CHAPTER FOUR

HADRIAN'S WALL

he monumental scale of Hadrian’s Wall has placed it at the forefront of
debate about whether Rome’s frontiers imposed uniform restrictions on
cross-border movement. Specialists interrogating the purpose of Hadrian’s
Wall can be broadly divided into two camps: those who see it as a product
of a consistent pan-Roman-World strategy, and those who judge its fabric to
be evidently excessive in comparison to its peers. These two viewpoints have
generated competing visions of the frontier, which can be crudely character-
ised as amounting to the difference between a defensible military stop-line
designed to repulse a barbarian invasion, and a bureaucratic barrier concerned
with regulating the peaceful movement of people. According to this latter
school of thought, the scale of Hadrian’s Wall tells us more about the ego of its
progenitor, the eponymous emperor, than the nature of any threat. The
Romans themselves were consistently coy about the scope of their borders,
and the only contemporary allusion to the purpose of Hadrian’s Wall is found
in the fourth-century Historia Augusta. It discloses that Hadrian ‘was the first to
build a wall, 80 miles long, to separate [divideref] the Romans from the
barbarians’ (Hadrian 11, 2). A model of brevity, what precisely is meant in this
context by the terms ‘Roman’, ‘barbarian’, and, especially, ‘separate’ remains
contested.
Establishing the intention behind and impact of Hadrian’s Wall requires
consideration of not only the second-century military infrastructure, but also
the local population, the wider landscape context, and a more expansive
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chronological span. After all, the Wall arose from a combination of political
and military circumstances that were peculiar to Britain, and which presum-
ably informed the nature of the resulting frontier system. Furthermore, once
work commenced on constructing the border fabric it must have begun to
influence the subsequent development of the region. The imposition of a
barrier that divided populated and previously open country, coupled with a
surge in military personnel, would have triggered consequences both
expected and unexpected. As the situation evolved, so too Hadrian’s Wall
ought to have been adapted to meet the changed circumstances on the
ground. To a degree this is borne out by the archaeological evidence, which
suggests that far from operating in a uniform fashion for c¢. 270 years,
Hadrian’s Wall was a dynamic system capable of responding to new political
and military imperatives from both sides of the border. In order to determine
the role of soldiers serving in fortlets — milecastles — and towers — turrets —
along Hadrian’s Wall, this chapter discusses the events that triggered its
erection, the rationale behind its convoluted building programme, and the
subsequent development of the frontier.

THE BUILD-UP TO HADRIAN’S WALL

The popular perception of the circumstances leading up to the construction of
Hadrian’s Wall is that the Roman army advanced to the Tyne—Solway isth-
mus, or even the modern Anglo-Scottish border, and elected to build a
frontier. As we have seen, the true backdrop comprised Rome conceding
the military initiative in the north. Rather than Hadrian’s Wall being commis-
sioned following a period of successtul advance, it emerged after a decade and a
half of stasis following a protracted retreat from southern Scotland. The period
between the recall of Agricola in AD 83 or 84 and the founding of Hadrian’s
Wall has been described as ‘amongst the most obscure in the history of Roman
Britain” (Breeze and Dobson 2000, 12), and it is evident that for much of that
span Britain was devoid of opportunities for ancient authors to flatter an
emperor’s martial prowess. If we take Tacitus and the implications of the glen
forts on the Highland fringe at face value, it appears that the mid 8os saw the
Roman army preparing to administer the coup de grace in the aftermath of a
decisive victory at Mons Graupius. Regardless of how straightforward occu-
pying the Highlands would have proven in practice, it seems certain that the
immediate effect of withdrawing the II Adiutrix in c. 87 was to plunge an army
preparing for advance into retreat. Tacitus’s acerbic aside that ‘Britain was
conquered and immediately abandoned’ (Histories 1, 2), may not be just an
expression of filial loyalty to Agricola. It is entirely conceivable that this
summed up the attitude of both the elite in Rome, and the soldiers caught
up in the ensuing debacle.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377287.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108377287.006

HADRIAN'S WALL

It 1s difficult to reconstruct the fine detail of the retreat from Scotland, but
various inferences can be derived from our broad-brush understanding of how
events unfolded. The most salient is that although the army immediately
appreciated that the redeployment of manpower to the Danube made further
advance in Britain untenable, there is no indication that this setback was
equated with a need to relinquish Scotland entirely. Instead, all known instal-
lations north of the Tweed appear to have been evacuated in an orderly
fashion, and the fort at Newstead became the anchor of a new outer line
(Bidwell and Hodgson 2009, 13). The army conceivably assumed they only
needed to hold this territory until the II Adiutrix returned and oftensive
operations could resume. Whatever the intention, this gambit suggests an
ambition to retain southern Scotland, which ultimately proved unattainable.
Further soldiers were temporarily siphoned away from Britain during Trajan’s
Dacian wars, but the increasingly shallow manpower pool would presumably
only have forced further withdrawal if pressure was actively being applied
(Hodgson 2005a, 17). Foreign foes periodically inflicted severe reverses on
Roman armies during the first century AD, but in the west such setbacks were
typically incurred in ambushes or during the throes of regional insurrection.
Defeat in individual actions could result in territory being surrendered, most
famously in the aftermath of the AD 9 Varus disaster, but such incidents are of
a different character to the spectacle of a Roman occupying force being
incrementally rolled back. If the relentless Flavian advance through northern
Britain had lent an aura of inevitability to Roman occupation, its immolation
surely exposed the limitations of imperial power.

It 1s conceivable that the consequences of the dramatic decrease in man-
power available to the army in Britain were aggravated by the shallow
foundations of an advance that had gone too far, too fast. Tentative indications
that pockets of territory were left unpacified and some roads remained unmet-
alled for decades after a region’s initial conquest paint a picture in which
aggressive expansion trumped the less glamorous work of installing supporting
infrastructure. Such matters may have appeared a distraction while the army
was enjoying success in the field, although Tacitus’s Agricola (22; 23) certainly
advocates undertaking the nuts and bolts of building a sustainable occupation.
The army’s actions following its withdrawal by c. 105 to the natural bottleneck
of the Tyne—Solway isthmus may be telling. Indications of an attempt to
broaden the military presence in the southern hinterland of the isthmus would
fit with a new determination to tighten control of a region that had been
overrun c. 30 years previously. Several roads in the military zone may have
received a hard standing at around this time, while a wide-ranging programme
of infrastructure improvements would fit with the earliest datable milestone
from Roman Britain, found on the Fosse Way near Thurmaston, being
erected in 119 or 120 (see Poulter 1998; Cool and Mason 2008, 96; Bidwell
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and Hodgson 2009, 13; Millett 2015, §53; RIB 2244). Despite this focus on
resolving basic logistical and security concerns, the burgeoning military pres-
ence and concomitant pressure on land and resources may well have exacer-
bated tensions with local communities on the Tyne—Solway isthmus.

Several sources indicate that areas of Britain were in a febrile state during
Hadrian’s reign. The Historia Augusta states that at the time of Hadrian’s
accession in 117 ‘the Britons could not be kept under Roman control’, while
Cornelius Fronto reminded the Emperor Marcus Aurelius that ‘when your
grandfather Hadrian held imperial power, what great numbers of soldiers were
killed by the Jews, what great numbers by the British’ (Hadrian s, 2; Parthian
War 2, 22). Whether these statements allude to a single conflict is unclear, and
a case can be made for two phases of hostilities, in c. 117 and c. 123 (Breeze
2003; Hodgson 2009a, 16—-17). A gravestone from Vindolanda records that a
centurion of the Cohors I Tungrorum died ‘in the war’. Although the periods
when this unit were in residence cover a wide span, the centurion may well be
a casualty of early second-century fighting in the north (Birley 1998, 302—303).
There is also likely to have been Hadrianic or early Antonine fighting at
Burnswark Hill, directly north of the Solway (see p. 87; Reid 2016, 26). The
flashpoint for a conflict is unclear, but the precedent set in southern Scotland
would surely have encouraged the belief that the army could be compelled to
withdraw further south. If so, one impetus for the monumental character of
Hadrian’s Wall may have been to convey a message to locals and soldiers alike
that the military was going to stay. Whether or not Hadrian was the first to
develop a formal border zone on the Tyne—Solway isthmus does, though,

remain a matter of some COl’ltI’OVCI‘SY.

THE STANEGATE SYSTEM

The Stanegate is the modern name for a Roman highway that can be traced in
part from Carlisle in the west to just beyond Corbridge in the east. As the road
runs a short distance south of the later line of Hadrian’s Wall, the outposts
arrayed along the Stanegate in the Trajanic or early Hadrianic period are
typically classified as either the components of an early frontier or a highway
security system (see Hodgson 2009d; Fig. 29). The highway itself created a
lateral trunk road connecting the two major north—south highways flanking
the Pennine ridge. The earliest permanent military posts lay along this line,
with the fort at Carlisle seemingly founded in AD 72/73, while that at Red
House, near Corbridge, was erected later that decade, with Corbridge super-
seding it in c. 86. Forts were also arrayed along the course of the Stanegate at
around this time. This general pattern, with installations constructed on the
north—south highways, followed by garrisons along arterial east—west routes, is
not materially difterent from that along the trans-Pennine highways. The point
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of departure is often believed to be when outposts were constructed along the
Stanegate in the early second century, although as we have seen these also
occur at some Pennine passes. As the Stanegate outposts were probably
roughly contemporary with the c. 105 withdrawal from Scotland, these two
developments have been linked. Although it would certainly be prudent for
this redeployment to occasion a re-evaluation of the configuration of military
assets along the Stanegate, the question of whether this highway was trans-
formed into a formal border system ultimately hinges on whether the new
outposts were primarily designed to safeguard traffic or control north—south
movement.

Various assessments of the potential distribution of sites along a hypothetical
Stanegate frontier have been made, but the most influential predicted a semi-
regular cordon of forts alternating with fortlets, interspersed with a tower
screen (Birley 1961, 134). This model was proposed on the strength of two
certain fortlets at Haltwhistle Burn and Throp, a probable third at Castle Hill,
Boothby, and a miscellany of towers erected either adjacent to the road or on
high ground to the north and south. The enduring failure to locate the missing
fortlets that this model demanded eventually led to scepticism about the entire
frontier concept. A critical re-evaluation of the evidence highlighted that the
towers and fortlets may not be contemporary foundations, that the orientation
of the fortlet gates implies the road was their focus, and that it was premature
to brand the extant sequence a system, let alone a frontier (Dobson 1986, 3—5).
It was also observed that the terrain may have influenced deployment, as the
known outposts are focused along the upland stretch of road, with a number
overseeing river or stream crossings (Bruce 1978, ). Subsequent study intro-
duced a fresh complication with the suggestion that the course of the Stanegate
road was guided by the position of the fortlets, implying that they predated
construction of the metalled highway (Poulter 1998, 52—53). More recently the
wheel has turned full circle and the existence of a Stanegate frontier has been
reasserted, on the strength that a contemporary and comparable cordon of sites
in Germany existed independently of any road, making border control the
only feasible explanation for their presence (Hodgson 2000).

The question of whether a road even existed when the fortlets were
founded is by default an existential one for the notion that they provided
highway protection. But even if the metalled road does post-date the fortlets, a
reasonably robust thoroughfare of some form must have existed from at least
the mid AD 8os to service Vindolanda. The question, then, is not whether
there was a road, but whether it was metalled when the fortlets were founded.
As we have seen, there seem to be numerous examples of road fortlets
associated with unmetalled roads in Scotland. On the Stanegate, Castle Hill,
Throp, and Haltwhistle Burn all occupy locations appropriate to road fortlets:
Castle Hill lies on the western approach to what is essentially an upland pass,
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and also overlooks the point where the natural corridor carved out by the
Burtholme Beck opens onto the Irthing valley. Throp commands the inter-
section between the road and the Irthing valley, while Haltwhistle Burn
controls the crossing of a steep defile, which leads south to the populous Tyne
valley (Fig. 30). The Stanegate fortlets also adhere to the ‘interval fortlet model
by subdividing the distance between forts, while the towers would be well
suited to serve as satellites and observe otherwise obscured terrain (Fig. 29).
The only substantive difference between the Stanegate fortlets and standard
road fortlet practice is their proximity to forts. Haltwhistle Burn, for instance,
lay s.6km from the neighbouring forts. This is roughly half the distance
typically encountered in Wales and the Pennines, but comparable to that on
the Gask Ridge. This could relate to a desire for greater control over north—
south movement, but may also reflect the demands of the terrain or greater
security concerns along this stretch of highway.

Both Haltwhistle Burn and Throp display a distinctive and seemingly
unique design quirk (Fig. 31). Instead of the usual arrangement in fortlets
containing two gates, where they occupy opposite ends of the installation,
the entrances were inserted along adjacent stretches of rampart. At Haltwhistle
Burn, both roads leading into the fortlet ran alongside buildings before

30 The location of the Stanegate fortlets at Throp and Haltwhistle Burmn. Throp (A) occupies a

commanding position over the point where the Irthing exits a narrow gorge and enters the Tipalt—
Irthing gap (B). Haltwhistle Burn fortlet lies on a low plateau adjacent to where the Stanegate road
crosses the sharp defile carved out by the watercourse (C). This natural corridor leads south to the Tyne
valley (D).
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31 The Stanegate fortlets at Throp (top) and Haltwhistle Burn (bottom).
After: Simpson 1913
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meeting opposite a small, central room aligned on the east entrance. The
excavators suggested that this central structure was inhabited by the com-
mander, which coincides with a belief that buildings occupying similar loca-
tions in some Egyptian fortlets served as a day room for the curator (Gibson and
Simpson 1909, 255; Reddé 2006, 250). Although parallels between one of the
roadside buildings within Haltwhistle Burn and a granary were noted, the
excavators rejected this possibility (Gibson and Simpson 1909, 252; cf. Breeze
and Dobson 2000, 18). Nevertheless, it seems convincing and matches the
presence of storage facilities in some larger road fortlets elsewhere, such as
Castleshaw (Bidwell and Hodgson 2009, 73). The articulation of the Stanegate
fortlet gates makes sense as a way to allow traffic loading, or offloading, goods
to circulate easily through the installation. Building a measure to aid traffic
flow into the design implies that this was a fundamental concern, suggesting a
logistical role for the fortlets, rather than frontier control.

Despite the suitability of the Stanegate fortlets to act as local depots, the idea
that the Stanegate was reconfigured into a formal frontier cannot be rejected
out of hand. One peculiarity of both Haltwhistle Burn and most of the
Stanegate towers is that they were constructed of stone, or in the case of the
former, with a masonry rampart revetment, from the beginning. This suggests
an expectation of permanence unusual for the period (Dobson 1986, 4—5).
Nevertheless, the absence of convincing outposts along the eastern and west-
ern stretches of the Stanegate, as well as to the east of Corbridge and west of
Carlisle, remains a serious obstacle to the notion that a formal attempt was
made to establish a Trajanic frontier across the breadth of the Tyne—Solway
isthmus. One explanation for this apparent omission in the east is that the
course of the frontier beyond Corbridge swung sharply north-east towards
Berwick upon Tweed, following the line of the road now known as the
Devil’s Causeway (Collingwood and Myres 1936, 127; Hodgson 2012,
212—213). There is, though, currently no sign of installations occurring along
the Devil’s Causeway in anything like sufficient numbers to balance those on
the Stanegate.

The Stanegate outposts seem best suited to protecting and supporting east—
west traffic along part of what was now the northernmost lateral road under
direct Roman control. Even so, occupying or observing natural approaches to
the Stanegate from the north and south would be an inevitable by-product.
On this basis, it would not be surprising if a further fortlet supervised the
course of the Stanegate at the intersection with the North Tyne valley. Perhaps
the most pertinent question raised by the suitability of the fortlets to provide
local logistical depots is “who were they serving?” Neither the fortlet nor tower
garrisons should require such a hub, while resupply centres every c. 6km for
official convoys would only seem necessary if traffic was sufficiently heavy to
occasion serious concerns about the availability of fodder. There are, though,
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major advantages to being able to resupply a column on the march at its
destination, rather than from its point of departure (Luttwak 2016, 153). Using
the Stanegate fortlets in this way would have alleviated provisioning the
considerable influx of soldiers mobilised to construct Hadrian’s Wall, and,
most likely, fight the preceding war.

CONSTRUCTING HADRIAN’S WALL

The vision of Hadrian’s Wall that has become ingrained in popular culture is a
picture-postcard style panorama of a stone curtain majestically cresting rocky
crags. The drama of this setting has been awing visitors for centuries, and the
antiquary William Camden’s boast that ‘verily I have seene the tract of it over
the high pitches and steep descents of hills, wondertully rising and falling’ still
resonates some four centuries later (Camden 1610, 793). Despite the appeal of
this evocation of the Wall traversing a desolate wilderness, it is misleading for
two reasons. The first is that the precipitous crags convey a sense of the Roman
frontier simply reinforcing a natural boundary. Although geologically speaking
this may be true, indigenous-style farming settlements that were probably
occupied at around the time of the Roman conquest do not discriminate
between land to the north and south of the crags. Then as now, the northern
crest of the Whin Sill forming the outcrops did not cleave a corresponding
fissure through the human geography. The second reason why this image of
Hadrian’s Wall is misleading is that although stretches of Wall curtain do
indeed cling to crags, this only amounts to ¢. 12 Roman miles in the middle
of the frontier’s 8o-mile span. It falls within a length of frontier known by
specialists as the ‘central sector’. Although this area is an anomaly in terms of
the marginality of the terrain and the severity of the topography, it is also the
best understood part of Hadrian’s Wall.

There are various reasons why the stretches of frontier bisecting the gentler
terrain to the east and west of the central sector have been less intensively
explored, but perhaps the most important concern access and preservation.
Furthest to the east, a substantial swathe of the frontier is buried beneath
modern Tyneside and Newcastle. Beyond that, long stretches of the curtain
scything through rolling arable farmland between Newecastle and the central
sector are sealed beneath the modern B6318 road. West of the Irthing valley
lies the Red Rock Fault, so called because the durable limestone and dolerite
bedrock to the east gives way to a friable red sandstone. This stone has
deteriorated over the passing centuries, severely degrading buried masonry.
Despite the challenges impeding study of the east and west sectors, important
details were gleaned both during pioneering investigations in the first half of
the twentieth century, and more recently through rescue and developer-
funded excavations. A key early discovery was that in general terms the frontier
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lying to the south. By the time the frontier was complete, a series of forts had been added, while
an enigmatic earthwork known as the Vallum ran to the south of the border works.

After: Breeze and Dobson 2000

adopted a standardised template governing the distribution of installations
along it (Fig. 32). The only notable possible exception to this broad uniformity
is a sequence of obstacles on the berm between the Wall curtain and ditch.
Emplacements are believed to have held timbers with sharpened branches,
creating the Roman equivalent of a barbed-wire entanglement, but to-date
they have only been detected at sites in the vicinity of Newcastle (Bidwell
2005).

Despite this standardised blueprint, the works were not executed in identical
fabric. East of the River Irthing, in the central and eastern sectors, masonry was
employed for the Wall curtain and its installations. West of the Irthing, only
the Wall turrets were originally built of stone, with the remainder constructed
of turf and timber. Numerous explanations for this have been advanced over
the years. One popular premise is that a parlous military situation in the west
made rapid construction in turf and timber particularly appealing (Graafstal
2012, 136—-138). Two alternatives hinge on the varying availability of raw
materials, including the difficulty of securing sufficient limestone to create
lime mortar west of the Red Rock Fault. A growing appreciation that mortar
was only used sparingly in the original Hadrianic curtain, coupled with the
later rebuilding of the Turf Wall in stone casts doubt on this explanation. The
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core concept, though, has been neatly inverted by the observation that turf and
timber rather than stone was the Roman army’s building medium of choice in
Britain at this time, and that the real problem could be a lack of suitable turt in
the rocky central sector and intensively farmed east (Breeze 20006, 59).
Whether such superstructure would have been equal to the inclines scaled
by the Stone Wall in the central sector is questionable, but the split between
turf and stone seemingly represents an early incidence of local factors forcing
variation on a frontier concept that prized uniformity.

The basic format of Hadrian’s Wall remained the same regardless of whether
it was raised in turf or stone. Indeed, the regimented frontier blueprint could
be construed as a calculated attempt to eliminate opportunities for local
refinement, a scenario that has been memorably likened to the old military
adage ‘you are not paid to think’ (Woolliscroft 1989, 7). Disentangling the
order in which the constituent parts of Hadrian’s Wall were installed was a
major research objective in the late-nineteeth and twentieth centuries, when
excavations revealed that there were really two Hadranic concepts for
Hadrian’s Wall (Birley 1961, 269—270; Breeze 2014a). The change in plan
occurred before construction of the original version was complete, and is
referred to as the ‘fort decision’ (Fig. 32). As the term indicates, the most
striking feature of this fundamental reimagining of the frontier was the add-
ition of a series of forts. Although only the post-fort-decision version of
Hadrian’s Wall entered full service, in order to appreciate the shifting goalposts
of Roman frontier policy it is essential to assess both the capabilities of the
original concept and how this informed the way the army sought to bring it
into operation. Reconstructing the construction schedule is facilitated by a
reduction in the width of the Stone Wall from a Broad gauge of c. 2.9m, to a
Narrow one of c. 2.3m, which was approximately contemporary with the fort
decision. This difference in width allows us to isolate the elements that were
erected first, which indicates that the construction programme was guided by a
coherent set of priorities (Symonds 2005; Graafstal 2012).

The Original Concept

The original frontier concept seems to be predicated on two core tenets: that
the manned installations along the Wall curtain would only comprise a regular
cordon of milecastles and turrets, and that the principal military might would
be stationed in the forts that already existed along the Stanegate road and the
main north-south highways (Birley 1961, 270). An initial belief that the line of
control did not need to coincide directly with the forts holding the bulk of the
manpower follows the general principle adhered to by the Gask, Exmoor, and
Danube cordons. Ultimately both these principles were overturned by the fort
decision, but they had already shaped the overall frontier design to such a
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degree that their influence resonated throughout the operational lifespan of
Hadrian’s Wall. The desire to draw on the existing pool of manpower along
the Stanegate road emphasises that despite the effort expended on constructing
Hadrian’s Wall, it was not perceived as an opportunity to draw a line in the
sand and commission a frontier de novo. Instead, it was simply grafted onto a
pre-existing system (Breeze and Dobson 2000, 26—28). The practical implica-
tions of this arrangement were far-reaching. Its most pervasive legacy con-
cerned the course of the Wall curtain, which seemingly prioritised a visual link
to the south — towards the Stanegate — at the expense of capitalising on the
strongest view north (Poulter 2009, 79—871). It has been pointed out, though,
that this difference was not as marked from turret height (Foglia 2014, 41).
Even so, the implication that the small garrisons dispersed along the Wall
curtain were intended to signal to the forts to the south is reinforced by subtle
variations in spacing between milecastles and turrets in the central sector,
which aided establishing visual links with the Stanegate installations (Woollis-
croft 1989, 9). Although adding forts to the Wall curtain obviated the need for
any southerly signalling network, there are few examples of the course of the
Wall or the siting of installations along it being adjusted to reflect these
changed circumstances.

How the milecastle and turret garrisons were supported to the east and west
of the Stanegate’s known course remains unclear. Some military infrastructure
existed in these areas, although many of the details of a postulated ‘western
Stanegate’ beyond Carlisle remain deeply problematic (see Jones 1976), and few
of its proposed installations truly resemble military sites. Nevertheless, a pre-
Hadrianic fort did lie to the rear of the Wall at Kirkbride. On the other side of
the country, east of Corbridge, an undated fort is known south of the Tyne at
Washingwells (McCord and Jobey 1971, 120). The stark contrast between these
isolated forts and the Stanegate sites has led to a conviction that a greater
concentration of manpower must have been planned in these areas, possibly
even on the line of the Wall (See Crow 2004, 126—129). Yet the strength of the
Stanegate line is potentially misleading. Fewer military units were stationed in
the wider hinterland to the south of the central sector, as the Pennine hills
compressed the forts into a narrow corridor. To the east and west, however,
forts were stacked like rungs on a ladder up the main north—south highways.
This created a much larger potential reservoir of soldiers, but at a greater
distance. An additional objection is that the forts at Kirkbride and Washingwells
could not have provided enough soldiers to garrison sufficient milecastles and
turrets. Elsewhere, though, fortlets could be manned by soldiers drawn from
units based tens or even hundreds of kilometres distant. There is no reason why
this approach could not have been replicated along Hadrian’s Wall.

As observed in Chapter 1, the regular sequence of milecastles and turrets
forming the backbone of Hadrian’s Wall constitutes by far the most famous
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incidence of outpost use by the Roman army. Our familiarity with the conceit
of positioning installations according to a preconceived spacing system can blind
us to the radical innovation this represented. If one word was needed to sum up
the various Roman provincial armies’ approach to establishing outposts prior to
the planning of Hadrian’s Wall, then ‘flexibility’ would be an apt choice. This
was manifest in the freedom both to tailor the basic outpost design to local
context, and to position it in the most advantageous setting relative to the
physical and — presumably — human geography. Admittedly there was a certain
predictability to fortlets being founded at approximate midpoints between forts,
but even along nondescript stretches of road attempts to exploit the optimal
setting are evident. Hadrian’s Wall took the opposite approach. There, the
outposts were ordered according to a spacing system that positioned milecastles
at intervals of one Roman mile, with two turrets subdividing the intervening
distance. The result was a manned installation approximately every 49sm. This
is a little over half the shortest distance between outposts known on the Gask
Ridge, meaning that Hadrian’s Wall created a more close-set outpost cordon
than had previously been seen in Britain. In 1930, the milecastles were
numbered from east to west, while the pair of turrets to the west of each
milecastle were designated with the same number and distinguished by an ‘a’ or
‘b’ (Collingwood 1930). The ensuing group of a milecastle and the two turrets
to its west is termed a “Wall mile’, resulting in the regular outpost cordon
bequeathing the modern conceptual blocks by which the frontier is studied.
Inevitably, imposing a regular sequence on irregular ground threw up
anomalies. The most severe of these — such as when a measured position lay
in a watercourse or on a split-level — were sidestepped by subtly adjusting the
distance between neighbouring outposts and therefore the overall length of
Wall miles. As has been noted, in the central sector signalling concerns also
seem to have dislocated installations from their measured position (Woollis-
croft 1989, 9). One side effect of this nuancing of the spacing formula is that
the Wall ‘miles’ do not have an identical length and so are categorised as either
‘long’ or ‘short’ depending on whether they are greater or lesser than the target
distance of 1479m, or T Roman mile. It is worth noting that these measure-
ments are based on those given by Collingwood in 1930, which appear to be
distances as seen on a map. Despite this demonstration that the regular
sequence was not regurgitated blindly, the degree of flexibility permissible
remained strictly limited, and the greatest certain difference between a meas-
ured and an actual position is 21om. As a result, the concept is most appropriate
to the long, straight alignments and comparatively gentle terrain encountered
in the east and west sectors. The collision between the regular spacing system
and the irregular central sector crags is characterised by a failure to capitalise on
the strongest terrain. Even though the milecastles lie on average 64m from
their measured positions, multiple outposts still occupy obviously inferior
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positions (Woolliscroft 1989, 7). This stubborn determination to work against
the tenor of the landscape runs completely counter to the first-century policy
of siting outposts in order to maximise the impact and utility of small garrisons.

The other weapon in the army’s arsenal when it came to ensuring that
outposts were as efficient as possible — namely bespoke installation designs —
was spiked by the imposition of generic milecastle and turret templates
(Fig. 33). Although the legions constructing the Wall adopted subtly different
blueprints, and no two outposts are identical, the level of standardisation
displayed by the milecastles was unprecedented. In plan these consisted of
small, rectangular enclosures that were attached to the running barrier and
have an average internal area of 292m” on the Stone Wall. These dimensions
fall towards the lower end of the range exhibited by fortlets, and the mile-
castles’ stunted size may well be a concession to their enforced proximity. The
Stone Wall turrets were recessed into the border curtain, while the most
obvious variation in their plan is whether the entrance lay at the south-east
or south-west corner. Nothing is known about turret height and little
regarding whether the upper floor was open or roofed. A group of souvenir
skillets from Hadrian’s Wall depict what appear to be stylised open-topped and
crenellated turrets, but roofing materials have been discovered at a handful of
sites (Cowen and Richmond 1935, 328; Breeze 2006, 71). It is worth noting
that the only reason to assume that the turrets had identical heights and upper
furniture is the general uniformity that the broader frontier design revels in.

One conspicuous element of milecastle design has come to monopolise
discussion of the purpose of both these fortlets and Hadrian’s Wall. Ever since
the first example was unearthed at milecastle 42 in 1848 (Clayton 1855, 59) —
even though an example had previously been observed at milecastle 29
(Horsley 1732, 121) — the presence of paired north and south gateways has
eclipsed every other aspect of these fortlets. The reason for this is that these
portals provided passage through Hadrian’s Wall, elevating the milecastle
garrisons to the status of the gatekeepers of Roman Britain (Symonds 2013,
66). The only other places where transit is known to have been possible under
the original scheme is where the main highways north crossed the curtain at
the Portgate in the east, and north of Carlisle in the west. If Hadrian’s Wall
regulated the peaceful movement of people, then although travellers had to
negotiate a wider frontier zone to the north and south, the milecastles served as
the nodes where customs duties were levied, searches conducted, and paper-
work filled out. Alternatively, if the frontier served as a closed military barrier,
then the gates would have been barred to all but official traffic. In essence,
then, understanding the role of Hadrian’s Wall comes down to establishing
who could pass though the milecastle gates.

Despite the awkward relationship with the terrain that some milecastles and
turrets display (Fig. 34), they were carefully integrated with the wider frontier
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33 The fortlets built along Hadrian’s Wall were unusually standardised in plan. This shows what
the excavators considered to be the first phase of occupation: (A) milecastle 9, (B) milecastle 35, (C)
milecastle 37, (D) milecastle 47, (E) milecastle 48, (F) milecastle so on the Turf Wall.

After: Birley 1930; Haigh and Savage 1984; Hunter Blair 1934; Simpson et al. 1936; Gibson and Simpson

1911; Simpson et al. 1935

infrastructure. Both installation types were anchored into the Wall curtain,
creating a comparatively narrow line of control. Although the presence of
frontier gateways within the milecastles required them to be in physical contact
with the curtain, this did not apply to the turrets. The most obvious reason to
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34 Milecastle locations: (A) milecastle 37 opened onto a steep drop, (B) milecastle 39 was shifted from its
measured location to more suitable ground, (C) milecastle 42 was positioned on a steep slope, facing an
even steeper slope, despite lying adjacent to a pass on level ground, (D) milecastle 48 lies on a one-in-
five slope.

Credit: Newcastle University; J. H. Reid

attach them to the curtain would be the existence of a wall-walk. Numerous
strands of circumstantial evidence point to the existence of such a feature, and
the only real reason to doubt its presence on Hadrian’s Wall is the demonstrable
absence of a wall-walk on the German frontiers (Bidwell 2008; Symonds
2009a). Given that the Tyne—Solway isthmus was more densely settled by
indigenous groups than almost all of the hinterland of the German limites, the
additional level of control oftered by an elevated sentry walk may have been
considered appropriate (Symonds 2015¢, 305). If so, it was probably initially
planned to stand c. 4.3m above ground level, as elements of milecastles 37 and
48 point to this being the original height of the Wall curtain (Gibson and
Simpson 1911, 419—420). The running barrier, milecastles, and turrets, were
augmented by a ditch to the north, except where the crags rendered it redun-
dant. Careful survey of this ditch suggests that earth causeways were initially
retained opposite the milecastle gates, permitting access north (Welfare 2000).

Congquering a Landscape

It is possible to reconstruct the building schedule of the Stone Wall in some
detail, and this suggests that the shortcomings of the spacing system were
understood by the army and that the construction programme was
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manipulated in order to mitigate them. As the milecastle ramparts were
seemingly built to the same width as the curtain, and as both milecastles and
turrets were constructed with stubby wing walls to bond them into the
running barrier, it is possible to determine whether they were built during
the lifespan of the Broad or Narrow Wall. As the latter was introduced after
the fort decision, this allows us to see whether the Wall structures pre- or post-
date it. In most cases, modular construction was preferred for the milecastles
and there are numerous instances of elements such as the north rampart and
gateway being constructed to the Broad specifications, with the remainder of
the installation being subsequently completed to a narrower width (Symonds
2005, 77-78). Although the majority of the turrets were begun to the Broad
‘Wall standard, whether they were erected to their full height or simply raised a
couple of metres to mark their position remains disputed (see Hill and Dobson
1992, 40; Graafstal 2012, 130—131). It has been plausibly suggested, though, that
selected turrets and north milecastle gate towers were prioritised for construc-
tion in order to establish a surveillance screen along the projected course of
Hadrian’s Wall (Graafstal 2012, 131).

A number of milecastle ramparts do appear to have been completed to the
Broad specifications: milecastles 47 and 48 (see Box s; Fig. 33) bar the topo-
graphical bottleneck between the Irthing and Tipalt valleys; milecastle 27 con-
trols the major natural communications artery created by the North Tyne valley;
milecastle 23 overlooks the course of Dere Street; milecastle 14 secures the
March Burn; milecastle 10 lies adjacent to the sharp defile of Wallbottle Dene.
It is striking that these settings comprise a combination of concealed crossing
points and natural and artificial corridors bisecting the frontier zone. They are
precisely the locations where standard, freestanding fortlets might be expected if
the army was seeking to tighten control over north—south passage across the
projected Wall line (Symonds 2005; Wilmott 2009, 198).

At the other end of the scale is milecastle 35, which lay directly south of a
3om vertical drop, making it one of the least-promising locations for infil-
tration along the Wall. This installation comprises a hotchpotch of walls
completed to different widths and standards, suggesting disjointed construc-
tion. Even here there may be method to this seeming incoherence, as mile-
castle 35 reverses the usual pattern by having a Broad south and Narrow north
rampart. This would be explicable if the absence of a north gate at this
milecastle meant that there was also no north gate tower, resulting in the
south gate being prioritised to establish a surveillance capability (Symonds and
Breeze 2016, 3). The indications that construction at the site was repeatedly
interrupted would fit with construction teams being reassigned to more
pressing jobs. Designating milecastles high or low priority suggests that the
army appreciated that some installations were more useful than others, and
brought them into operation accordingly. Graafstal (2012) has proposed a
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Box 5: Milecastle 48

The most influential campaign of excavations at milecastle 48 came about by
chance in 1909, when the original objective sought by J.P. Gibson and F.G.
Simpson proved elusive. In order to keep their workmen occupied, Gibson and
Simpson set them to work on the nearby milecastle, which had been investigated
in 1886 with indifterent results. Fresh digging revealed ramparts still standing up
to 2.7m high, and traces of a secondary narrowing of the gateway. This piqued
the interest of Gibson and Simpson, who refocused their efforts on the milecastle
and revealed a remarkable internal layout. For the first time on Hadrian’s Wall,
the different phases of activity preserved within the milecastle were dated using
the associated small finds, a breakthrough that revolutionised frontier studies (see
Gibson and Simpson 1911).

Known as the Poltross Burn milecastle, until the frontier outposts were
numbered in 1930, the installation controls a key location within the Irthing
Gap. Immediately east of the milecastle the ground falls sharply into the Poltross
Burn Channel, while the opening where the River Irthing enters the Gap lies
almost directly north. Despite these advantages, the plot occupied by the mile-
castle 1s an awkward one, with the ground rising by one in five from north to
south within its ramparts (Fig. 34). Even so, milecastle 48 was selected as one of a
handful of ‘priority’ milecastles that were fast-tracked for completion early in the
frontier construction schedule (Symonds 2005).

The buildings within both milecastle 48 and 47 may well have been erected
prior to the fort decision. At milecastle 48, the 39sm” interior contained two
large barrack blocks set either side of the central road, while an oven lay in the
north-west angle and a flight of stairs in the north-east corner. Extrapolating
from the surviving steps gives an external height of 4.3m for the Wall curtain,
while the barrack blocks are judged appropriate for a garrison thirty-two strong
(Gibson and Simpson 1911, 420; Breeze and Dobson 1972, 188—189). It is possible
that the soldiers did not have this space to themselves, though, as the site has
yielded three harness fittings (Jilek and Breeze 2007, 208). This is an exceptional
number for a milecastle and hints at the presence of a mounted element.

priority programme for the Wall more generally, and there are repeated
indications that the army took practical measures to tighten control of the
frontier line as construction proceeded.

If the army was aware of the weaknesses, or perhaps more accurately
inefficiencies, of the core frontier format, it raises the question of why
they did not simply revise the scheme wholesale. One possibility is that the
design was the brainchild of Emperor Hadrian himself. Hadrian’s architectural
pretentions are the subject of an anecdote related by Cassius Dio, and the
emperor may have developed his own solution to Rome’s border problem
(History of Rome 69, 4; Breeze 2009b). If Hadrian devised a concept