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EDAS – Annual Field Trips 

No. Year Organisers Place 

1 1989 John and Della Day Hadrian’s Wall 

2 1990 John and Della Day Anglesey 

3 1991 M Crabtree Dartmoor 

4 1992 Graham Adams Penwith, Cornwall 

5 1993 S Church Leicester 

6 1994 Alan Hawkins Cardiganshire 

7 1995 S Church/M Roebuck Glastonbury 

8 1996 Mo & Mal Houghton E. Sussex 

9 1997 John and Della Day Derbyshire 

10 1998 Graham & Susan Adams Kelso 

11 1999 Keith & Denise Allsopp Shrewsbury 

12 2000 Mo & Mal Houghton Canterbury 

13 2001 Keith & Denise Allsopp Forest of Dean 

14 2002 Graham & Susan Adams Cotswolds/Gloucester 

15 2003 Keith & Denise Allsopp East Anglia 

16 2004 Peter Walker Hadrian’s Wall 

17 2005 Gill Broadbent Lake District 

18 2006 Steve Smith Worcester 

19 2007 Graham & Susan Adams North Yorkshire 

20 2008 Brian Maynard Dartmoor, Devon. 

21 2010 Mo & Mal Houghton North Wales 

22 2011 Andrew Morgan Pembrokeshire 

23 2012 Alan Hawkins Exmoor 

24 2013 Graham & Susan Adams Penwith, Cornwall 

25 2014 Brian Maynard Lincolnshire 

26 2015 Keith & Denise Allsopp Cambridgeshire 

27 2017 Lilian Ladle Hadrian’s Wall 
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East Dorset Antiquarian Society 

 
     Founded 1983  

 

ATTENDEES 

 
 Karen Brown  WALS   

Helen and Edward Byrom  WALS 

Susan Cullinane  EDAS & WALS  
Phil D'eath  EDAS  
Alan Dedden  EDAS   
Claire and Robert Heaton  EDAS   
Mo and Mal Houghton  EDAS & WALS   
Vanessa Joseph and David Keig  EDAS   
Lilian and Mike Ladle  EDAS & WALS  
Liz and David Long  EDAS   
Andrew Morgan  EDAS   
Jack Parsons EDAS  
John Patrick  WALS  
Bryan Popple  EDAS & WALS  
Carole and John Singleton  WALS  

Peter Tekamp WALS 

 

The field trip was led by Mark Corney, who works as a freelance archaeology consultant 

specializing in landscape, later prehistoric and Roman archaeology.  He is an Honorary Research 

Fellow at Bristol University and former Senior Landscape Investigator with the Royal Commission for 

Historic Monuments of England. He has spent over twenty years recording the field archaeology of 

Wessex and was also a frequent contributor to Channel 4’s popular series ‘Time Team’.   
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Background 

This year’s EDAS field trip to Hadrian’s Wall was a joint venture comprising members from EDAS and 

members of the Wareham & District Archaeology and Local History Society.  Twenty three doughty 

travellers embarked on the trip, which was organised by Lilian Ladle and to be led by Mark Corney, 

and dared to travel “up north”! 

On the first evening, when the Group congregated in our hotel in Hexham , Andrew made an 

impassioned plea for a volunteer – any volunteer - who would write an article on the field trip for 

the newsletter. With no small degree of arm twisting behind the scenes, a merry bunch of reporters 

was recruited and each requested to cover a specific day in the itinerary.   

Here we have - in all its glory - the EDAS field trip 2017 to Hadrian’s Wall. As you will see, a great 

time was had by all.  Many thanks to our EDAS correspondents for documenting the trip for 

posterity.  

Vanessa 
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Introduction 

The annual EDAS Field Trip is one of the key activities offered by the society.  Since 1989 EDAS 

members have organised trips to explore the historical heritage of areas throughout England and 

Wales. This year’s trip to Hadrian’s Wall was the twenty seventh such expedition.  It was organised 

by Lilian Ladle and led by Mark Corney, one of the country’s leading experts on the Romans in 

Britain. In preparation for the trip Mark had sent a comprehensive document providing a detailed 

description of each site, with images and plans, plus maps and clear directions.  I have visited the 

Wall before and explored most of the places we visited during this trip but it was a privilege to spend 

so much time in the company of an expert who offered us a much deeper insight into the Wall and 

its landscape.    

Looking back at the list of trips organised by EDAS it was interesting to note that the very first field 

trip was to Hadrian’s Wall led by John and Della Day all those years ago, and that Peter Walker also 

organised a visit to the Wall in 2004. 

Over the years the arrangements have changed slightly, and this year was no exception.  There were 

three changes: we took the opportunity to use a professional archaeologist (Mark has been 

associated with the society for several years and he charged a very reasonable rate it must be said); 

we all stayed in the same hotel, which happened to be unexpectedly good, possibly benefitting from 

a recent change in ownership; and finally it was a joint initiative with Wareham and District 

Archaeology and Local History Society, with several people being members of both societies.   

There were several members for whom this was their first field trip, without exception they all 

survived and were smiling at the end.      

After a small bribe the feedback from the group has been unanimous, everybody agreed that they 

really enjoyed the experience and they have totally forgotten about the weather.    

Andrew Morgan 
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Ignoring the rain 

The cippi marked out in the ditch beyond the wall 

Segedunum and Arbeia  

by Sue Cullinane 

Monday 5th June     

(14° C, rain) 

On Monday morning, we gathered in the foyer of our hotel at 9.30, ready for our initial foray into 
Hadrian’s Wall country. Our first visit was to be to the easternmost fort on the Wall, Segedunum, 
situated on the North bank of the Tyne in modern-day Wallsend. After driving the 25 or so miles 
from Hexham to Wallsend, our party of enthusiastic archaeologists, historians, Romanists – and a 
few brave long-suffering partners - arrived in typical 
summer weather under grey skies and unrelenting 
drizzle which turned out to be something of a recurring 
theme for the trip!  
 
However, undeterred by the weather, we began our 
visit with an hour in the museum, which was laid out in 
sections, illustrating different facets of Roman military 
life. Some of the highlights for me were the objects that 
brought the detail of the soldier’s lives into sharp relief – 
from personal possessions such as a gaming board with 
makeshift counters made from pieces of ceramic and smooth pebbles, to the tools that illustrated 
the grim realities of their lives, such as the gruesome looking medical instruments found on site.  

 
After we’d toured the museum, some of us took the 
opportunity to get a bird’s eye view of the fort from 
the viewing tower. Although Segedunum isn’t the 
best preserved of the forts along Hadrian’s Wall, it 
gives a very clear picture of the layout of a ‘typical’ 
Roman fort. 
 
Mark then led us on a tour of the remains, pointing 
out the key features we would encounter time after 
time during the next few days. He told us that 

Segedunum was built at the same time as the wall, and the land is believed to have been taken by 
the Romans during the planting season, evidenced by filled-in Iron Age furrows discovered beneath 
the building platform, which was laid prior to the construction of the fort. The garrison at 
Segedunum was a mixed unit of cavalry and infantry soldiers, and the north, west and east gates all 
opened onto the north side of the wall, giving the cavalry quick access to ‘enemy country’. The south 
gate opened into the associated vicus. The wall come to an end at Segedunum, with a smaller spur 
wall emerging from the SE corner of the fort, which then ran down the slope to the Tyne and 
continued out into the river, perhaps ending with a tower 
or monument.  
 
After touring the main part of the fort, we crossed 
modern-day Buddle Street which intersects it, to inspect a 
short section of well-preserved wall that shows signs of 
having been repaired in antiquity. Another interesting 
aspect of this section of wall is the excavated evidence for 
‘cippi’, which were pits dug along the northern side of the 

From the viewing tower 
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wall that were then filled with sharp, thorny underbrush, used as a further defence against 
attackers.  
 
Finally, we took a short walk down slope towards the Tyne to the site of the pub ‘The Ship in the 
Hole’. The pub was demolished in 2013 and the remains of the fort’s bathhouse were excavated in 
2014. However, records date back to when clergyman and historian John Hodgson left an account of 
seeing the baths in 1814 when they were discovered by workmen building coal staithes (wharves) on 
the Tyne.  
 
After lunch, we made our way to Arbeia, a fort not actually on Hadrian’s Wall, but built on the south 
bank of the Tyne at the mouth of the river, and as such, part of the northern frontier defences. 
Situated at South Shields, Arbeia is now surrounded by modern housing. The most prominent 
feature of the fort on first arriving, is the reconstructed west gate, giving the visitor a sense of the 
true size of the forts. It certainly helps to bring home the impression these immense stone buildings 
must have had on the Iron Age inhabitants of Britain.  
 
Before entering the site, Mark gave us a short talk on 
the history of the fort. The first fort was probably built 
during the 160s AD and was modified on several 
occasions. The most significant re-building took place 
during the reign of Septimius Severus (AD 194-211), 
when twenty-two extra granaries were constructed. 
Mark suggested that this probably points to the fort 
having been a supply base for the garrisons posted at 
forts all along the wall.  
 

Another feature of Arbeia, which suggests that it was an 
important supply base, is the large size and massive 
construction of the sunken strong room located beneath 
the ‘Principia’ (the administrative and religious centre of 
the fort).  
 
During our tour of the remains, we were met by Nick 
Griffiths, whom Mark invited to give a short talk to our 
party on his theory about the barrack buildings. Most 
reconstruction drawings show the barracks as single 
storey construction, as do the reconstructed buildings at 
Arbeia.  

 
Nick put forward a compelling case for why he believes the barracks were in fact two or more 
storeys. First is the small size of the rooms within the buildings – each apparently housing eight men, 
and their horses! When pointed out, it did seem unlikely that the Romans would have housed their 
soldiers in such cramped conditions – the logistics of having to go to the defence of the fort in a 
hurry would have been utterly impossible. Secondly, he argued that the presence of what appeared 
to be walkways along the front of the buildings, were probably traces of covered verandas, which 
would have had posts supporting the upper storeys of rooms, in the fashion of other buildings found 
all over the Roman world.  
 
  

Strong room under Principia 

Reconstructed west gate 
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Inscription in Latin and Aramaic 

Chainmail  

Finally, we made our way to the small museum on site. Two objects in the collection really stood out 

for me. The first was a tombstone pointed out by Mark. It was commemorating a freed British slave 

called Regina who had married her master – a flag maker called Barates, from Palmyra; an ancient 

Roman love story perhaps?  

  

The second object was a mail vest which was found in the 

remains of a barrack block which burnt down sometime between 

AD 286 and 318; the fire was thought to have been the result of 

an attack on the fort – a stark reminder of the harsh life faced by 

the soldiers on the northernmost frontier of the Roman Empire.  

 

 

~~~~  

Regina's tombstone 



10 | P a g e  
 HADRIAN’S WALL FIELD TRIP 

Strongroom with vaulted roof 

Brunton Turret, Chesters Fort, Carrawburgh Fort and Mithraeum,   

by David Long 

Tuesday 6th June   

(11°C, very heavy rain) 

Tuesday dawned overcast and grey with a far from 

promising forecast. Undaunted and prepared for the 

worst the whole cohort set off at 9 a.m. for the first visit 

of the day – to Brunton Turret (NY622698). This turret is 

interesting not least because the wings were built to 

accommodate the arrival of the “Broad” wall. In the 

event by the time the wall reached the turret it was 

already the “Narrow” wall and as a result the 

foundations of the “Broad” wall remain visible.    

From there we drove a short distance to Chesters Fort (NY912702) which was owned by John 

Clayton a successful Newcastle solicitor and it was he who undertook extensive excavations in the 

middle to late19th century. The fort is said to be “the best preserved Roman Cavalry Fort in Britain” 

and overlooks the river North Tyne. It was built around AD 124 

after the wall had been constructed and sits astride it so that 

half of it is in the barbarian north. It has several interesting 

features including an underground strong room with its still 

intact vaulted roof. There are the remains of extensive barracks 

and a free-standing bath building within the praetorium 

(commanding officer’s house) which includes a section of raised 

hypocaust floor. The main baths are outside the walls of the fort 

and contain in the west wall seven niches which might have 

been for clothes storage. 

The Clayton museum, built in 1903 following John Clayton’s death is a remarkable monument to one 

of the most important figures in 19th century archaeology. It is cluttered and crowded with 

inscriptions, altars and statuary together with old-fashioned display cases. Nevertheless, it contains 

many very important and interesting finds. 

In the continuing rain, we moved on to Carrawburgh (NY860712). John Clayton undertook some 

limited excavation here but now only the fort’s earthworks are visible.  

A little way to the south of the fort is the Temple of Mithras 

which has a narthex, a nave and a sanctuary. Within the 

sanctuary are replicas of three altars. Mithras was an eastern 

god particularly popular with the Roman army and, at one point, 

a serious rival to Christianity. The replica altar to Mithras is 

hollow and a lamp would have been placed behind the stone to 

create the effect of the rays of the sun at the god’s head. 

During the return journey we passed Limestone Corner but 

limited parking (and the weather) prevented most of us from 

stopping. This is an incomplete wall ditch where the underlying rock 

Oblivious to the rain Mark explains the 
Mithraeum temple 

Brunton Turret 
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possibly proved too hard to break. (For those of us who did not see it there is a photograph in Issue 

326 of Current Archaeology!) 

As a relatively new member of EDAS this was my first expedition with the society and I had looked 

upon it as not only a great opportunity to visit Hadrian’s Wall in the company of experts but also as a 

chance to get to know more EDAS members. As an added bonus, this was the first archaeological 

visit of any kind where I had been accompanied by my wife!! Any preconceived ideas I may have had 

as to what the trip would be like were quickly washed away (not by the rain) by the sociability of the 

group. This was evident during the visits and more so in the evenings when, because we were all 

staying together, there were plenty of opportunities to get to know those from both EDAS and W & 

D. From a personal perspective, this was a winning formula which I hope will be repeated. 

 

~~~~ 
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Housesteads, Milecastle 37 and Vindolanda, 

by Lilian Ladle 

Wednesday 7th June    

(14° C, sunny but very windy) 

A change of plan to coincide with the weather forecast for a fine (rain-free) day saw us enjoying 
(enduring) a steep, invigorating climb to Housesteads (Vericovicium) – the highest fort on the wall. 
 
Sited on the dramatic Whin Sill escarpment, the fort 
wall encloses 2.2 hectares. In its heyday it may have 
housed a 1000-strong military cohort. Building 
started in the early 120s and conformed to the set 
pattern of four gateways, interval towers, the major 
buildings of Praetorium (Commanding Officer’s 
house), Principia (Headquarters), Valetudinarium 
(hospital), Horrea (granaries), barracks and 
workshops. A civil settlement (vicus) developed to 
the south. 
 
Aspects of the following buildings set them apart from others on the site: 

 Set between barrack blocks, ‘Building 15’ was a massive, rectangular structure dating to the later 
3rd century constructed with carefully dressed stone blocks and having two doorways in the long 
walls, wide enough for a cart to enter.  A central row of posts supported the roof. This type of 
building is rare in Roman Britain and may have been an imperial storehouse. 

 The small hospital was designed to look like an urban Mediterranean house with rooms opening 
onto an internal courtyard which would have provided welcome shelter for convalescing 
soldiers.  

 The Headquarters was the nerve centre of the fort and was altered and extended during its 300 
years of use. This ‘stronghold’ within a stronghold was the focus for military, administrative and 
religious duties.  A grand entrance gave access to an open colonnaded courtyard, which in turn 
led to a central hall where orders were issued and justice meted out from a raised platform 
(tribunal). The units’ standards were kept in a shrine off this hall where they were venerated. 
Statues of the emperors, their families and dedications to   Jupiter and the goddess Discipline 
were also kept here.  

 Noted as being the ‘best preserved in Britain’, the latrines were situated on the lowest land in 
the fort and took advantage of rainwater 
channelled from roofs and drains. This was stored 
in two very large tanks and provided the ‘flushing’ 
capacity for this facility. Two rows of six seats 
faced each other (going to the lavatory was a 
social occasion) and were separated by a central 
platform which supported two large stone troughs 
and a channel with running water for washing. 
Sewage was disgorged through an opening in the 
fort wall and accumulated to the rear of the 
civilian settlement.  

  

Wall stretching east from Housesteads 

Best preserved latrine in Britain! 
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Part of what Mark called the “Gucci” shoe collection: a 
fashionable lady’s shoe with decorated sole. 

Bryan front row left, Peter back row middle 

Milecastle 37 
The three cucullatis wearing their byrrus 

britannicus. 

A short walk 600m to the west of the fort brought us to Milecastle 37, one of the finest on the wall. 

Set out every Roman mile (1672m), these small ‘fortlets’ had two gateways and a barrack block for 

about 16 soldiers. The north gate of this milecastle still has part of its archway; however, it slumped 

due to inadequate foundations and was partially blocked allowing pedestrian traffic only. There is a 

dramatic almost vertical drop outside this gate and its use must always have been very difficult.  The 

North gate also shows that it was later blocked.   

 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The museum at Housesteads has the usual mix of fabulous finds, my favourite being the three 
cucullati deities from the vicus who are wearing the ‘byrrus britannicus’ a hooded woollen cape 
which was no doubt an essential clothing item for postings on the wall.  
 
The afternoon was spent at Vindolanda, a truly wonderful site which has been under continuous 

investigation for the past 45 years.  Two EDAS members, Bryan Popple and Peter Walker have been 

involved regularly in excavations here and are immortalised here in this picture featured in the 

entrance hall to the site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First port of call was the museum which houses some of 

Roman Britain’s most spectacular finds. This includes the 

largest collection of leather shoes (6000 so far and 

growing) including baby booties, ladies high fashion wear 

and army issue. 

The ‘Vindolanda’ writing tablets, many written before 

Hadrian’s Wall was built, form an archive of world 

importance and include the famous birthday party 

invitation and a derogatory snippet referring to the locals as ‘wretched little Britons’. Finds 
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Vindolanda Calendar 

illustrating life and death both military and civilian are displayed to advantage allowing a glimpse 

into ‘life on the frontier’. 

 

Another important exhibit is a bronze fragment found 
during excavations between the east granary and the 
principia (headquarters building) in 2008 by EDAS 
member Bryan Popple. On it can see written 
SEPTEMBER, K(alendae), N(onae), ID(us), and AE 
(quinoctium). These letters clearly indicate that it was 
part of a timekeeping device or calendar. The 
Vindolanda calendar is unique and the first object of its 
type to come from Roman Britain.  

 

The huge site at 

Vindolanda is extremely complex and was founded c. AD 74-85 

as a fort on the Stanegate road between Corbridge and Carlisle. 

When Hadrian’s Wall was built in the early 120s there had 

already been four fort buildings and by time the Romans left 

there had been another five. We were privileged to visit the 

current excavations led by Andy Birley who showed us ash and 

oak water pipes laid during the first years of the settlement and 

still holding water.  

  

By now we could recognise the usual buildings and our tour took in the latest fort which dated to c. 

AD 213. The entire perimeter wall survives and this separated the military from the civilian 

settlement. Evidence points to women and children living in army accommodation. The granary and 

store buildings conformed to type, as did the Principia with offices, store rooms, shrine and a sunken 

strong room. The Praetorium was used by numerous commanding officers and was modified over 

time. A Christian church was incorporated into this building in the late 300s; a Christian community 

flourished, attested by the tombstone of Brigomaglos dated to around AD 600. Toilet blocks on the 

corners of the fort accommodated 8-12 people; the resulting sewage flowed through drains into 

ditches outside the fort and was collected for fertiliser or for use as a tanning agent. 

Between AD 208 and 211, up to 250 stone-footed circular huts were built over an earlier fort and 
pre-dated the latest one. They appear to be unique in the Roman Empire and may have been 
constructed for a native workforce or a foreign army unit. Perhaps the most impressive building is 
the bath house, originally used by the military but later adapted by the townsfolk not only for 
bathing but also as a social centre. After the soldiers left, the military buildings were utilised and 
plundered.  Life continued at Vindolanda for a further 400 years, the settlement seemingly ending 
with more of a whimper than a bang.  
 

~~~~ 

 

Andy Birley and Roman wooden water pipe 



15 | P a g e  
 HADRIAN’S WALL FIELD TRIP 

Corbridge Roman Town and Supply Base, and Anglo-Saxon Church     

by Phil D'eath and Alan Dedden 

Thursday 8th June   

(12° C, very heavy rain) 

And so to Day 4 and our rescheduled trip to Corstopitum - now known as Corbridge. The Roman 

name was long thought to be Coria, but the Vindolanda tablets revealed this to be only the 

shortened version of its full name. After Wednesday's fine but breezy weather it was a return to 

waterproofs and, in some cases, umbrellas.  

Corbridge started life in about AD 86 as a fort, utilising its 

advantageous position beside the banks of the River Tyne 

and at the junction of two existing Roman routes - the 

Stanegate (east - west) and Dere Street (north - south). 

With the commissioning of Hadrian's Wall, it became a 

supply base with a garrison of soldiers believed mainly to 

be specialist workers including blacksmiths, masons, 

surveyors etc. all of whom supported the forward infantry 

and cavalry along the wall and in their ultimately 

unsuccessful campaigns to extend the empire into 

Caledonia (Scotland). 

Only part of the site in the central area has been 

excavated, starting in a two-year season in the 1860s and 

more extensively between the years of 1906-14. It is a 

special site due partly to the fact that during the Roman 

period a large civil settlement grew up beside the military 

base. This can be seen from the layout of the site as well as 

the material that has been successfully excavated. One of 

its major claims to fame is the huge granaries that are 

particularly well preserved and believed to be the best 

representatives surviving in the empire.  

Alongside this, on what may have been the site of the commander’s house, is a monumental 

building enclosing a large open space. The purpose of this later building is unknown, but is believed 

by our trusted guide Mark to most likely have been a forum with market and shops in the later 

stages of the site's development.   

Between the granaries and the "market", a large 

aqueduct running from the north spills into a settling 

tank on the side of the main east - west road through 

the fort. There is evidence that the aqueduct flowed into 

the tank via a large ornamental fountain making an 

impressive display on one of the fort's main streets. The 

water was routed from the settling tank by subsidiary 

aqueducts to serve the needs of the civilian and military 

population. 

A marked reluctance from the Group to leave the 
shelter of the Museum. 

Huge Graneries 

Settling tank with warn end 
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At one point in the latter part of the tour of the site we were introduced to yet another strong room 

where all the military valuables and soldiers’ wages would have been held. Mark suggested that 

perhaps the team guarding this area would have needed to be quite small because of the limited 

headroom suggested by the remains of the vaulting still apparent in the masonry. Testing out this 

theory, Vanessa had no hesitation in striding down the stairs leading to the vault and presenting 

herself for duty as a human ranging pole. No mean feat! 

We had visited the museum first to give the rain a chance to ease off 

before we toured the site (which it didn't!). A very impressive and 

well-presented range of excavated material was on display including 

inscribed stones, small personal items and the Corbridge Hoard. This 

consists of a range of mainly metallic objects believed to have been 

awaiting repair. They seem to have been stored in a leather lined 

wooden box for transport as the garrison left the fort, but then 

buried for later retrieval because there was insufficient transport 

space to take everything. Most significant were the surviving pieces 

of a segmented Cuirass (flexible metal stripped body armour) which 

were displayed by the museum in a partial reconstruction.  

 

Our next stop before lunch was at St Andrews Anglo-Saxon Church in 

Corbridge town where we were first encouraged to pick out the 

sculpture of an imperial eagle which had been used in an external 

facing wall of the church some distance above our heads. "More like a 

broken- down car with a wheel off" was the assessment of one of the 

group with the jury out until everyone had a chance to study their 

photos in more detail - then realising that the eagle was on its side! 

Inside the church, at the west end of the nave supporting the tower is a 

complete Roman arch, borrowed from somewhere at Coria and looking 

very much at home.  

"Of course, it could have been built where it now stands as part of an 

early Christian church" announced our learned guide, once again 

putting the cat firmly in with the pigeons. 

The afternoon was free time and some of us returned to Hexham and 

made for the Abbey Church which has a significant amount of Roman material both incorporated 

into and on show in the building, particularly the crypt which was constructed entirely of Roman 

masonry. In amongst the giant blocks of stone are some inscriptions and beautifully sculpted reliefs.  

A surprising and very worthwhile addition to the itinerary. 

 

~~~~ 

  

Roman Armour partially reconstructed 

Re-cycled Roman arch 
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Birdoswald Roman Fort and the western sections of the Wall  

by Andrew Morgan 

Friday 9th June   

(17° C, sunny) 

On the last day of our exploration of the Wall Mark’s sacrifice appeared to have worked and the 

Gods were benevolent; the rains abated and we were bathed in welcome sunshine.  Throughout the 

week we had gradually made our way from the east and today we were to visit Birdoswald Roman 

Fort and the western sections of the Wall.   

First we stopped north of the wall overlooking a valley where in 1989 archaeologists had discovered 

Peel Gap Tower which was an unplanned addition. The valley was a natural route and had possibly 

been used for centuries to take livestock to and from summer pastures.  The Romans had added this 

tower between Turrets 39a and 39b on realising it was a blind spot. This is unique on the wall but 

proves that the Romans could be flexible when necessary.  We headed further west to explore the 

Cawfields milecastle 42, passing a large granite quarry that had been used since Roman times.  The 

adjacent hill gave a spectacular view of the landscape and we could see clearly a well-preserved 

stretch of the Vallum and various 

bumps in the ground which Mark 

explained were the remains of three 

temporary camps.  None have been 

dated and they may belong to late 

first century campaigns or be 

accommodation for troops engaged 

in the construction of Hadrian’s 

Wall.  

 

Moving further west we enjoyed a wonderful acrobatic display by sand 

martins before we carefully crossed the railway track and explored Poltross 

Burn milecastle 48, built on a slope overlooking a fast running stream.   This 

contains the best internal structure of any of the milecastles with two 

barrack blocks clearly visible and also the remains of steps proving the 

presence of a higher level.   

Following the Wall westwards we examined two further turrets 48a and 48b 

as we approached the majestic river Irthing.   We dropped down into the 

valley to explore the remains of Willowford Bridge, another impressive 

Roman structure which carried the wall over the river towards Birdoswald 

Roman fort.  The remains represent a number of periods of rebuilding and 

include piers, the base of a tower, culverts and a part of a Roman water-mill. 

It is likely that the crossing was only wide enough to take pedestrian traffic.  

Then on to Birdoswald Fort where we had lunch.  Mark was obviously getting rather excited and his 

eyes lit up when he pulled out his lunch; an impressive selection of Taiko Sushi from Waitrose. 

Birdoswald is another impressive fortress overlooking the steep sided valley of the Irthing River 

which meanders below.  It had been home to the 1st Cohort of Dacians (from modern Romania) a 

Clare examines the bridge  

Looking eastwards with wall on left horizon and Vallum earthworks 
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thousand-strong unit with the honorific title of ‘Hadrian’s Own’.  But the most intriguing features are 

those that demonstrate the complexity of life after the Romans snuffed out the candle. There is 

evidence of a strong well organised quasi-military presence that lasted well into the seventh century 

and possibly beyond. They even built a large wooden hall in the style of a basic basilica. There are 

also symbols of Christianity suggesting continuity of faith from the Roman times.  These are further 

examples of the complex activities happening during the so called Dark Ages and proves that the 

Wall remained relevant long after the Romans had left.  Outside the fortress we explored a good 

length of wall where various phallic symbols were to be found and carefully measured and we came 

to Harrow’s Scar milecastle 49 which dominates the western side of the River Irthing and looks down 

towards Willowford Bridge.  A short drive took us to Banks East Turret 52a which is another well-

preserved structure and a final short walk to the site of Pike 

Hill signal tower.  It was built before the wall and not on the 

same alignment; the wall abuts the tower at an angle.  

Unfortunately, in the 1930’s the local roads department had 

ruthlessly removed the corner of the tower when they 

widened the road running alongside.   

This seemed a very suitable point to end our expedition to 

the Wall.  We sat round contemplating this amazing 

monument made by the Romans who some refer to as 

“psychopathic builders”, which I think is a rather 

appropriate epithet.  That they were prepared to maintain 

the Wall and provide a substantial garrison over a period of nearly 300 years demonstrates the size 

of the threat they continued to face from the British tribes to the north and the value they placed on 

the lands to the south.   

 

~~~~ 

 

  

Final thoughts at Pike Hill 
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The Last Supper 

The last supper is the traditional opportunity to bring everyone together to share stories about the 

trip and to express our thanks to the trip organisers.  We had discussed our needs with the hotel 

manager and he arranged the tables in a quadrant so we formed a close group. As it happened, this 

was also Bryan Popple’s birthday (thanks Sue) and we arranged what turned out to be a rather 

grand, birthday cake from the hotel.  First we gave Bryan a card signed by everyone and after a 

rendition of the usual song the cake was delivered formally by the head waiter.   

Bryan was rather taken aback and there may have been the hint 

of a tear as he gazed at what was possibly the best birthday cake 

he had seen since childhood. Three layers of light sponge with 

lashings of cream and strawberries and signed “Happy Birthday 

Bryan”. We were sitting next to the open kitchen and the three 

chefs who stood watching the festivity beamed with pleasure 

when we spontaneously turned and saluted them for the cake.  

It was rather delicious.  Next day when I approached the 

manager about the cost (it had seemed churlish to ask in 

advance) he declined a payment and said what a pleasure our 

group had been (and yes, I will write a formal letter of thanks). 

Speeches were made and gifts given; to Lilian a rather splendid 

vase (thank you Liz), and six bottles of the finest Malbec wine 

that Waitrose could supply, for a surprised and nicely 

embarrassed Mark.   

Over the last few days Robert had been collecting amusing photographs from the group.  On the 

final evening and to our great pleasure Robert displayed them on the restaurant wall using a 

projector he had thoughtfully brought along for the purpose.  This proved to be great fun, with 

everyone making the usual sort of inappropriate comments about the smiling victims.   

A great evening was had by one and all.  

 

~~~~ 
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Piercebridge Roman Fort and Roman Bridge    

by Vanessa Joseph 

Saturday 10th June     

(13° C, heavy rain) 

Today, our happy band of travellers disbanded so a slightly reduced group braved yet more heavy 

rain to complete Mark’s itinerary. The Gods were angry. The plan to visit Binchester Roman Fort to 

see a 4th century bathhouse and an ongoing excavation was thwarted as opening times had changed 

and no one was keen to wait an hour in the rain. (Bad luck Lilian.) The visit to the Stanwick Late Iron 

Age Earthworks could not go ahead due to road diversions. Undeterred, we proceeded to 

Piercebridge.  

Piercebridge Roman Fort has been dated to AD 200-220 

by Paul Bidwell and Nick Hodgeson and would have been 

used during the great Northern campaign of Septimius 

Severus. However, as this was such a major strategic 

bridging point over the River Tees, the current fort is 

likely to have been preceded by an earlier fort and an 

earlier Flavian foundation is most probable.  

After peering over a wall at the remains of latrines 

excavated some years ago (private land and not 

accessible for public visits), Mark diverted our attention 

to the other side of the lane. To the left of the fort complex we saw a large field area “the Tofts” 

which has the remains of a huge vicus (Roman civilian settlement) and evidence of planned streets 

and buildings.  

The Fort complex, covering 10.8 acres are twice the size of a 

typical fort and include an impressive South Gate, a massive 

double ditch, a courtyard building, bath house and suite of 

heated rooms, and very thick walls (early 3rd century, a transition 

phase for walls). Whilst none of the buildings can be assigned 

normal fort functions, it is believed that this was an important 

military site with large garrison and that it played a significant 

administration role, possibly used by the Governor of Northern 

Britain. Mark pointed out where cippi would have been placed 

between the walls and the vallum. These are pits into which 

thorn branches were set – the Roman equivalent of a barbed 

wire entanglement.  In reality, these defences were rarely used 

here as troublemakers would be spotted long before they arrived 

at the fort and dealt with by the Roman soldiers. 

The site contains the possible remains of a temple devoted to 
Jupiter Dolichenus but this has not been excavated.  

The fort was built to protect the point where Dere Street crossed the River Tees to the east. Dere 

Street, the Roman road which ran from Yorkshire to Scotland, was originally carried across the Tees 

The early 3rd century walls 
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by a timber bridge. This was lost after AD 150, probably during flooding. A new stone bridge was 

built 300m downstream and Dere Street was rerouted. This was our final port of call.   

 The easternmost bridge was excavated in 1971-2 after 

being discovered during gravel extraction. Over the 

centuries the River Tees has gradually shifted northwards so 

we were able to stand on the original southern abutment 

where the road ramp would have been. Mark explained 

that when river was low, the river bed was effectively paved 

with large slabs of stone and a series of massive stone piers 

built. The design would have been similar to that of the 

bridge that Trajan built over the Danube. The tumbled 

stones we saw represented at least 3 piers and the other 

abutment remains uncovered. It is likely that there were 

monuments to 

Severus on both ends 

of the bridge. 

Our friend Nick Griffiths turned up yet again. He and Mark 

parried knowledge and declaimed in Latin. Here, Nick is 

standing on top of the southern abutment of the Roman 

bridge. 

Piercebridge was our final location and the end of a wonderful 

field trip. We said our farewells in the car park of the nearby 

George Hotel and the Group dispersed. 

 

 

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

  

 

Southern abutment of bridge 

River bed paving tested by one very wet correspondent  
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AND FINALLY 

 

Thank you to ‘Commanding Officer’ Mark who gave us our daily orders … 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And a huge thank you to Lilian for arranging the trip. 

 

A GREAT TIME WAS HAD BY ALL 
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NOT FORGOTTEN 

 

 

Always the opportunist, now ruling an interior design shop in Shrewsbury, as seen on 

journey home  

 


