 
the appropriate colour would be purple (pers. comm.). Simply because one 
element of the story is challenged does not in itself bring the rest of the story 
into question, but it does bring the whole scene as painted by Richmond into 
an element of disarray (Breeze 1993). 

the vallum

 The purpose of the Vallum is a rather separate issue (Figure 10.8). It is 
worth emphasising the trouble which was taken to complete the Vallum, from 
which we can conclude that it was seen as having an important purpose. The 

Figure 10.8. A section across the Vallum prepared by Ian Richmond



130 HADRIAN’S WALL: A HISTORY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL THOUGHT

care included excavating a deep ditch and, where necessary, revetting both 
the sides and the edges of the mounds with turf cheeks or stone kerbs. The 
Vallum was constructed even through bogs; the ditch completed even through 
rock. Today the army’s persistence can be best observed at Limestone Corner 
where the Vallum ditch is complete, but the Wall ditch abandoned unfinished 
(Figure 4.16).
 The first point to make therefore is that the Vallum was important, but why? 
For Horsley, it was a secondary fence in the event of attack from the north and/
or a south-facing defence against the Brigantes (Horsley 1732, 125). Hodgson 
suggested that its purpose was to protect the military way and grazing horses 
and cattle (Hodgson 1840, 310). In 1887, Chancellor Ferguson saw the valleys 
of the north ‘full of primaeval “scrub” … which must have sheltered in its 
recesses large number of Britons’; therefore, while the Wall was erected as ‘a 
defence to the north against the attacks of hordes of barbarians, the Vallum was 
thrown up to protect the soldiers on the Wall ‘against the attacks of guerrillas, 
banditti, and dacoits that infested the “scrub” in their rear’ (Ferguson 1889, 86-7).
 Mommson and Haverfield had a different view, as we have seen. They argued 
that it was a civil or legal boundary. This became the accepted interpretation; 
Collingwood stated that ‘this was the purpose of the Vallum … laid down 
once for all by Haverfield’ (Collingwood 1931a, 40). That explanation has lost 
favour. Perhaps this is partly because the Vallum is now seen to be the same 
date as the placing of forts astride the Wall while its structural details indicate 
a close relationship to the Wall. But there was a further difficulty not explored 
at the time, and still not sufficiently taken into account. It is widely regarded 
that the Vallum faced neither north nor south but this is not true for while the 
south mound of the Vallum was intended to be continuous there were gaps in 
the north mound opposite milecastles (Heywood and Breeze 2008, 125). 
 Richmond, in his reviews of work on the Wall, moved to a different position, 
consciously modelling his interpretation on recent experience: ‘Perhaps an 
analogy from recent conditions may help? In war-time Britain, where, in 
default of invasion, nothing worse than sabotage by enemy agents or more 
serious than unauthorized entry and exit was feared, installations of military 
importance were regularly screened by formidable hedges of barbed wire, 
impossible to jump and difficult to penetrate.’ Here lay his reason for the 
Vallum - to protect the soldiers in ‘the widely spaced and isolated turrets which 
were vulnerable to unauthorized intrusion, and for protection of the turrets a 
continuous obstacle was precisely what was needed’. The implication is, then, 
that attempts to interfere with the Wall’s garrison, or even to cross the barrier 
by way of escape from the south, were anticipated (Richmond 1950, 52; cf 
Richmond 1940, 296).
 In 1950, John Morris addressed the question of the function of the Vallum. 
His paper included a wide-ranging discussion of Roman foreign policy and the 
development of frontiers, in which he accepted Richmond’s recent statement 
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on the tactical function of the Wall (Morris 1950, 49). He then turned his 
attention to the purpose of the Vallum, offering several statements: 

The effect of adding the Vallum is clearly to prevent the access of 
unauthorised persons (and not merely goods or cattle) to the Wall 
and its incorporated structures … in the event of a concerted attack 
from north and south … it would be perfectly feasible for quite a small 
band to seize and hold some point on the line of the Wall, through 
which a large force from the north could penetrate …. The impassable, 
continuous obstacle of the Vallum would effectively prevent such a 
surprise (Morris 1950, 51);

A second effect of the Vallum would be to prevent the infiltration of 
envoys or spies proceeding from south to north (Morris 1950, 51-2);

A third effect … would be felt if it were necessary to drive small bands 
of malefactors, or individual criminals, against the line of the Wall from 
the south. ... The Vallum would provide a convenient base-line for such 
pursuit, without incommoding the ordinary business of the garrison of 
the Wall (Morris 1950, 52).

Morris noted that the Vallum did not continue in use beyond the second 
century and concluded that its construction ‘must therefore be regarded as 
something conditioned by the hostility of the natives on the Roman side of 
the frontier – if it were no more than a customs barrier or a juridicial frontier, 
it would still have been needed in the fourth century’ (Morris 1950, 52).
 Stevens saw the role of the Vallum as entirely different. He argued that 
the milecastles and turrets were manned by local levies and the purpose of 
the Vallum was to prevent them ‘drifting back to their homes’ (Stevens 1955, 
390; 396).
 Salway, in his work on civil settlements on the northern frontier, noted that 
there were no annexes attached to Hadrian’s Wall forts, though they existed 
on the Antonine Wall, where there was no Vallum (Salway 1965). The purpose 
of the Vallum, he argued, was to act as an elongated annexe along Hadrian’s 
Wall. Its purpose, therefore, was to protect military equipment and supplies 
etc.. Shotter has offered a different perspective: ‘the vallum might conceivably 
represent a corridor for covert communication; the effect of the ditch and 
mounds will have been to allow troops to move anywhere along the line of the 
wall, unobserved from either north or south’ (Shotter 1996, 66). The difficulty 
with this perspective, however, is that the higher ground to the south of the 
Vallum would often allow troop movements to have been observed.
 In 1999 David Woolliscroft reviewed the nature of the earthworks and the 
various functions which have been offered, and proposed that 

it would represent an attempt to prevent mounted raiders from crossing 
the frontier with their horses and to stop robbers of any kind from 
recrossing with livestock. More specifically, its presence would cause 
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any horsemen wishing to force a crossing to hit the frontier at its 
strongest point, the forts, since these had the only Vallum crossings, 
whereas without the Vallum the marauders would have been free to 
strike at the lightly manned milecastles, which would have presented 
much softer targets (Woolliscroft 1999, 61).

As usual, with such arguments, a parallel is drawn with the medieval reiving 
parties as if what happened in one period was relevant in another. In this 
case, another element is added:  the possibility that the men in the milecastles 
might have been bullied or bribed by raiders to allow them into the empire, 
or even that they connived in order that they might reap some of the rewards 
of raiding. The underlying assumption behind this suggestion is that the 
soldiers on the frontier were not capable of undertaking their duties without 
the construction of this massive earthwork. As Woolliscroft states, he is 
restoring to the Vallum a defensive role.
 In passing, we should also note an altogether different view. In 1915, R 
H. Forster suggested, as a result of his observation of military activities, that 
the purpose of the Vallum was to help fit men retain their fitness through 
physical exercise, and concluded that the ‘Vallum becomes a comparatively 
unimportant work. Its main usefulness lay in the labour which its construction 
involved, and it has probably been left incomplete [hence the gaps], at any 
rate in some places’ (Forster 1915, 188). 
 The most recent discussions of the Vallum are by Tony Wilmott (2008; 
2009). He accepts Richmond’s view that the Vallum created a prohibited 
zone to the south of the Wall, and Dobson’s observation that the Vallum was a 
boundary marker rather than an obstacle, but he reminds us that the Vallum 
was indeed a formidable obstacle and draws a parallel with the two walls of 
the Berlin Wall (Wilmott 2008, 126-7). These two walls and the two barriers 
of Hadrian’s Wall were to control the movement of people across the frontier 
line. 

conclusions

In seeking to understand Hadrian’s Wall archaeologists  tend to veer towards 
one underlying  belief or another: either  a belief in the strength of the Roman 
army  leading to an interpretation of the Wall as being primarily concerned 
with frontier control; or the alternative that the strength of their enemies led 
the Romans to build a substantial military defence. One might characterise 
the views as being pro-Roman or pro-Caledonian (Breeze 2014b). But the 
crucial point is that these two ways of seeing the Roman world dictate our 
interpretations of the evidence and it remains difficult, if not impossible, to 
escape from our own deeply-embedded ‘prejudices’, a position characterised 
by W. S. Gilbert as, ‘every boy and every gal that’s born into the world alive is 
either a little Liberal or else a little Conservative’ (Iolanthe, Act 2).
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 There remains a strong 
tradition through the antiquarians, 
Mommsen, Charles Daniels to 
Paul Bidwell, Nick Hodgson, David 
Woolliscroft and Humphrey Welfare 
of emphasising the defensive aspects 
of Hadrian’s Wall. There is also a view, 
represented by Collingwood, Birley 
and Dobson, which sees the linear 
barrier as concerned with frontier 
control, separating out the function 
of military defence, as represented 
by the forts on the Wall, from that 
of frontier control represented by 
the milecastles and turrets, and of 
course the barrier itself.
 Our views on the purpose of the 
Wall, it must be emphasised, also 
govern our reconstruction drawings. 
Alan Sorrell and Peter Connelly 

Figure 10.9. Michael J. Moore’s three possible turret reconstructions. The individual elements 
are interchangeable and all are possible: each reflects a different perception of the purpose of 
the Wall
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created a massive wall on paper, with a wall-walk and crenellations (probably 
too close together even for a fort wall), and these ‘impressions’ in turn 
reinforced the ‘traditional’ view of the Wall. Even Collingwood, who argued 
that soldiers did not fight from the top of the wall, accepted that there was 
a wall-walk. A different artist’s impression was not possible until a different 
view of the purpose of the Wall was created (Figure 10.9). 
 Through our arguments and our drawings we seek to interpret a most 
complex monument, subject to change during construction, which we 
understand but imperfectly. As Humphrey Welfare has stated, ‘The debate 
about the function of the Wall in its wide contemporary context …. should 
not seek black and white answers when the situation – beyond the conception 
of the initial blueprint – was never so clear-cut. We should expect variation in 
the execution of the grand plan, and we should not be surprised by some of 
the contradictions that will inevitably have emerged over so long a period of 
occupation’ (Welfare 2004, 22).



Chapter 11 

When did Hadrian’s Wall end?

In one sense, of course, the story of Hadrian’s Wall has not yet ended for it 
continues to this day with new developments like its ascription as a World 
Heritage Site and the opening of the National Trail (Hingley 2012). But this 
question is directed towards the end of its life as a Roman military installation.
 We have already considered the literary evidence. In 367, there was an 
invasion of Britain by Picts, Scots and Attacotti (Ammianus Marcellinus 27, 
8; 28, 3). The situation was retrieved when the Emperor Valentinian sent 
one of his senior generals, Count Theodosius, to Britain. In 382  Magnus 
Maximus is recorded as campaigning against the Picts and Scots, but the 
following year he turned his attention southwards in order to make a bid 
for the empire (Chronicler of 452; Orosius 7, 34, 9; Zosimus 4, 35) (Figure 
11.1). In 401, Stilicho, the ruler of the Roman Empire for his son-in-law the 
Emperor Honorius, ordered a campaign against the Picts and Scots, and 
then withdrew troops from Britain for the defence of the empire (On the 
Consulship of Stilicho 2, 247-55; On the Gothic War 404-18). We do not know 
which troops and it is possible that it was the field army recently established 
in the diocese of Britain that was withdrawn rather than the regiments based 
on the Wall. The same uncertainty pertains a few years later when the usurper 
Constantine III led an army from Britain to claim the empire. In 409, the 
diocese of Britain was abandoned by the empire.

Figure 11.1. Coin of Magnus Maximus 
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 The archaeological evidence for the end of Hadrian’s Wall has to be 
interpreted within the paucity of the literary references. In 1910 it was believed 
that the occupation of the Wall forts ended in 383. This date was the result of 
the coin sequences at sites along the Wall ending before that date, combined 
with the reference to the campaigning of Magnus Maximus against the Picts 
and Scots in 382 and his subsequent departure for the continent with the 
intention of making himself emperor. As there was so little archaeological 
evidence available, the proposition that after a successful campaign against 
northern enemies Maximus withdrew the units from the Wall to support his 
bid for the purple had a ring of authenticity.
 The start of modern thinking on the date of abandonment of Hadrian’s Wall 
began in 1911 with the publication of the report on their excavation of MC 
48 (Poltross Burn) by Gibson and Simpson. In this they made considerable 
use of the coins to date the period of occupation. They suggested that the 
occupation of the milecastle ended in 330 though they appreciated that the 
forts continued in use after 368 (Gibson and Simpson 1911, 460). 
 In 1951, the numismatist John Kent published a seminal paper on the 
date of the end of Hadrian’s Wall (Kent 1951). He examined all the coins 
available to him and identified coins later than 383 at Heddon, Chesters, 
Carrawburgh, Walltown, Vindolanda and Birdoswald, as well as at South 
Shields, Corbridge, Carlisle and Maryport. On the basis of this he argued 
that, although the evidence was scanty, the Wall was still held in 395, the 
date he preferred for the Notitia Dignitatum. Kent acknowledged that most 
of these coins had been known about for many years. What had happened 
is that no one had drawn the evidence together, and as a result the rare late 
fourth century coins were simply disregarded as being anomalous. Yet, today, 
60 years after Kent’s paper, it is still possible to read that Hadrian’s Wall had 
been abandoned in 383.
 Since Kent’s seminal paper, there has been much more analysis of coin 
supply and loss. The paucity of coins dating to 388-402 on Hadrian’s Wall 
can now be seen as part of a wider pattern within Britain and now ‘one or 
two coins can represent a “normal” distribution’ (Brickstock 2000, 35). The 
discovery of early fifth-century coins is therefore an occasion for re-appraisal. 
This  has occurred following the discovery of a small coin-hoard a little to the 
north of the fort at Halton Chesters in 2007 (Collins 2008). The latest coin 
in the hoard dates to 406-8, a similar date to a coin found at Heddon in the 
nineteenth century, though two coins are too few to affect a change in our 
perception (Figure 11.2). Collins’ latest review of the coins emphasises the 
lack of late fourth-and early-fifth century coins on the Wall in comparison to 
sites in its hinterland – at Binchester, Piercebridge and the Yorkshire coastal 
fortlets (Collins 2013, 130-3). Collins interprets this as reflecting the scale 
of the forts at Binchester and Piercebridge, situated in a settled landscape 
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where more use would be made of coinage than along the Wall, coupled with 
the requirement to supply the new installations on the coast.
 The last 20 years have seen considerable archaeological interest in the 
end of Hadrian’s Wall. The starting point was Tony Wilmott’s excavation at 
Birdowald (Wilmott 1997). Here, he made several important discoveries, 
which reflected a rather interesting mix of decay and change. Sometime in 
the middle of the fourth century the roof of the north granary collapsed 
covering a coin of 350-3. About the same time, certainly after 348, the vents 
below the floor of the adjacent granary were filled in. These two changes may 
be presumed to relate to a change in supply arrangements. Forty or more 
years later – as dated by a worn coin of 388-95 – the roof of the south granary 
collapsed. A timber building was erected on the site of the north granary, 
which in turn was replaced by a second timber building (Figure 11.3). It is 
a reasoned guess that the occupation continued here into the second half 
of the fifth century. This has been interpreted as the hall of a chief, a local 
leader. Equally interesting, the west-gate structure continued in use as a 
dwelling into the middle ages. South Shields has also produced a sequence of 
activity after a coin of 388-402 (Bidwell and Speak 1994, 45-6). The coin was 
recovered from the highest level of the road leading through the south-west 

Figure 11.2. A coin of 406-8 found at Great Whittington 2.5 km (1.5 miles) north of Halton 
Chesters; three emperors can be faintly seen on the reverse
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gate. Subsequently, a ditch was cut through the road, and after some silting, 
‘was partly filled with a layer of rubble which seems to have resulted from 
the demolition of part of the gate’. There followed a spread of rubble and 
inhumation burials with radiocarbon dates ‘broadly consistent with a fifth 
century date’. The conclusion was that ‘it is quite possible that a number of 
decades had elapsed between each of the various stages in the sequences and 
that the final alterations in the south-west gate took place in the second half 
of the fifth century’ (Bidwell and Speak 1994, 46). As in the rest of Roman 
Britain, collapse of central authority, the end of coinage and the cessation of 
pottery supplies removed the dating evidence and have forced us into such 
approaches to the interpretation of the evidence.

Figure 11.3. The large posts define the timber hall built over the demolished granary at 
Birdoswald. In the foreground is the blocked west gate



Chapter 12 

Conclusions

Hadrian’s Wall is a large and complex monument with a long history of 
research. It is not easy to embrace the range of that research in order to make 
a new contribution to our understanding. Yet it is possible. In the last decade, 
Matt Symonds, John Poulter and Erik Graafstal have all come to the study 
of Hadrian’s Wall starting from little more than basic knowledge and all have 
made significant contributions. David Woolliscroft has revolutionised our 
perception of the operation of the Wall – and other frontiers. Like all people 
producing new ideas, they have met disbelief and sometimes downright 
opposition.
 There is a relationship between most of these contributions. This is 
particularly noteworthy in the work of Erik Graafstal. His nuancing of the 
chronology of the building of the Wall would not have been possible – or, 
at least, not so easy – without the prior observations of David Woolliscroft 
and Matt Symonds. From a different perspective, this building on earlier 
comments renders the observations of Graafstal easier to believe. 
 This is but one example. Our present understandings of the different 
aspects of Hadrian’s Wall have often come down to us along tortuous paths 
with the strands intertwined. The elucidation of one problem has affected 
our appreciation of another. It is not possible to say ‘I do not believe this’, 
without considering the effect on other aspects of the Wall. If this treatise 
does anything, I trust that it has demonstrated that. 
 I hope, too, that it has demonstrated that it is worth reading the work of 
our forebears. Their suggestions, for example, on the function of the Wall and 
the Vallum, have often been repeated without any apparent understanding 
that the argument had already been made.
 Arguments, too, can easily become circular. Take the ‘main weight of 
Roman dispositions lay towards the west end of the Wall. ... That fits in well 
with what can be inferred about the attitudes of the peoples who lived north 
of the Wall’ (Birley, E. 1961, 271). However, the perceived philo-Roman 
attitude of the Votadini is primarily based upon the presence of Roman 
material at their hill-fort of Traprain Law while the anti-Roman perception 
of the Selgovae relates to the number of forts in their territory and that of 
the Novantae and  on the continuation of the military installations down the 
Cumbrian coast. There were, however, Roman forts in Votadinian territory 
(including Bremenium/High Rochester according to Ptolemy) while across 
the Southern Uplands the forts tended to be placed in the river valleys on the 
roads north, as elsewhere in Britain. Emphasis is placed upon the number of 
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fortlets in south-west Scotland in the second century (Hodgson 2009, 189), 
but that may have been a result of a lack of manpower – there appear to have 
been fewer Roman forces in the area than in the first century – or a more 
efficient use of manpower, or a reflection of the need to ensure the victory 
of Antoninus Pius (Breeze 1982, 100; 1976; 73; 1980, 53). If the Novantae 
were regarded as a threat, why were the installations on the Cumbrian coast 
largely abandoned in the later second century? Further, as Eric Birley stated, 
the outpost forts at the western end of the Wall may have been placed there to 
protect the Brigantes beyond the Wall (Birley, E. 1961, 272). In short, it was 
concluded, the main weight of the military dispositions lay towards the west 
end of the Wall because the tribes beyond were anti-Roman and the tribes were 
anti-Roman because of our understanding of Roman military deployment.
 It is also obvious that so many theories are products of their time (cf. 
Hingley 2012, passim). This truism operates at two levels – the macro and 
the micro. The troubled nature of the frontier between England and Scotland 
into the seventeenth century presumably affected how antiquarians saw 
Hadrian’s Wall as operating, and the history of the Border Reivers continues 
to influence interpretations of the Vallum. Forster’s experience of World War 
One led to a somewhat idiosyncratic suggestion for the role of the Vallum – 
as a means of toughening soldiers – while Richmond’s experience of World 
War Two led to a different explanation of the Vallum as a form of protection 
for the military installations. The stand-off in the Cold War created different 
climates of opinion. The Iron Curtain offered a parallel and the American 
shield after 1945 may have been instrumental in creating the view that the 
purpose of Roman frontiers was to allow the economic development of the 
lands behind. Now we live in a society  seeking to control the number of 
people accessing its space so it is no surprise that there is discussion of the 
attempt by the Romans to control their borders.
 At the local level, the prevailing theory affected individual interpretations. 
In the early 1950s Brenda Swinbank conducted excavations to test the 
Richmond interpretation of Vallum crossings (Heywood and Breeze 2008), 
yet at the same time she felt constrained elsewhere, as Humphrey Welfare has 
pointed out: ‘In 1954, Swinbank had noted the possibility that the Vallum had 
preceded the laying of the Broad Wall Foundation at Limestone Corner but 
she dismissed the idea as it sat uncomfortably with the theories of the day’ 
(Welfare 2013, 96). In reviewing his work on the Cumbrian coast, Richard 
Bellhouse has also described the manner in which ‘the way forward was beset 
by a number of “red herrings”. Each was the result of contemporary opinion 
based upon limited information interpreted quite logically at the time, but 
nevertheless each had in turn to be set in a different context and re-appraised 
as new facts became available’ (Bellhouse 1989, 68).
 As I have emphasised, all new theories are based upon previous work by 
other scholars. However, ‘progress’ is not a direct path. Thomas Kuhn’s thesis 
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as set out in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) is, I believe, as relevant 
to the history of thought on Hadrian’s Wall as to the development of scientific 
thought. Kuhn’s thesis is that a model (he calls it a ‘paradigm’) develops and 
in time receives general agreement from the scientific community. Scientific 
experiment proceeds within the paradigm until a crisis develops as new facts 
do not fit the theory. There is then a ‘revolution’. This is both constructive, 
for a new model is developed, and destructive for those who cannot accept 
the new paradigm from which they are now marginalised. Often the new 
ideas come from the younger members of the profession. The text books are 
then re-written and earlier models all but forgotten.
 On Hadrian’s Wall the medievalists created the first model, which lasted 
from Gildas in the sixth century to the time of the scholars of the sixteenth 
century and in some aspects beyond. In this model, the Stone Wall (that is, 
Hadrian’s Wall) dated to the fifth century and was erected by the islanders 
on the advice of returning Roman soldiers who came to help the local 
people protect themselves against the Picts and Scots. This theory has had 
a remarkably long life because many people still believe that Hadrian’s Wall 
was built against the Picts and the Scots in spite of the fact that neither name 
had yet appeared in the pantheon of peoples when the Wall was constructed. 
Bede, knowing more of the Roman sources, brought Septimius Severus into 
the discussion, no doubt because he was described as the builder of the Wall by 
many ancient writers (all, we now appreciate, derived this from one source). 
But Bede complicated matters by ascribing to Severus the construction of 
the Vallum rather than the Wall.
 In the decades leading up to 1600, two new strands of information 
became available. These were the wider dissemination of the classical 
texts through the printing press and observations in the field. Not for the 
first time on Hadrian’s Wall, one scholar’s version held the field for many 
decades: Camden’s Britannia, successively revised over two centuries. It was 
increasingly observations in the field which helped to create new theories. 
The most significant change came in 1840 with John Hodgson’s argument 
that the Wall and the Vallum were both part of the same plan, Hadrian’s 
plan. This was truly a revolutionary concept but did not convince all and 
a debate ensued which lasted for 50 years. Of course, we can now see that 
this was merely one step forward, but it was the first ‘revolution’. General 
acceptance of Hodgson’s argument was helped by a coincidence: the arrival 
on the scene of John Collingwood Bruce. Bruce was foremost amongst those 
who espoused this revolutionary idea of a Hadrianic date for the Wall. And he 
did it most successfully in his six books on The Roman Wall – so successfully 
in fact that most opposition to his views was suppressed. By the last years 
of his life younger scholars were waiting for him to die so that they could 
advance their own ‘heretical’ views (Neilson 1912).
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 It was in the year of Bruce’s death, 1892, that a new era started. The 
‘crisis’, already in motion, was fuelled by new people and new excavations. 
Foremost among the new people was Francis Haverfield who, radically, 
launched a coherent programme of work with the intention of understanding 
the relationships between the different elements of Hadrian’s Wall. At the 
same time J. P. Gibson started his series of excavations and was later joined 
by F. G. Simpson. Building on earlier interpretations of destructions in Wall 
structures, they created the first theory of Wall periods (Gibson and Simpson 
1911). This offered four phases for the history of Hadrian’s Wall: 122 to 
about 180 when Cassius Dio recorded that a Wall in Britain was crossed 
by the northern tribes; 180 to the late third century; about 300 to 367; and 
a final phase which lasted until 383. The first phase was interrupted by the 
building and occupation of the Antonine Wall to the north.
 This model was amended in 1929 as a result of the excavations at Birdoswald 
(Birley 1930, 164-74). In that year, two inscriptions were recovered. One 
dated to 197-208 and the other to 296-305. It was on the basis of these that 
the dates of the Wall periods were changed. The first period, it was argued, 
now ended not in 180 but in 197 when the army of the Wall was removed 
to fight against Severus; the inscriptions dating from 197 into the early third 
century from forts across northern Britain were regarded as support for this 
date. The second period ended in 296 when, again, the army of the north 
was moved south, in this case to fight for the usurper Allectus against the 
army of the Caesar Constantius Chlorus. The third period was still regarded 
as ending in 367 with the ‘Barbarian Conspiracy’ chronicled by Ammianus 
Marcellinus; and the fourth as ending in 383.
 This revised chronology was first published by Eric Birley, then aged 
23. It was espoused by Ian Richmond, 29 at the time, and subsequently 
approved by Simpson, the titular leader of the excavation team. This model 
held the field until the ‘revolution’ of the 1960s. All new excavations of 
Roman military sites in northern Britain – and even further afield – were 
now interpreted within this framework and past excavations were revised to 
conform to the new orthodoxy. It may be significant that the amendment of 
the Wall-periods model occurred at the same time that the major problem left 
over from the last ‘paradigm’ was sorted out, that is, the relationships of the 
visible structures to one other. This coincidence probably helped to account 
for the strength of the paradigm, not least because the work was undertaken 
mainly by the same team.
 It is worth noting the ages of Birley and Richmond at the time, and 
their later predominance in the study of Roman frontiers. Although Birley 
continued his study of Hadrian’s Wall, in 1936 Richmond largely gave up, 
turning first to investigate the outpost forts and then even further afield. Over 
the previous eight years he and Simpson had sped forward year by year ticking 
off the problems – and revising their views as they went. This all stopped in 
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1936. They stated that they had solved all the problems of Hadrian’s Wall 
though of course what they meant was that they had solved the problems 
that interested them (Jarrett 1967, 96). In 1950 Richmond affirmed his view 
that ‘the principal periods in the history of the monument were firmly fixed’, 
while in his inaugural lecture at Oxford he stated that the excavations on 
Hadrian’s Wall by Simpson and himself had ‘ended by disentangling, finally 
and completely, the major structural problems of Hadrian’s Wall’ (Richmond 
1950, 43; 1957, 14). But it was just a handful of people who came to that 
decision. Most of their subsequent work was indeed dotting the – or rather 
their – ‘i’s and crossing their ‘t’s. Nothing that was subsequently found was 
allowed to challenge their basic hypothesis for in their view the problems 
were solved. But so great was the influence of Collingwood, Richmond and 
Simpson that the views promulgated in their last seasons on Hadrian’s Wall 
have survived until the present day almost unaltered. 
 A new ‘crisis’ started with Michael Jarrett’s excavation at Halton Chesters 
in the late 1950s when he realised that his history of the site would not fit 
into the Wall-periods model. Jarrett was a pupil of Eric Birley and most of the 
archaeologists and ancient historians who contributed to the discussions of 
the 1960s came from the same stable. They focused on three subjects: the Wall 
periods and the chronology of the second century; the building of Hadrian’s 
Wall; and the function of Hadrian’s Wall. The annual university training 
excavation at Corbridge was an important catalyst for these discussions 
(Dobson 2008, 5).
 The ‘crisis’ lasted from 1967 until the publication of Breeze and Dobson’s 
Hadrian’s Wall in 1976 (the writing was completed in 1974: I was 30 that 
year) which articulated a new paradigm (Dobson 2008 chronicles the ‘crisis’). 
During those years, the discussions focussed on the two core aspects important 
to an understanding of Hadrian’s Wall (cf. Jarrett 1967; Jarrett and Mann 
1970; Gillam and Mann 1970; Breeze and Dobson 1972; Gillam 1974). The 
first was the building of the Wall, which is not just an archaeological exercise 
but through its elucidation we can better understand the function of the 
frontier. The second was the history of the Wall and in particular the theory of 
Wall periods; this was largely rejected in favour of seeking an understanding 
of the history of each site within its own framework. The discussions about 
the history of Hadrian’s Wall went forward with a review of the history of the 
Antonine Wall, resulting in the chronology for the two frontiers being co-
ordinated for the first time: hitherto, each frontier had had its own, mutually 
contradictory, chronology!
 Kuhn dismissed earlier centuries and began his review in the early 
seventeenth century. So too can the span from the fifth century to the early 
eighteenth century on the Wall be passed over. 
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1720s (Clerk, Gordon, Horsley) – 1840 (Hodgson)
1840 (Hodgson)/1851 (Bruce) – 1892 (death of Bruce) 

1892 (Neilson, Haverfield, Gibson) – 1929/36 (Simpson, Richmond, Birley)
1929/36 (Simpson, Richmond, Birley) – 1967/76 (Jarrett, Gillam, Mann)

1976 (Breeze, Dobson) – present

Table 12.1. The Kuhn thesis as applied to Hadrian’s Wall

 Not all, of course, will agree with the Kuhn interpretation of the 
development of research, nor with my adaptation of it to Hadrian’s Wall 
(Table 12.1). What is undeniable, however, is the overarching pattern, the 
way that in recent centuries a particular view has held the field for a period 
of about 40 years: Hodgson/Bruce from 1840/51; Simpson/Richmond/
Birley from 1929/36; Breeze and Dobson from 1976. Breeze and Dobson’s 
Hadrian’s Wall has now been the primary ‘paradigm’ for Hadrian’s Wall for 
38 years. This is as long as Bruce was ‘King of the Wall’ and as long as the 
Wall-periods hypothesis held the field. Is it time for a new ‘paradigm’? Is one 
developing? Are Wall archaeologists living through a ‘crisis’? We will not be able 
to answer these questions until – and if – a new ‘paradigm’ has been created.
 Perhaps first we should ask why Hadrian’s Wall has been so successful. 
Perhaps one of the co- authors is not the best person to answer the question, 
but at least he can speak from one vantage point. The first point to be 
made, and the most important, is that we were lucky. No one had written a 
comprehensive history of Hadrian’s Wall before. Bruce’s books perhaps came 
closest, but they were primarily descriptions of the Wall structures. Second, 
both Brian and I had participated in the debates of the 1960s and our book 
grew out of those. Third, we offered a coherent and integrated view of the 
building of the Wall and its history. We could not – and still cannot – answer 
all the questions (Breeze and Dobson 1976, 235-6), but it would appear that 
we got enough right to be able to command the acceptance of our colleagues, 
and therefore fall within the parameters set by Kuhn.
 In preparing this book, one point came over very strongly, which is that 
time and time again seemingly watertight theories have been advanced, too 
often as established fact, only to be subsequently demolished in the face 
of new evidence. This revisionism continues. David Woolliscroft’s work on 
the location of milecastles and turrets has offered new insights into the 
planning and operation of the Wall and, through his continuing work, on 
the way frontiers were laid out. Matt Symonds has questioned our beliefs 
on the sequence of milecastle and turret building and through that on the 
sequence of Wall building. Paul Bidwell has re-opened the debate about the 
purpose of Hadrian’s Wall, supported by new discoveries, in particular the 
pits on the berm. Nick Hodgson has offered new views on the Wall periods. 
Bidwell and Hodgson have widened the debate in their The Roman Army in 
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Northern England to encompass the whole of Northern Britain. Peter Hill’s 
work on the construction of the Wall has so shifted our views that new lines 
of thought have opened up. John Poulter’s fundamental work on how the 
Wall was surveyed has led to other significant suggestions about the function 
of the frontier. Erik Graafstal is changing our understanding of the years 
leading up to the construction of the Wall and the building phase itself. No 
one has yet presented a new coherent and integrated view of the Wall, but it is 
difficult to believe that this will not happen. At the same time, it has become 
more difficult to present such a view because Hadrian’s Wall now appears to 
be less consistent and regular than we once believed it to be.
 Some of these new suggestions followed reviews of existing evidence such 
as Matt Symonds’ discussion of milecastles. Others flowed from excavations: 
Paul Bidwell brought into play observations made by Simpson and Richmond 
on the Turf Wall in the 1930s to amplify and strengthen his interpretation of 
the pits on the berm and their implications. David Woolliscroft, Peter Hill, 
John Poulter and Humphrey Welfare have gone back to look again at different 
elements of the structural evidence and offered radical new proposals. All 
have relied on the great archaeological database which is Hadrian’s Wall,
 Any new book, of course, is unlikely to follow the same line as Hadrian’s 
Wall which focuses on the literary and epigraphic evidence; as Nick Hodgson 
has said, ‘perhaps Breeze and Dobson took us to the limit of what can be said 
or suggested on the basis of historical evidence. Arguably, though we have a 
greater knowledge than 30 years ago of distinct archaeological characteristics 
belonging to different chronological periods on the Wall. These could be 
developed into a framework for understanding change over  time’ (Hodgson 
2008, 13). Here, and in greater use of the artefactual material to create a 
more detailed social history of the Wall, we might look for future treatises.
 In his recent book, Hadrian’s Wall, A Life, Richard Hingley notes that 
discredited ideas on the Wall can have a long afterlife, citing the way that 
Gildas’ views on the Wall still influenced people in the nineteenth century, 
and indeed, one might add, today: the usual answer given for the purpose 
of Hadrian’s Wall on TV quizzes is that it was built against the Picts and 
Scots (Hingley 2012). Dobson drew attention to the way that we are ‘still 
affected by the notion of an Agricolan frontier on the Tyne-Solway isthmus’ 
(Dobson 1985, 2). In many ways holding on to old theories is a reflection of 
human nature, the innate desire of most of us to stay in our comfort zone; 
human minds also take some time to adjust to new information. Hodgson 
has shown how the long shadow of the Wall-periods theory continued to 
affect our interpretation of the Notita Dignitatum long after it had been 
abandoned (Hodgson 1991, 86-7). A different aspect of this was reflected 
in the comments of a senior colleague in the 1970s on hearing that I was 
involved in the writing of a history of Hadrian’s Wall; he remarked that the 
time was not yet ripe for such a work. To which the only answer is ‘When is 
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it ever?’ The comment made about the same time by John Gillam, and noted 
earlier, to the effect that his view of Hadrian’s Wall was different to mine 
taught me that people studying the same monument will see it differently. 
This strengthens my conviction that in due course a new view of Hadrian’s 
Wall will develop. 
 In passing we may also note the serendipity element in the study of 
Hadrian’s Wall. Gibson noted masonry in a rabbit hole in 1892 while Gibson 
and Simpson did not set out to excavate MC 48 (Poltross Burn) in 1909, 
yet both excavations were ground-breaking investigations. More recently, the 
discovery of the pits on the berm in the eastern sector of the Wall (and on the 
Antonine Wall) have acted as a spur to debate. It may safely be assumed that 
archaeological investigations will continue to provide new evidence and act 
as a stimulant to new ideas. 
 There is a further lesson to be learnt, which is that we should remain 
open minded. It was observed at the time that John Collingwood Bruce held 
back research on Hadrian’s Wall. Within the twentieth century, perhaps the 
most disastrous statement was that made in the 1930s to the effect that all 
the problems of Hadrian’s Wall had been solved. This was believed at the 
time; even more disturbing is that it appears to be still believed today in 
some quarters. As I have emphasised, those who made the statement had 
only answered their own questions; they seemed not to understand that 
other people might have a different set of questions or that new questions 
might come to the fore. A significant effect of the certainty of the 1930s 
was that it became difficult to raise money for research excavations. Equally 
significant for research on the Wall is that planners and developers believed 
the statement, so that there was insufficient reaction to projects such as the 
dualling of the road leading westwards out of Newcastle in the 1960s. 
 One aspect of open-mindedness is to listen to the views of others – read 
between the lines of Haverfield’s comment that ‘This result had been regarded 
with some scepticism by Northumbrian antiquaries’ (Haverfield 1898, 175) 
– and to allow the evidence to speak for itself rather than determine a view 
and then seek the material to back it up. Too often, the obvious has been 
overlooked or ‘off-the-wall’ solutions sought. Why introduce the Great Wall 
of China into the discussion when there are examples of Greek city walls 
which could have served as models for Hadrian’s Wall? Why invent a body of 
men which is not known to have existed? Why offer complicated arguments 
rather than accept the obvious one? All these issues have afflicted the study 
of Hadrian’s Wall over the last 1800 years. Nor has the study of Hadrian’s 
Wall been helped by the lack of a detailed survey of the frontier: a lack to be 
greatly lamented.
 I have emphasised that Hadrian’s Wall is a complex monument with an 
enormous database. This is both a blessing and a curse. The nature of the 
database is such that new theories can be promulgated and tested. On the 
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other hand, it can be a daunting task for any archaeologist coming fresh to 
the study of Hadrian’s Wall to acquire enough information in order to be able 
to offer new interpretations. I hope that this book, in explaining why we are 
at this point in our understanding, will be of help to such tiros. I hope that my 
analysis is also an encouragement to challenge the current interpretations.  
 We have seen that old interpretations can survive long after the evidence 
has been accumulated to discredit them. Many firm statements rest on shaky 
foundations. Consider the following: 

•	 ‘the purpose of the Vallum was laid down once and for all by Haverfield 
in the 1890s’ (Collingwood 1931a, 40)

•	 ‘the view that the Vallum is older than the Wall rests at present only on 
circumstantial evidence, but this evidence is so formidable in quantity 
and in quality that no other view is at present held by any student’ 
(Collingwood 1931a, 59)

•	 ‘since 1931 it has been clear that short axis milecastles with Type I 
gateways were built by the Second Legion’ (Birley, E. 1961, 95). 

 The first statement was overturned within 40 years, the second within five 
and the third within 30. It would appear that a little more caution should be 
used when making firm statements about the Wall. Further, divergent views 
can be held at the same time. Although a new orthodoxy was established 
in 1840, expressions in favour of the Severan view of the frontier rumbled 
on for another 50 years. In 1921 Collingwood offered a particular view of 
Hadrian’s Wall, seeing its purpose as protection against raiding. Twenty years 
later Richmond offered his own view of how raiders were dealt with, but a 
view which flew in face of Roman military commentators; others, however, 
such as Collingwood and Ferguson acknowledged the Roman attitude to 
fighting. Today, we remain in a discussion along similar lines: was the Wall 
primarily about frontier control and the prevention of raiding, or was its main 
function military defence? 
 It is necessary to review the evidence regularly in order to sharpen our 
interpretations. We are fortunate that in view of the efforts of a handful 
of archaeologists such as Lindsay Allason-Jones, Ian Caruana and Alan 
Rushworth practically all the unpublished excavations and all existing finds 
from earlier excavations have been published. I hope that this book offers 
encouragement to archaeologists to use this wealth of information to explore 
both old and new problems on Hadrian’s Wall. In spite of over a hundred 
years of intensive research on Hadrian’s Wall problems abound, as I have 
sought to emphasis, so there is plenty of choice of subject and many Wall 
archaeologists waiting to help explore a wide range of issues – and help create 
new interpretations.





Appendix 

Some more terminology

Archaeologists need to have a wide range of knowledge in order to be 
able to interpret their sites well, yet they often stray into areas where their 
knowledge is sketchy. This is certainly true when describing Hadrian’s Wall. 
Descriptions which can best be termed fanciful have been used in relation 
to the stonework of the Wall and the nature of the foundations. Hadrian’s 
Wall is frequently described as being constructed of ashlar (e.g., Simpson 
and Richmond 1935, 13). In fact, this is far from the case: the Wall was 
built of coursed rubble (Hill 1981). Sometimes foundations appear to be 
referred to as ‘footings’; sometimes the ‘footings’ appear to be the lowest 
course(s) of the wall. In many excavation reports, ‘flagstones’ are often so 
termed only because the resulting surface resembles a flagged floor rather 
than reflecting the thickness of the stones. ‘Cobbles’ are, technically, smooth 
water-rounded stones of fist size, usually obtained from river banks, but any 
roughly-rounded stone is often described as a ‘cobble’. Sometimes larger 
rounded stones or boulders are found in boulder clay. Stones are described 
as set in ‘puddled clay’, sometimes just ‘clay’. It is unlikely that puddled clay 
was used on Hadrian’s Wall as opposed to beaten or trodden clay (Bidwell 
and Watson 1996, 19). 

the followinG definitions aRe offeRed:

 ashlar: neatly dressed stones, normally of the same height, laid in a 
 horizontal course with carefully worked beds and joints
 coursed rubble: stones are used more or less straight from the quarry but  
 selected to give something like the same height within each course
 foundations: the wide, solid base to a wall, the top terminating at or below  
 ground level
 footings: projecting courses at the foot of a wall to spread the load on the  
 foundations
 flagstones: thin slabs of stone, either naturally occurring in thin-bedded  
 quarries, or from a very particular type of stone which readily splits 
 into thin slabs; thickness is usually 70-100 mm.
 cobbles: smooth rounded stones derived from hard, broken stone being  
 carried long distances in a fast-flowing stream or river or rolled around  
 on a beach 
 clay: tenacious, very fine-grained material, which becomes plastic when  
 mixed with water
 puddled clay: clay which has been beaten or trodden down to form a  
 waterproof base to ponds, canals, etc.
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 Problems with terminology extend to other aspects of the Wall. ‘Glacis’ 
has sometimes been used to describe the upcast mound to the north of the 
Wall ditch; Welfare has recently used both ‘Glacis’ and the ‘Counterscarp 
Bank’ to help describe the material to the north of the Wall ditch (Welfare 
2004). Both are relatively modern military terms used to describe elements 
of fortifications constructed in the days of gunpowder. Their use to describe 
elements of Hadrian’s Wall carry a particular implication that Hadrian’s 
Wall could have operated in a similar way to an eighteenth-century fort with 
soldiers lined up on top of the wall throwing spears and firing arrows at 
attackers. These words are therefore perhaps best avoided. Archaeologists 
persist in calling civil settlements outside forts ‘vici’. Putting on one side the 
fact that this is archaeological jargon not necessarily generally understood, 
it is a legal Roman term and not all civil settlements had the right to term 
themselves ‘vici’ (Mattingly 2006, 170-1). Mattingly’s preferred term, 
‘garrison settlement’, however, carries with it a particular implication because 
a ‘garrison’ is a static body, far removed from Collingwood’s mobile fighting 
force. In general, more neutral words are best to describe the various elements 
of the frontier so as not to encourage a particular view or an implication 
which may not be correct.
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 Interpretations of the function and history of Hadrian’s Wall have 
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