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CURLE CENTENARY
1905-10 to 2005-10

THE MAN IN THE IRON MASK

The iron parade helmet was the iconic object loaned for the 2007 season by NMS. It 
coincided with the publication of an extensive 24-page article on it (20 illustrations) 
by Professor William Manning of Cardiff. We were allowed to reproduce the article by 
the French publishers, who were kind enough to say, of the presentation by Meigle 
Colour Printers, that 'Scotland (and beyond) should be proud of it'. Other highlights 
were Ian Brown's taking over as sole Walk guide, culminating in the Kalends of 
September Walk, led by Jessica, Kyle and Liam; and the outing to Chesters and 
Housesteads, under Mike Bishop and organised by members on the day. Never known 
to avoid some photographic wordplay, we also show – with stones, even on the ice – 
'our hero, James Curle', as Ian says of him (photo courtesy of Mrs Barbara Linehan).
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THE YEAR OF THE CD
2007 AD

Some two years ago Ian 
Dalton of Gullane took the 
Hon Sec to the Queen's 
Gallery at Holyrood to show 
him how computers could be 
used to display artefacts, 
pictures, etc. If such a 
facility were available in our 
Museum so that people 
could see and 'handle' on 
screen many of the fragile 
artefacts from Trimontium 
kept in the Museum of 
Scotland in Edinburgh 'the 
world would beat a path to 
our door'. What a man!

With the cooperation of the 
National Museums, the 
Scottish Museums Council, 
Scottish Borders Council, the 
Russell Trust, the William Hill 
Trust, SC Support Ltd from 
Melrose and Web3D Studio, 
Edinburgh, a CD Rom of a 
selected number of artefacts 
was created (text, images 
and software) and financed, 
and is now working, at the 
click of a 'mouse', in 
Melrose. In retrospect, the 
effort and stress are 
diminishing. A member's 
suggestion and the work of 
all these people was 
groundbreaking for us – and 
may lead to more.

THE MUSEUM
The season started before 
the opening with the 
ordering of the bedroom 
packs for VisitScotland and 
leaflets to be distributed by 
a St Boswells company 
(some 26,000 in all), books 
and souvenirs (all to be 
priced) and, most 
importantly, meeting with 
the staff, all volunteers, for 

a coffee morning beforehand, 
where John Henderson 
introduced them to the 
unfinished CD Rom and took 
their suggestions on board. 

Brian, Patricia and Ian coped 
with Mondays and Tuesdays, 
and Dr Bill Watson took over 
Wednesdays along with Ian 
Brown, the latter coming 
back after his big op – and 
then having to take on the 
Walks. 

Thursday and Sunday 
mornings fell to Liz; Anne did 
Thursday afternoons, seeing 
the Walkers on their way; and 
Friday was shared between 
Sylvia Payne and Bill 
Whittaker. 

After several years' service 
(starting in the YAC), Ben 
went off to make his retail 
fortune in Galashiels but kept 
Saturdays in the family by 
drafting in younger brother 
Thomas. John Hawkins 
covered Sunday afternoons 
and, with the Hon Sec and 
others, the natural vacancies 
for holidays etc. John and 
Allan 'took care' of us 
as they went about 
their caretaking 
duties. 

Unlike many 
societies the 
Trust has an 
ongoing 
daily duty 
in the 
Museum, 
which could 
not be 
carried out 
without the 
help and 
enthusiasm of 
the volunteers. 
We are very grateful.

FRENCH(?) LEAVE

Nancy, gardening away 
near la Rochelle, sends racy 
accounts of life in France, 
where, at social gatherings, 
there's a lot of 'kissy-kissy' 
between the women while 
the men shake hands (!) – 
contrary to 'what them 
furriners (usually) do' as 
the Ruddigore song has it. 
They certainly don't 
exchange Christmas cards, 
so that was a puzzle for the 
postman. The garden 
grows and recently she 
entertained our Hon 
Auditor and his wife en 
route to their winter in the 
sun. Our present Hon 
Treasurer, Bill Whittaker, 
prefers the bracing air and 
hot soup of Prague, with 
his ex-colleagues. Nancy is 
threatening to send us a 
report about the 
amphitheatre at Saintes, 
while Chairman John Reid, 
at the time of writing, 
hopes to take a Trust party 
to Leptis Magna in 
September. As they say, 
'haud me back!'



THE WALKS
One person who will certainly be taking his full share of 
holidays in 2008 (Siberia and Canada are both on the 
menu) is Ian J H Brown, who willingly bore the brunt of the 
Walk-guiding in 2007 when, at Melrose Sports, the Hon 
Sec's right knee decided to give cause for alarm. (Perhaps 
it was that last dash down the touchline – or maybe not.) 
By the beginning of July Ian had to take over and carried 
on till mid-October, when the offending joint, having been 
threatened with the knife, decided to mend its ways and 
resume normal service. Ian's work was all the more 
meritorious because he himself had just recuperated from a 
big operation. Walter – and Patricia – also stepped into the 
breach and patrolman Bill and the groups of ladies at the 
Hall once more showed Team Trimontium in action.

Ian's rapport with his customers led to outbursts of 
applause at teatime; the signing of enough Gift Aid cards to 
gladden a Treasurer's heart; and constant re-stocking of 
The Trimontium Story, a bargain at £1.50, as Ian pointed 
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out, in comparison 
with Curle's 1911 A 
Roman Frontier Post, 
now £150 at least.

Ian's zenith was the 
Kalends of 
September Walk 
when a 60-strong 
crowd turned up. 
John Reid became 
Tacitus at the 
Trimontium Stone; 
the young trio and 

Grant declaimed on cue; 
but the Hon Sec produced 
the wrong helmet from the 
Museum at the end of Ian's 
peroration – and will never 
live it down. Roll on 6 Sept 
2008 and the projected 
Scottish Arch. Month Walk 
Eastwards along the 
Gattonside ridge.

P.S. A generous member 
paid the £200 season's rent 
for the Hall. To all of them 
– many, many thanks.

MEMBERSHIP
Thank you for your 
subscriptions, which help to 
keep the activities going 
and which have remained 
unchanged since we started 
in 1988 at £5 per annum 
for a Trooper and £10 for a 
Centurion. If you haven't 
signed a Bank Order form 
to ensure an automatic 
annual payment, please 
pay the Hon Sec now. It's 
so easy to put it off and be 
all embarrassed later. Many 
people give more and are 
then promoted. Don't miss 
your chance. If you haven't 
signed a Gift Aid form, 
once is enough – do let us 
know. A Life Membership 
arrangement is available, 
on request.

Ian Brown outside the East Annexe



THE BRONZE MASK

We hope to have, as our 
iconic object this year from 
the National Museums, the 
original bronze mask, an 
image of which eternally 
revolves in Melrose, as the 
CD Rom plays on the 
screen. No helmet, only a 
mask, but magnificent.

THE KALENDS OF 
SEPTEMBER WALK

Following on the very wet 
Plaque Procession to 
Melrose in Sept 2006 we 
were wary of the weather 
on Saturday 1st September, 
2007 for the 'Kalends of 
September' Walk round the 
Trimontium site. ['The 
Kalends' was the Roman 
term for the 1st of the 
month; the 'Nones' were 
the 5th in most months but 
the 7th in March, July, 
October and May; and the 
Ides were the 13th in most 
months but the 15th again 
in March (remember the 
Ides of March?), July, 
October and May.]

In the end all went well; the 
sun shone; and sixty people 
turned out. Among them 
were Maria Brown, a 
member from Lancaster and 
her husband, and a 
contingent from Edinburgh, 
who had obviously seen the 
advert in the 'Out and 
About' Walks calendar. Trust 
Chairman, Dr John Reid, 
was in charge and the 
excellent guide was Ian 
Brown, who had taken so 
many of the regular 
Trimontium Walks during 
the season.

Twins Kyle and Liam Blain 
from Darnick and Jessica 
Bennett, from the Darnick 
end of Melrose, again were 
good sports, dressed up for 
the occasion as members of 
the Imperial Roman court 
(the boys had outgrown the 
red tunics now) and spoke 
briefly to the plebs.

Senatorial robes, one with 
red edging and one with 
blue, which we had bought 
years ago from our friends 
Ken and Dil Evans, former 
re-enactors from Ruthin in 
N.Wales, received their first 
airing for Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius and his son-in-law 
Antoninus Pius, and Jessica 

was Faustina, the Emperor's 
daughter, in saffron yellow 
with bouquet. Frank 
Bennett père acted as 
official photographer and 
supplied images on disk to 
the local Press.

contemplating the 
panoramas

At the East end of Newstead 
Village, after contemplating 
the panoramas, the one 
(Bronze Age) on Eildon Hill 
North and the other Roman 
(fort and annexes lying to 
the East), with a blast on 
Liam's trumpet, and this 
year not using a loudhailer, 
the party moved from the 
Millennium Milestone down 
the closed road towards the 
Leaderfoot Viaduct, making 
appropriate stops at the 
platforms, where Ian 
addressed the troops.

At the 1928 Trimontium 
Stone on which the two-
term Governor of Britain, 
Gnaeus Julius Agricola is 
mentioned, Dr Reid read 
briefly from the last chapter 
of the eulogy which 
Agricola's son-in-law had 
composed in his honour, 
urging his hearers to 
emulate the virtues of a 

The Trimontium Trumpet Page 4



great man, whose fame 
would survive down the 
ages. 'De mortuis nil nisi 
bonum': 'About the dead, 
[say] nothing but good'.

At the viaduct steps 
Jessica/Faustina quoted 
from Queen Victoria's 1867 
journal description of 
passing 'an immense railway 
viaduct, and nothing could 
be prettier than the road' 
(from Newstead, which the 
party had just walked 
down). Her Majesty was 
right. 

On the steps of the 
embankment timber 
watchtower Grant Lees let 
every word be heard of 
Kipling's 'Song of the 
Centurion' who was refusing 
to go back to the sunshine 
of Italy, having put down too 
many sad roots in Britannia. 
Grant was to do the same 
later on the Roman road 
down to Newstead with Will 
Ogilvie's poem on one of the 
helmets found at Newstead, 
which ends with the line: 
'And in one earth-worn 
helmet lies the majesty of 
Rome'.

The glorious views from the 
viaduct were accompanied 
by the youngsters reading 
some verses of the Ballad of 
Leaderfoot by Val Gillies 
illustrating the five crossings 
of the Tweed. In the 
distance, at the south end of 
the 18th-century bridge, 
stood the five little 
sandstone bridges carved by 
the late Gary Fay, the 
master mason now 
commemorated by a stone 
in the new Melrose Market 
Square, his last project, 
opened in mid 2007.

a special presentation

The climax of Ian's commentary came with the production 
of the (sorry – unexpected) helmet at the South Annexe. 
Back in the Village Hall, where the walkers received their 
reward with tea and biscuits, Dr Reid thanked all those who 
had made the day possible and made a special 
presentation to Ian for his exceptional work on the Walks in 
2007. It had been another community occasion.

I ROMANI SONO RITORNATI
For the past year or two the Museum has been opened at 
the February midterm holiday, just in case there are 
visitors about, or people from schools who would like to 
have a preliminary look, or keen pupils 'doing the Romans' 
and wanting something extra. We took the opportunity to 
set up a case given to us by the late Duncan Cameron of 
Gattonside in order to lay out a little temporary and 
striking Exhibition of some of the artefacts from the 
collection of the late John Anstey, given to the Trust by 
Rosemary Burton of Corbridge in memory of her late 
husband (Trumpet No. 21 p12). They are fine pieces of 
Greek and Roman interest but not from Newstead. Dr 
Fraser Hunter has helped with some dating and we have 
asked other experts at the Museum of Scotland if they can 
help us, particularly with the dating of the Greek objects.

We always have the Visitors' Book open and encourage 
people to let us know in what way they heard about us. 
Most people write down something approximating to 
'Passing by' – which makes us wonder about our 
advertising. Ian J H Brown once wrote a hilarious article for 
us about the funnier comments. What took the biscuit this 
year was a comment, seen after they had gone, from 
Marco and Ivana from Rome itself. It was 'I Romani sono 
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ritornati' – 'The Romans 
have returned'. We think 
they've never actually gone. 
That's not so scary as the 
visitor who is convinced that 
he was a Roman soldier in 
service at Trimontium and 
recognises some of our 
artefacts.

TRIMONTIUM IN THE 
ROUND

There were, perhaps 
somewhat appropriately, 
ongoing excavations just 
outside in the Market 
Square for most of the 
Spring, creating what they 
call in Hawick a new open 
'civic space', with piazza-like 
platforms and steps. At the 
conclusion of the work we 
were pleased to discover a 
large roundel set in the 
pavement, bearing the word 
'MELROSE', accompanied by 
the mediaeval title of Old 
Melrose 'MAIL –ROS' and, 
going further back in local 

history, 'TRIMONTIUM'. The Museum has been in existence 
in the town since its inception at Melrose Station in 1988, 
and the fort at Newstead in the lee of the Three Hills, from 
which it took its name, for a great deal longer. We don't 
even mind that the town's Christmas tree stands in the 
middle of the roundel. Our name's in the frame.

A MASTERPIECE
'A masterpiece of the blacksmith's art' is Professor Bill 
Manning's description of the Trimontium iron parade 
helmet, found by James Curle in 1906, and loaned to the 
Trimontium Museum for the 2007 season. His magnificent 
article on it is mentioned elsewhere in this issue. It was 
formally handed over to the Chairman, Dr John Reid, on 
Saturday 24 March, by Dr Fraser Hunter of the National 
Museums, who gave a brief introduction to the helmet, 
touching on the customising of it by the different owners, 
the silver tinning and bronze additions (now missing) and 
the significance of some of the features. 

The other Mr Ian Brown, of Selkirk, Chairman of the 
Borders Visitor Attraction Forum, accompanied by fellow-
members Fiona Colton, the Trust's Curatorial Adviser, and 
Keith Campbell, took the opportunity to launch the 2007 
edition of the Borders Visitor Attraction Guide, which 
promotes subscribers like Trimontium, among many 
others, and to thank VisitScotland for their help with 
sponsorship of the 120,000 leaflets. Thereafter the 
volunteers who formed the welcome party for the Helmet 
and the Guide adjourned to the ARC Coffee Morning in the 
Corn Exchange. 

One morning in August there was a sudden influx of people 
into the Museum and, as they thronged about the special 

James Curle's Bookplate
(thanks to Brian McGarrigle)
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display case to see the helmet, one of the 
children must have stumbled and given it a 
'dunt'. The ear-piercing alarm went off and 
so did all the visitors, clearing the room in 
an instant. It rarely happens – but when it 
does, it leaves no room for doubts, or for 
people with ears either. It certainly works.

SURPRISE, SURPRISE
There are things about the past that we 
may never find out about, but their 
unsolved nature nags away in the 
background. Mention of helmets reminds us 
about a discovery regarding the wonderful 
brass helmet which we had on loan in 2006 
from NMS. It has a flange at the back with 
several letters incised on it, the only letters 
which can now be read being ... T GES. 
During the preparation of the text 
accompanying the CD Rom (which has the 
brass helmet on its cover) Dr Hunter 
casually indicated that a careful reading of 
the marks noted by James Curle (1911 
Report p167 Fig.15, with his comment 'The 
first four are somewhat doubtful; the last 
four, TGES, seem quite plain') shows that 
the missing letters are UFFI. A glance at 
the Curle page (extract herewith) raises the 
question 'Why did I not see that before?'

The inscription is therefore Latin shorthand 
for '[property] of Uffus of the troop [Turma] 
of Ges [the rest of the commander's name 
is missing]'. Neither the cavalryman, Uffus, 
nor his officer Ges… have been found in the 

lists of names in Roman Britain – but no 
doubt someone's on the trail!

Another stray piece of information popped 
up in the newsletter of the Edinburgh 
Archaeological Field Society of which one 
Trustee is a 'country member' ie lives x 
miles from the Edinburgh GPO; doesn't 
attend the lectures; pays his sub; receives 
the news. On their recent trip to the 
Conservation Lab of the NMS at Granton 
(now there's a thought for a visit) they were 
shown examples of timber. At one end of 
the spectrum they marvelled at the 9-metre 
long Bronze Age River Tay log boat. At the 
other 'we were shown small slivers of wood 
and challenged to identify them. They were 
Roman writing tablets from Newstead – 
similar to those from Vindolanda, but 
without the writing!' Wow! So far as we 
know no one has ever suggested publicly 
that there was such a find here (must read 
Curle again, more closely, to see if the clue 
is there). It is good news, however casually 
expressed, to be followed up and the 
fragments brought for display in Melrose, if 
possible. We are reminded of the 
archaeologist who wondered aloud about 
the black deposit that Curle records finding 
in the pits. Could they have been old Roman 
army registers? Enough of fantasy!

SPRING 2007 LECTURE SERIES

'ZOOMING-IN, ROTATING and 
SPINNING: a WHIRL with the 

ROMANS'
This was the general title of the three-
lecture series. The zooming-in was a 
concentration on one man's view of the 
Antonine Wall; the rotating was a reference 
to the CD Rom which has as its frontispiece 
on the screen the ever-turning Trimontium 
bronze face mask (coming to us on loan for 
the 2008 season); and the 'spinning' 
referred to the modern view of the historian 
Tacitus as praising his father-in-law Agricola 
far beyond his actual achievements and 
damning the Emperor Domitian as a tyrant. 

When one has to decode the title for the 
reader like this perhaps the compiler has 
gone too far.

The Staff

The punched inscription on the helmet



LECTURE I 
'My life on the Antonine Wall'

Jim Walker, Glasgow

The saying that you can't beat the man who 
has been to the front line can also include 
the man who has lived his life on the 
frontier, in this case the 2nd century 
Antonine Wall frontier in Scotland, which 
runs from Bridgeness on the Forth to Old 
Kilpatrick on the Clyde.

Mr Jim Walker, who gave the first lecture of 
the season on 15 March (the Ides), was 
born at Seabegs farm, near Bonnybridge, 
where the infilled Wall ditch runs through 
the front garden of the farmhouse. His 
lifelong interest in the Wall was kindled by 
his father's appearance in a film report 
about the Wall; himself being allowed to 
carry the buckets of earth at an excavation 
at the age of 12; and, aged 15, on a walk 
along the line of the Wall, finding a large 
Roman altar lying face down in the furrows 
at the edge of a field in the nearby 
Westerton farm.

Recognising it from its top, with difficulty he 
turned the stone over, and fingering off a 
little of the sandy soil, could see that there 
was an inscription. (Shades of the recent 
find of the tombstone of Crescens on a field 
edge in Musselburgh.) The farmer took 
some persuading to move it to the 
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farmhouse. Once it was in the (Hunterian) 
Museum's hands the farmer and Jim 
received £2 ten shillings each, in respect of 
Treasure Trove, and Professor Eric Birley of 
Durham – father of Robin and Anthony of 
Vindolanda fame – wrote up the story of 
Julia Pacata's tribute to her husband, 
invoking North African deities.

in advance of road and carpark building

Jim's career lay in business, but he 
remained an amateur archaeologist and 
over the last 40 years had taken part in 
many excavations with Professor Keppie, at 
the request of bodies like the former 
Scottish Development Agency, in advance 
of road and carpark building and house 
construction across the line of a frontier 
(nominated for World Heritage status). 

It forms a zone across the country with a 
Northern upcast mound; a ditch 40 feet 
across and 15 feet deep; a level berm in 
front of the turf Wall (itself 10 feet high 
with sloping sides, fore and aft, on top of a 
15 feet wide level stone rubble base, with 
stone edging to North and South and 
culverts through it to carry off water), 
followed by another level space leading to 
the 22 feet wide Military Way and its either-
side ditches that run parallel to the Wall, 
which itself may have had a walkway and 
parapet on top.
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Discoveries still need to be 
made along the Wall, not 
only by simply eyeing the 
ground, dowsing, probing, 
studying aerial photos and 
re-visiting the ancient 
reports of previous wall 
historians and mapmakers 
which still have much to 
tell, but also through 
serendipity, eg. stumbling 
across photos and 
descriptions in a local 
history archive or even in 
magazines. Professor 
Keppie has instanced the 
Illustrated London News, 
which at the beginning of 
the 20th century had a 
'special artist in Scotland' 
W A Donnelly, who 
produced sketches from 
excavations which he had 
visited with the local 
Societies like the Glasgow 
Archaeological and from 
which artists drew the 
finished illustration for the 
printer. One such full-page 
drawing 'by A. Hugh 
Fisher', entitled 'The Wall of 
Antonine: Excavations now 
in progress at Hillfoot, 
Bearsden, Dumbartonshire', 
shows gentlemen in plus 
fours examining two 
sections (measurements 
given), and gives a diagram 
of the layout of outer 
mound, fosse, berm etc and 
a location plan in Scotland.

Did Mr Donnelly ever come 
to Newstead between 1905 
and 1910? That's an 
appealing subject for library 
research – with pretty 
drawings too.

only a third have been 
located

The original six Wall forts 
and the secondary forts 

added later are well known, 
but there are gaps in the 
interval towers (the 
equivalent of the Hadrian's 
Wall milecastles) of which 
some 30 are surmised and 
only a third of which have 
been located. The 
'expansions', additions 
located here and there, 
either behind or attached to 
the Wall, are worthy of 
further study. Were they 
bases for timber frame-
works to hold the famous 
Distance Slabs, indicating 
the lengths of Wall built by 
the three Legions?

Giving the vote of thanks 
for a practical talk, straight 
from the front line of 
discovery, Mr George Allan, 
former Head of Robert 
Gordon's School, Aberdeen, 
was doubly grateful, not 
only to the speaker (who 
had taken the Trust to the 
Gask Ridge in 2005) but 
also for having seen, on 
screen, the notes of the 
Wall forts made, as he saw 
them, by Robert Gordon of 
Straloch, great grandfather 
of the founder of the school.

LECTURE II 
'Model Romans'

Mike Tully, Web 3D Studio, 
Edinburgh

Mike Tully is co-founder of 
the computer applications 
company Web3D Studio, 
which was approached by 
John Henderson, the Trust 
webmaster, when the idea 
of producing a CD Rom was 
mooted. Mike, John and 
Fraser Hunter of NMS 
formed the triumvirate, the 
input of which produced the 
disc in a year. 

Mike agreed to speak at a 
Trust meeting on 22 March, 
2007, to describe the way 
in which he and his 
company set about the 
task, before John showed 
the results of all the work.

Mike called his talk 'Model 
Romans', and tried in 
simple terms to sketch in 
the technical background. 
On a two-dimensional 
graph the joining up of two 
points produces a straight 
line. In a three-dimensional 
situation a third point is 
required, and when these 
are linked a triangle is 
produced. The triangle is 
the basic building block for 
a 3D model, be it the 
Trimontium bronze face 
mask or Woody, the cowboy 
figure in the film Toy Story. 
As Ian Dalton, the 'onlie 
begetter' of the CD Rom 
idea, was to say in his vote 
of thanks, 'Euclid (the 
father of geometry) would 
have loved it'.

In the three-dimensional 
world each 'point' has to 
have another 'attribute' 
attached to it, called a 
'normal', the function of 
which is to allow the 
computer to know which 
side of the 'point' is the 
inside of the model and 
which is the outside. Armed 
with this information the 
computer can go and 
'shade in' the triangle, and 
start to 'build' things on it. 
A close-up of the model will 
show that where there are 
'squares', these are made 
up of two triangles. When 
the triangles come together 
to form a model it's called a 
'mesh' and the computer's 
next job is to shade in the 
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triangles (as we said) in 
order to make the model 
appear solid.

In addition, it is possible to 
add colour and texture, to 
create the appearance of 
wood, metal and skin, as 
well as light and shade, 
shadows, etc – all through 
computer mathematics.

scan – or model by hand? 

Was the model to be 
created by laser scanning 
on to the mesh (though 
shiny surfaces present a 
problem) or 'by hand'? The 
firm didn't then have a 
scanner, so there was only 
one answer. The model had 
to have an organic shape. 

The mask was set on a 
simple turntable and a 
photograph was taken 
every 10 degrees as it was 
turned, making a total of 
36 photographs which 
produced a 'pseudo model' 
for reference. Additional 
photos were taken of 
details. With 3D software 
the photos were 'attached' 
to the triangles (just like 
that). A 'default' human 
head (don't ask) came into 
the equation, each half 
symmetrical, unlike a 
human head. The 'wrap 
round' photos were applied 
to the model …. 

As Mike went on, we 
realised the value of the 
saying 'Each man to his 
trade'. When John Reid 
asked how long it had all 
taken, the answer was two 
solid weeks, from 9 till 5. 

After some questions from 
the audience about this 

comparatively new 
'industry' (starting in 
1984), John Henderson 
demonstrated the CD Rom, 
with the revolving mask as 
the intriguing starter, and 
the rest being divided into 
sections such as helmets, 
jewellery, luxuries, and 
beliefs which one can 
conjure up with a click of 
the mouse to see a 
maximum of illustration 
against a background of 
sufficient information. More 
detail is available in on-
screen 'boxes', if required, 
again at a click of the 
mouse. The CD Rom can be 
extended in the future (and 
even have a voice-over). 

action 'at a distance'

Ian Dalton, in proposing the 
vote of thanks to both the 
presenters, professed 
himself unsure of deserving 
credit or blame but 
certainly delighted at the 
result. We were able to 
have a sense of connection 
with the people of the past, 
to obtain action 'at a 
distance', and to 'see' and 
'handle' these artefacts in a 
new way through the 
benefits of a developing 
technology. We were 
indebted to the expert 
coalition for the production 
and to all the funding 
bodies for their cooperation.

The audience came forward 
to see the objects on the 
screen for themselves and, 
before they left the hall, 
assisted the Trust to claim 
the SMC grant by filling in a 
questionnaire about their 
thoughts and reactions to 
the CD Rom, on which the 
Hon Sec subsequently 

based the report, the 
completion of which was a 
condition of receiving the 
grant.

LECTURE III
'Cornelius Tacitus: 

politician: historian: 
master of spin'

Dr Birgitta Hoffmann, 
University of Liverpool

Dr Hoffmann is co-Director, 
with her husband, Dr David 
Woolliscroft, of the Gask 
Frontier Project. Both have 
lectured to us and Dr 
Hoffman's monograph on 
the glassware at Newstead 
is to be published by NMS 
in due course. Author, 
archaeologist and classicist, 
she is also an authority on 
the decoding of the content 
and style of texts, and is 
preparing a new translation 
of the eulogy by Tacitus of 
his father-in-law, Agricola.

The sub-title of the talk 
might well have been 'Good 
Men and Bad Emperors'. 
The Border Telegraph 
began its report as follows: 
'The Romans in Scotland is 
an old story – but today 
there are new twists to it. 
On the one hand recent 
archaeology has been 
suggesting that Roman 
infiltration into Scotland 
began with the 
predecessors of Agricola as 
Governors of Britain. On 
the other, scholars have 
been looking at the written 
evidence and trying to 
understand it, not simply as 
words on the page, but as 
is common in Biblical 
criticism today, against the 
background in which it was 
actually written.'
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a diary of events

Tacitus wrote Agricola's life 
story and this short book, 
covering mainly the 
campaigns in Scotland, has 
been taken, in the past, as 
a diary of events as they 
happened. Dr Hoffmann 
painted a different picture 
and left her audience to 
make up their own minds. 

For her, the key lay in the 
style of the book and the 
oratorical and political skill 
of the author. He had been 
trained for public life and 
life in the law courts in the 
University of the day, the 
schools of rhetoric, where 
he had learned to plead 
and persuade, to tell a 
good story, to exhort and 
play upon the emotions of 
his hearers. Instead of 
being a straight tribute to 
the dead, the agenda of the 
address was how a good 

man, like Agricola, could 
survive even under a bad 
Emperor, like Domitian.

The language is unlike that 
of Tacitus' other books. It is 
deliberately archaic, akin to 
that of Caesar's Gallic 
Wars. Conveniently 
forgetting the Civil Wars, it 
harks back to the language 
of the good old days of the 
Roman Republic.

a stock battle description

It is an action-packed story, 
with a beginning and an 
end crafted to be of equal 
length. There are 'fast 
cuts', as in a modern film, 
to keep up the momentum.

The facts and names 
quoted are true, but the 
dating of them and the 
descriptions of places can 
be left vague, because they 
are less important than the 
sweep of the story which 
has to be kept moving. No 
doubt the Roman fleet 
sailed round the whole 
island and won a 
decoration for Agricola from 
the Emperor, but for Tacitus 
that was the important 
fact, not the year in which 
it was done. If you're not a 
soldier and don't know 
about battles at first hand 
then choose a stock battle 
description from another 
historian (Sallust? Livy?) to 
get you through and on to 
the next chapter.

'they make a desert and 
they call it peace'

In common with other 
historians telling of battles, 
Tacitus has Calgacus, the 
native leader, deliver a 

stock address to his troops 
before the battle of Mons 
Graupius. He also has 
Agricola exhort the Roman 
soldiers to finish off the 
campaign. What he puts 
into the mouth of Calgacus 
he could never allow 
Agricola to utter. 'Ubi 
solitudinem faciunt, pacem 
appellant': 'Where they 
make a desert, they call it 
peace'. In the mouth of a 
Roman this would be 
treason; but put it in the 
mouth of a non-Roman and 
you get away with an 
attack on the Roman 
government and press it 
home, on hearers and 
readers, with a memorable 
'one-liner'. Orators have 
been doing it for centuries 
and are still coining the 
phrases eg the recent 
'Stalin to Mr Bean' jibe.

After this simple but 
remarkable lecture there is 
no doubt that the Agricola 
is a many-layered work of 
art, a panegyric with a 
purpose, in a language and 
style which puts the reader 
who knows only English at 
a disadvantage. Even 
Latinists found it a 
revelation, for not all of 
them are familiar with the 
development of the 
language. The speaker 
demonstrated the varieties 
of style used to fit 
particular events, including 
the use of poetic 
vocabulary on occasions of 
death or crisis. English and 
Scots too use less than 
modern vocabulary on 
'special' occasions.

It would appear that an 
understanding of the 
Agricola, as of any ancient 
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text, demands an 
appreciation of its context 
and purpose, including the 
deliberate use of 
quotations, for effect, taken 
from the works of 
predecessors and 
contemporaries. Professor 
Keppie's remark that we 
have much to ponder over 
in our libraries was given 
fresh currency by a lecture 
which reminded us of the 
need to scrutinise the texts 
with a different lens from 
that of the 21st century.

TIME TEAM
We did once ask them to 
come and look at the 
amphitheatre – but no luck 
so far. One of our younger 
and more celebrity-
conscious (?) members 
seized his opportunity and 
asked presenter Tony 
Robinson at an airport 
bagagge reclaim for his 
autograph and a message – 
and here it is!

Knowing that the gentleman 
is the patron of the Young 
Archaeologists, we sent him 
a Trumpet with our 
message: 'Come up and see 
us sometime!' They have 
got as far as Binchester. We 
await the call.

THE MILSINGTON LEG

Milsington
Hawick
TD9 7PL
26.09.07

Dear Mr Gordon,

At last! I had the wee booklet 
(herewith) copied in Hawick 
today. The original Curle tome 

was my grandfather's. It had 
come down to my father, 
Thomas Scott, along with the 
enclosed letter, I presume. 
Curles were factors for 
Hoscote – the neighbouring 
place to here.

Yes, my granddaughter made 
the most at school of the 
photo and her connection to 
The Leg!

Kind regards,
Kathleen W Stewart

With Mr Curle's compliments 

by James Curle, LLD, FSA, 
FSA Scot

Reprinted from The History of 
the Berwickshire Naturalists' 
Club, Vol xxix, pp 193-195

Printed by Neill & Co., Limited, 
212 Causewayside, Edinburgh

On 23rd February 1820, Sir 
Walter Scott wrote to Lord 

Montagu telling him of the 
find in a bog on the farm of 
Milsington of the limb of a 
bronze figure, full size, with 
a spur on the heel. He asks 
that the find should be sent 
provisionally to Abbotsford, 
and to be allowed, if it 
should seem really curious, 
to make a search for the 
rest of the statue. 'That a 
Roman statue,' he adds, 
'for such it seems, of that 
size should be found in so 
wild a place has something 
very irritating to the 
curiosity'. Lord Montagu 
replied giving him 'full 
authority to howk for this 
Castle of Otranto figure 
that has as yet shown only 
one leg'.

At Milsington there is still a 
tradition of treasure waiting 
to be found in the Pot Syke, 
and perhaps it was there 
that the discovery was 
made. We have no 
information whether Sir 
Walter searched for further 
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fragments. The bronze leg 
seems to have been sent to 
Dalkeith, and for a hundred 
years to have remained 
there in the Duke of 
Buccleuch's Charter room, 
until 1920 when it was 
rediscovered and sent to 
the National Museum of 
Antiquities. During these 
years the spur has 
vanished from the heel, but 
there has been preserved 
with the leg a curious 
heavy spheroid object, 
which Sir George 
Macdonald has identified as 
the base upon which once 
stood a figure of Victory, 
which must have been 
found with the leg, or be 
the result of Sir Walter 
Scott's suggested further 
search.

The leg, which is full size, 
has been hacked off below 
the knee, but the shoe is 
there with its heavy sole, 
and leather straps that 
laced it to the foot and 
round the ankle like a 
puttee. The form of the 
shoe is sufficient to prove, 
if proof be needed, that the 
statue was Roman. In the 
heel there is a small hole, 
where the spur must have 
been fixed. It is clear that 
the whole figure was 
gilded. 

The statue must have been 
one of real importance, and 
there can be little doubt 
that it could represent no 
one but an Emperor. From 
the form of the shoe it has 
been inferred that it 
belongs to the beginning of 
the second century – the 
Emperor was probably 
Trajan. If this dating is 
correct, we may feel certain 

that the statue was never 
erected in Scotland, for it is 
doubtful whether in Trajan's 
reign any Roman forces 
were in occupation north of 
the Cheviots: but even if it 
belonged to a somewhat 
later period we must 
remember that in Scotland 
as well as in the north of 
England the Romans never 
passed beyond the stage of 
a military occupation – 
frontier forts linked by 
military roads. Peaceful 
years and settled life never 
came to evolve the forts 
into towns. The garrisons 
were auxiliary troops in 

which the officers alone 
might be of Italian origin.

It is highly improbable that 
the garrison of one of these 
outposts, with their 
precarious hold on the 
north, could have set up a 
splendid Imperial statue. 
The military zone with its 
auxiliary cohorts extended 
a long way south of the line 
of the Great Wall. It is only 
when we come to York or 
Chester that we find in the 
great Legionary fortresses 
established there, that 
permanency of occupation 
that would permit of the 
erection of a monumental 
figure of an Emperor, 
resplendent in gilded 
bronze, seated on his 
throne.

Whatever we have learned 
from the excavation of 
Roman sites in Scotland 
and in the North (sic) of 
England, one feature is 
always present: the 
buildings and rebuildings, 
the changes that tell of 
forces now advancing, now 
retreating, the whole 
ending in disaster. We know 
that the forts and Wall of 
Hadrian itself were more 
than once overwhelmed. 
About the year AD 158, in 

the great 
Brigantian 
rising, the 
whole of 
the North 
was aflame 
with 
insurrection.
 Again, 
somewhere 
in the reign 
of 
Commodus 
there was 
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defeat, and Scotland was lost. The 
northern tribes may have sacked York, 
leaving its altars overthrown, its statues 
cast down, its buildings in flames, and 
retreated laden with plunder.

But how did the bronze leg find a resting 
place high up in Borthwick Water at 
Milsington, separated by many miles from 
the Dere Street, the road which we know 
must have carried the Roman traffic? 
There must have been many tracks across 
the Cheviots known to the native 
population; tracks through desolate hill 
country undrained and marshy, and 
covered with scrub. The Dere Street itself 
was probably a native pathway long before 
the Romans used it, and perhaps some of 
the old drove roads, now deserted and 
disused, that here and there are to be 
found threading their way across the hills. 

One of these drove roads lies to the west 
of Milsington, and forms a dividing line 
between it and the neighbouring property 
of Hoscote. Looking across the Borthwick 
water to the south, one can see the 
parallel dykes running southward between 
Broadlie and Muselie, which mark the track 
of the road. It comes from the north 
through Peeblesshire, and entering 
Selkirkshire crosses Yarrow and Ettrick. It 
passes south over the Teviot by 
Commonside, runs past the Maiden Paps 
and the Ninestane Rig, and on by the farm 
of Shaws down to Hermitage and the 
Liddle, thence over Bewcastle Waste to 
Gilsland and the south. 

There are men still alive who recall the 
Highland drovers marching along it, and 
droves of cattle so long that the foremost 
beasts of the herd were on Broadlie Height 
before the last had left Henwoodie 
Common. It was the road along which 
Robin Oig McCombich and Harry Wakefield, 
in Scott's tragic tale of The Two Drovers, 
were taking their cattle to the south. 
Perhaps the Captain of Bewcastle, when he 
rode to harry Jamie Telfer of the fair Dod 
Head, may have used it. But the track 
must belong to far more ancient history. I 
was looking across the Borthwick one day 
in the early spring, when my eye caught 

the dykes running southwards. 'What is 
that?' I said to Mr Matthew Rodger of 
Deanburnhaugh, my companion, pointing to 
them. 'That's the road,' he said, 'they drove 
the black cattle from Falkirk Tryst,' and 
then he gave me a thrill of discovery when 
he added – 'That's the road to York.'

15th January, 1936
Priorwood,
Melrose,
Scotland

Dear Mr Scott,

I saw Sir George Macdonald on Monday and I 
asked him for a copy of his paper on the 
remains of the Roman Statue found at 
Milsington which I thought you might like to 
have. I am sending it on to you with the note he 
added later showing Sir Walter's interest in the 
find. One always wonders how a piece of a great 
equestrian statue found its way out into the hill 
country. The statue itself was not the sort of 
monument you would find in a fort in a military 
zone such as Caledonia and we have always 
thought it must have come from some great 
centre like York.

On Saturday after I left you I was going round 
some fences at Hoscote with Matthew Rodger 
and I noticed a bit of a broad road coming down 
to the Borthwick at the side of Muselee (sic). 
When I asked him what it was he said it was the 
old drove road by which in older days men could 
drive cattle from Falkirk tryst to York. Now that 
road is running between Milsington and Hoscote 
and I have little doubt that it represents a very 
ancient prehistoric highway and that the people, 
who carried off the pieces of the Statue from 
the sack of York or wherever it came from, must 
have travelled along it. Is your Pot Syke (where 
the money is!) far from this track?

Many thanks for your letter. I have given 
'xxxxxxx' an offer of the farm but I don't know 
if he will accept it. I shall keep in view what you 
tell me. I have also to thank you for your help 
and for your kindness on Saturday.

Believe me
Yours very truly
James Curle
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ANNUAL OUTING

It was back to Hadrian's Wall again for a 
coachload of Trimontium supporters on their 
annual outing on Saturday 14 July. In the 
absence of the (temporarily) laid-up Hon 
Sec, the collective leadership of the Trust – 
on this occasion the Hon Treasurer, Ian and 
Ishbel, with Dr Mike Bishop as the expert 
guide – shepherded them for the day. On 
previous occasions we have kept the High 
Rochester tombs on Dere Street to the end 
of the day; when we ran late, we had to 
miss them out. This time we would visit 
them first, before having coffee at the 
Camien Café. 

The mission was accomplished but it was a 
bit of a sprachle through the mud to get 
there, particularly to see the two-tier 
circular stone block remains of the Roman 
officer's tomb, with the carved symbols of 
resurrection on it. One is a pine cone (the 
seed of a forthcoming tree); the other, 
according to Prof. Roger Wilson, is a 
bucranium or ox-skull (both symbols being 
common in Roman funerary symbolism) 
which happens to have one damaged 
longhorn. It has also been suggested to be 
a deer's head (antlers drop off and grow 
again). We remembered the two snakes 
(slough skin, grow it again) on the base of 
the lioness (biting a cadaver) statue found 
at Cramond and now in the Museum of 
Scotland. (Where are our tombs at 
Newstead?)

In the café at coffee time we 
were glad to meet up with 
Geoff Mein and Molly, members 
from Wales, for the second 
year running. Last year they 
met us on the sun-bathed trip 
to Corbridge – we can't have it 
all ways. The Meins were 
stonemasons in Newstead (see 
the 1683 pink sundial with WM 
and LM on it, at Betty King's 
Fairfax, so frail that we no 
longer bring it out at Walks) 
and Geoff's Australian relatives 
are keen to follow up the 
name, though Meins were not 
confined to Newstead.

It was on to Chesters fort, which we had 
not visited as a body before, with its 
splendid collection of altars, remains of 
buildings and the bathhouse, down by the 
river. (The new bathhouse at Segedunum is 
the mirror image of that at Chesters, in 
order to fit into their building.) Lucullus' 
Larder was taken over for lunch.

Next was Housesteads, laid out on a hillside 
and the most spectacular fort on the Wall. 
We were grateful that by arrangement 
Isobel was allowed to ferry some members 
up to the top. Despite the climb and the 
wind, the cohort made it and were soon 
following my leader round the sights. Back 
at the bottom we realised our usual failing: 
running out of time. So, waiving the 
opportunity for refreshments, we headed 
for home, it being no dishonour to 'rest the 
eyes' on the journey. Another time we'll try 
to see the Roman tombstone in Elsdon 
church.

We are grateful for members using their 
Historic Scotland, English Heritage and 
National Trust cards and doubly so for the 
Life Members who are allowed to take a 
Guest free and assist the entry fees of non-
card holders.

THE YOUNG ARCHAEOLOGISTS
We did start the Club up again after a 
year's lapse, but with a handful of children 
managed only a trip to Melrose Abbey (in 

Dr Reid addresses the troops
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Housteads group

particular to see the 
wonderful replica of John 
Morow's plaque in the 
Commendator's House) and 
to Smailholm Tower, where 
they have been 
experimenting with 
different kinds of roof 
covering to keep out the 
wet, including turf, other 
plants and various 
materials. 

The saga of the Hon Sec's 
seemingly volcanic knee 
then supervened. Now that 
it seems dormant it is 
hoped to start the Club 
again in due course. 
Volunteer help is always 
welcome. In the meantime 
here is Jonathan's report 
on what it was like at 
Smailholm Tower. Well 
done, Jonathan, and many 
thanks!

Report on Smailholm 
Tower, May 2007

'The stairway up into the 
Tower is the hardest climb I 
have ever done, and the 
scariest too.

The horse in the glass case 
and the dummies/dolls 
were really interesting. I'm 
not sure if you noticed, but 
there is a piece of an abbey 
with one of the exhibits.

The roof looked really 
strange with all the 
different turfs on it. From 
the window we saw a 
horseshoe shape in the 
grass. I don't think that it 
is really just dark grass. I 
think that something has 
been there.

The windows and the 
lavatories are creepy.'

'DEITIES, DEATH and BURIAL on HADRIAN'S 
WALL and BEYOND'

Ian Dalton reports from the Arbeia Conference of 17th 
November, 2007. He wishes that it were not held each year 
on the same day as the East of Scotland Arch. Conference 
in Edinburgh – but who's listening?

The main topics dealt with by the speakers (see the 
Appendix on page 19) were as follows:

Burial excavations on the Wall are almost unknown. The 
only complete cremation burial found so far (in a Black 
Burnished Ware [BBW] pot) was at Birdoswald. The bone 
was concentrated on one side of the pot (suggesting that it 
was filled whilst tilted to one side) and included human 
(59%) and goose bone, plus nails and other matter from 
the pyre. The body was that of a female, 18-45 years of 
age (possibly a Tribune's wife?). Less than 10% of the 
cremated body was estimated to have been collected in the 
pot.

Also included amongst the finds were some 200 fragments 
of veneer, which may have come from a bier, a couch or a 
bed. They suggest that a high status undertaking business 
was active on the Wall in the 3rd C. at least. Less clear is 
the question of whether this was common practice on the 
Wall or just a ritual associated with the unit from Pannonia, 
stationed at Birdoswald. Interestingly, amongst the 
tombstones found at Birdoswald were those of children, 
presumably from the families of officers serving there.
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constant danger of erosion by the sea

At the Beckfoot milefortlet in Cumbria, BBW 
pots (originating from Dorset) have been 
found together with other funerary goods 
such as jars and, in one case, fragments of 
iron weapons. Fragments of tile above one 
pot suggest that it may have been used to 
cap the vessel. Five burials have been 
excavated, but in all cases the proportion of 
human bone was small – so inclusion of 
material may have been selective. 
Curiously, a tombstone records the death of 
a 12-year old boy who died in Galicia and is 
buried here with his father. A ring ditch 
enclosed the burial, which may mean that 
families were using particular plots. The 
Beckfoot site is in constant danger of 
erosion by the sea and, as a result, casual 
finds are not unusual here.

family antiques or heirlooms

At South Shields some twenty cremations 
and eight inhumations have been found. 
The cremation vessels used to contain the 
ashes were already old e.g. 40, 70, 100 and 
even 200 year old Samian ware, and may 
have been regarded as family antiques or 
heirlooms. Alternatively, they may have 
been merely redundant kitchen utensils. 
Some had been pierced with a small hole in 
the lower side, giving rise to suggestions of 
this as a 'ritual killing' of the vessel. In 
other cases, however, the hole has been re-
sealed. There is speculation that some of 
these vessels may have been re-used, 
either intentionally or perhaps by some less 
than scrupulous undertaker. Inhumations 
often contained personal goods such as 
small knives in the case of males (although 
not exclusively so) and textile working 
items such as distaffs and whorls with 
females. A 3rd C. grave of a fifteen-year-old 
girl in Colchester contained bracelets, 
beads, and a chain and knife.

battle casualties ... to be buried on the 
battlefield 

Soldiers faced the possibility of dying in 
action or from natural causes whilst 
stationed well away from home. Death in 
battle was not often commemorated, 

although there were exceptions. At 
Kalkriese, the site of Varus's disaster, 
Germanicus gathered up and buried the 
remains of the Legions six years after the 
event, and raised a monument to the fallen. 
Another example is that of Adamklissi, 
where 3,000 soldiers were buried and a 
large tombstone erected to commemorate 
them. As a matter of policy however, in 90 
BC the Senate decreed that battle casualties 
were to be buried on the battlefield and not 
brought home, since it was thought that 
such evidence of casualties might dissuade 
people from joining the army. Nevertheless, 
there are records of corpses being moved 
considerable distances. The body of a 
woman was moved from Trier to north Italy 
and another from Rome to Lyon. If a body 
was repatriated, it was the family and not 
the army that bore the expense. Burial 
funds were never used for the repatriation 
of a body although the use of the army's 
transportation system may have been 
permitted, free of cost. In any case, most 
were not repatriated, being buried either on 
the battlefield or at the fort where they 
were stationed or at which they had retired. 

easier to ship ashes in a pot

If repatriation was required it was easier to 
ship ashes in a pot rather than cadavers. 
Most cremation burials were token in 
nature, usually only 40-60% of the body 
being present. On occasions, a columella 
(usually incorporating some form of human 
representation) was erected as a marker 
over the funerary urn. If no body was 
present, as in the case of the sailor lost at 
sea and commemorated at Chester, a 
monument in the form of a cenotaph might 
be erected. One elaborate monument from 
Pompeii shows the statue of a soldier 
flanked by those of his father and mother.

Whilst the urns associated with each of the 
parents contained ashes, that of the son 
was empty. Could this be a token burial for 
a person who had died either in battle or in 
some distant place from which his remains 
were not returned? There is some evidence 
that some soldiers at least expressed their 
wishes regarding the final disposal of their 
remains.



Curle Plate IV: funeral urn with 
cover

Curle Plate IV: stones protecting the urn.
In the ditch of the Great Camp
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A soldier from Galicia is 
commemorated at 
Maryport, with the 
inscription hoping that he 
can be returned to his 
family tomb.

descent into a Roman 
catacomb

Robbed-out stones from the 
Roman bridge at Corbridge 
were used by the Anglo-
Saxons in the construction 
of Wilfred's church (St 
Andrew's) in Hexham, and 
the crypt was specifically 
designed to replicate the 
experience of descending 
into a Roman catacomb. 
Roman mausolea were 
generally of three storeys 
and were often generously 
decorated in classical form. 
Some are assumed to have 
still been standing or at 
least visible as late as the 
7th C, although it is thought 
that their inscriptions could 
not be read by monks in the 
7th and 8th Cs (possibly 
due to the frequent use of 
abbreviations). Certainly 
some were of impressive 
proportions – that at 
Shorden Brae near 
Corbridge fort being 40m x 
40m at the base. It is 

assumed that this 
monument was that of a 
high-ranking officer or 
perhaps even a Governor. 
[The Time Team 
programme on 13 January 
2008 revealed a number of 
mausolea at Binchester 
(Vinovia)]

positioned at a crossroads 

Recent excavations at the 
NW corner of the present 
Vindolanda site have 
revealed three phases of 
temple/mausolea 
construction, dating from 
the 2nd and 3rd Cs, 
together with four 
cremation burials. Included 
amongst the finds were an 
altar stone; a finger ring in 
the form of a cobra (with 
visible scales); an oil lamp 
(another was found next to 
the building); and a pit 
containing ceramic ware. 
The building was positioned 
at a crossroads at the top 
of a slope and appears to 
have collapsed rather than 
been demolished. An 
inscription from a cohort of 
Gauls to the goddess Gallia 
specifically includes their 
British colleagues stating 
'The Gallic citizens to the 

goddess Gallia, in 
agreement, the British'. 
This has given rise to the 
speculation that this may 
be linked with local recruits 
occupying the site's series 
of circular buildings.

temple complex identified

There is little known about 
Roman temples on the 
northern frontier. At 
Corbridge, the conventional 
fort possibly gave way in 
the 160s AD to a form of 
civil settlement 
incorporating a military 
enclave, consisting of a 
base depot divided into two 
compounds, housing 
detachments of the LEG VI 
and the LEG XX. Four 
temples have been 
identifed as having existed 
here, but wherever they 
were sited (and it may 
have been at the NE corner 
of the more easterly 
compound) they did not 
survive. Material from them 
was used in the late-Roman 
re-surfacing of the 
Stanegate through 
Corbridge. A temple 
complex has been identified 
about half a mile from the 
fort and a possible further 
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complex on the SE side of 
Corbridge, outside the fort, 
along the road which enters 
the E gate. It appears that 
the temples were 
demolished in later Roman 
times and the stones re-
used, although none of 
them equals in size those at 
Hexham.

Appendix
Tony Wilmott: English Heritage, 
'Some Corner of a Foreign Field; Death 
and Burial at Birdoswald' Chris 
Healey: Oxford Archaeology North, 
'Recent Work on the Roman cemetery 
at Beckfoot' Alex Croom: Tyne & 
Wear Museums, 'Late Roman Burials at 
South Shields' Maureen Carroll: 
University of Sheffield, 'Dead Soldiers 
on the move: Transporting bodies and 
commemorating men; at home and 
abroad' Paul Bidwell: Tyne & Wear 
Museums, 'Mausoleum, temple, bridge 
and crypt; the origins of the Roman 
stonework in the Anglo-Saxon 
churches at Hexham and Corbridge' 
Justin Blake: Vindolanda Trust, 
'Recent work on the shrines and 
temples at Vindolanda' Nick 
Hodgson: Tyne & Wear Museums, 
'The temples and cults of the 
legionaries at Corbridge'.

AUTUMN LECTURE 
SERIES 2007

'The Highway to 
Empire: survey; 

supremacy; slavery'

LECTURE I
'Dere Street: the Vale 
of York to Trimontium'
John Poulter BSc CEng MBCS 

ACGI

Every school pupil knows 
that the Romans built 
straight roads – but how did 
they do it, and to points far 
beyond what they could 
apparently see on the 
ground?

On 11 October John Poulter 
from Wing in Bedfordshire 
set out to explain. On foot 

and at selected points he 
had studied the line of Dere 
Street, which ran from York 
to Newstead and on to the 
Forth and beyond. Roman 
surveyors were able to plan 
long straight alignments of 
the road, deviate from the 
straight line to avoid 
marshes, valley dips and 
too many river crossings – 
and then return to the line 
as planned (see p23). The 
road was not always laid 
out, as might be imagined, 
from south to north, but 
sometimes north to south, 
because the line of sight 
happened to be better that 
way. The characteristics of 
Roman roads were their 
considerable 'terrace' 
width; the camber (as 
opposed to flat turnpike 
roads); the blurred edges, 
often with ditches (modern 
roads had sharp edges); 
and the fact that today 
they were usually found 
only in stretches with gaps 
in the line, where time had 
effaced them.

a good forward view

Mr Poulter had observed 
that changes in the 
direction of the road often 
took place on high ground, 
just below the tops of hills, 
he thought, because there 
would be a good forward 
view from there of both the 
medium and the short 
distance which the road 
would cross. Only long 
distances could be seen 
from the actual tops. To 
test his thesis he had 
checked every change of 
alignment on Dere Street 
on the ground, and, to be 
sure, had consulted the 
Ordnance Survey First 
Edition and aerial 
photographs.

He had spent months 
analysing his finds and was 
sure that the test worked. 
In 'laying out the line' the 
Romans also used 
landmarks and road 
junctions, and investigators 
had to do the same.

The Leaning Millennium Milestone of Trimontium?
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resolving misalignments

The first road alignment he 
had tested had been from 
the Vale of York to Scotch 
Corner, and his theory had 
worked. He had also 
discovered that there had 
been separate work-gangs 
on the road and, if they did 
not co-operate, occasional 
misalignments had had to 
be resolved with a 'reverse 
curve' but certainly not at 
the entrance to a fort. In 
certain stretches the road 
ran exactly from fort to 
fort. In others, eg, on 
moorland, planning had 
been more difficult.

There were still puzzles to 
be solved – why had the 
engineers made a diversion 
in one place and yet, in 
another, seemed to have 
gone out of their way to 
build two river crossings, 
when one would have done?

An enthusiastic lecturer on 
a practical line of 
explanation, the modest Mr 
Poulter fielded a number of 
questions, some of which, 
he agreed, were still open 
to answer. Walter Elliot, 
Chairman for the evening, 
invited Bill Lonie – both of 
them Roman road 'chasers' 
themselves – to move the 
vote of thanks. The speaker 
was congratulated on his 
deceptively simple and 
stimulating address, which 
would be of great 
assistance in future 
investigations.

Mr Poulter was kind enough 
to leave several copies of 
an article on 'The Planning 
of Dere Street', a full 
version of which, including 

analyses of the courses of 
Dere Street close to 
Newstead recently 
proposed, he hoped to 
have printed in the Arbeia 
Journal in 2008.

LECTURE II
'Imperialism: Ancient 

and Modern'
Professor John S Richardson, 

Edinburgh University, to a 
Joint Meeting with the Literary 
and Historical Societies on 18 

October, 2007

'What did the Romans think 
they were doing in the 
process that led to the 
setting up of their Empire 
and what can we learn 
from it?' 

The clues, said Professor 
Richardson, a Patron of the 
Trust since its inception, lay 
in their government 
structure (with elected 
magistrates exercising 
control) and in the meaning 
of the terms they used. 
'Imperium', from which 
comes 'Empire', was a god-
given power which a 
magistrate could exercise 
for a given length of time.

'Provincia', which gives us 
'province', was not 
originally an area of 
territory but 'a job of work' 
ie an area of responsibility, 
at home or abroad. The 
state was a military 
organisation. If it was 
necessary to confront an 
enemy abroad, like 
Hannibal, a magistrate cum 
general was sent out with 
his power of control and his 
job of work to do. Success 
lay in the killing of 5,000 of 
the enemy and the bringing 

home of the army, which 
was followed by a triumph 
and religious ceremonies. 
When Philip of Macedon 
was defeated the Romans 
told the astounded Greeks 
to get on with governing 
themselves, for the Roman 
army was going back home.

the law of unintended 
consequences

Only when the Republic 
turned into a monarchy in 
the 1st C. AD, with a sole 
Emperor, did the idea arise 
of not only defeating the 
enemy but of holding 
foreign lands. Perhaps the 
law of unintended 
consequences took over, ie 
start with confrontation and 
control, and end up in the 
next generation with 
occupying territory and 
having to organise its 
governance. The poet Virgil 
even described the arts of 
government as Rome's 
destiny – 'imposing' peace, 
ruling peoples with 
imperium, sparing the 
conquered and 'warring 
down' the proud.This was 
the kind of Empire that 
Britain came to have, 
symbolised by the large 
areas of the globe coloured 
red.

the invasion of the 
Dominican Republic

In 1968 President L B 
Johnston described the 
USA's involvement in the 
invasion of the Dominican 
Republic in terms similar to 
those that the Roman 
Republic would have used. 
The American army had 
gone forth and it had 
returned. It had not moved 
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to suppress liberty, but to 
save it and to bolster 
peace. (Presumably the 
same argument would be 
used in due course with 
reference to Iraq and 
Afghanistan.) 

Questions came about 
propaganda; the language 
used by politicians about 
freedom; the contrast with 
the conquests of Alexander 
the Great; and the 
manpower available to the 
Romans from their allies.

In moving the vote of 
thanks, Mr Ian Skinner, 
Chairman of the Historical, 
noted the late arrival on 
the Imperial scene of 
Roman Scotland, praised 
the wide scope of the 
Trimontium lectures and 
looked forward to the 
speaker's forthcoming 
book, The Language of 
Empire.

LECTURE III
'Slavery in Roman 

Britain: a neglected 
aspect of the history 

of the Province'
Dr Margaret Williams, Open & 

Edinburgh Universities

'Wha' sae base as be a 
slave'

On the anniversary of the 
British abolition of the slave 
trade Dr Williams brought 
the Autumn lecture series 
to an appropriate and 
fascinating end on 25 
October. The most well-
known slave, because of 
her magnificent tombstone 
at South Shields was a lady 
called Regina from a British 
tribe near London, perhaps 

sold into slavery by her 
parents, and later freed by 
and married to a merchant 
called Barates from Syria. 
She died aged thirty and 
the heartbroken husband's 
inscription, below the stone 
image of his wife with all 
the symbols of a proud 
Roman matron, ends with 
the word 'alas'. 

'turn that slave girl into 
cash'

Dr Williams' handout 
sketched the meagre 
historical evidence for 
slavery and the treatment 
of slaves in Britannia. It was 
apparently accepted, with 
little passing comment, as 
part of normal life – before 
the Romans came, in 
Roman society generally, 
and in the army and 
administration.

Most books showed the 
picture of the slave gang 
chains from Bigberry and 
quoted Strabo who listed 
the 'slaves' last, after 

'dogs', as products of 
Britain. 'Turn that slave girl 
into cash' is an order that 
appears on a Roman 
writing tablet from London, 
where there must have 
been a slave market. 
Caesar makes no reference 
to slaves in his long 
description of the native 
society he knew, but 
Roman traders, in Britain 
before Caesar, are recorded 
as regularly bartering an 
amphora of wine for a slave.

part of the familia of your 
former owners

'Chattel slavery' was a 
huge institution in Roman 
society from 2nd C. BC 
onwards. If the Roman 
peasantry was away in the 
army, the running of the 
huge estates that grew up 
was done by an army of 
slaves.

There were ways of being 
'freed' and you then 
became part of the 'familia' 
of your former owners, 

George Hope Tait's postcard
sent by James Curle to the British Museum
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even to the extent of 
running profitable 
businesses for them, putting 
up the tombstone on their 
deaths (with your own 
name, and status, on it). 
Augustus needed a Civil 
Service and used the 
members of his 'familia'. 
Some clever freed slaves 
became millionaires.

burial club of fellow-slaves

Centurions and ordinary 
legionaries had slaves and 
were sometimes very close 
to them. However, a master 
was under no obligation to 
give his slave a proper 
burial. One inscription 
shows that the slave's burial 
was paid for by his burial 
club of fellow-slaves.

A famous legal case had a 
centurion successfully suing 
the government for the 
money for a slave (sent to a 
government mine as a 
temporary punishment) 
whom he had had to 
ransom from pirates!

In proposing the vote of 
thanks, Mrs Margaret Evatt 
praised the speaker for her 
willingness to undertake the 
research which she had 
started and of which more 
would be forthcoming in her 
University lectures (which 
Mr and Mrs Evatt were 
attending) on Roman Britain.

JOINING THE 
MAJORITY 

We salute the memory of 
Keith Allbeson, a 
longstanding and faithful 
member from Yetholm; of 
Duncan Semmens, master 
baker, museum supervisor 
and 'character'; and of 
Trevor Kitchen of 
Newstead, our first 
Hon.Treasurer, gentleman 
of business and, with his 
wife Jo, a tireless supporter.

VINDOLANDA 
VETERANS

Averil and Ian McHaffie 
were back digging at 
Vindolanda this year in a 
very wet season and 
showed us their annual 
collection of photographs, 
showing the two teams 
both hard at work and 
relaxing.

Some of the uncertainties 
detailed in the big 2005-06 
Research Report (257 
pages, 219 illustrations) 
were answered in the first 
few weeks of the 2007 
excavations. Justin’s team 
were locating the massive 
posts of a huge timber 
structure which preceded a 
stone structure, severely 
damaged by stone robbers 
and drainage operations. 
Andrew’s team worked on 
three successive 3rd C. 
stone buildings, in the 

earliest of which they found 
a fine piece of the gladiator-
scene glass bowl, which 
fitted into the much-
admired piece of the same 
bowl found in 1991 in the 
fort ditch 60 metres to the 
South! There was also a 
silver ring with gold bezel, 
inscribed ‘AVE’ ie ‘Hail!’ 
We’re glad to have such a 
connection with a site and 
a group of people who 
really started us off and 
have been so helpful to us 
over the years.

SCHOOLS
We were fortunate to have 
a goodly number of schools 
– from West Linton to 
Eyemouth coming to ‘do’ 
the Route March from 
Leaderfoot to Newstead 
and then the tour of the 
Museum, worksheet in 
hand, followed by the 
sword demo round the well, 
and, what they really like, 
the donning of the 
costumes. Some schools 
try to take in the Abbey as 
well; one skipped the 
March and went on to the 
‘Ecce Romani’ workshop 
when it was in Galashiels. 
The episode of the 
Wounded Knee affected the 
March and only one school, 
but it gave a new line in 
the letters of thanks – for 
which we always send a PC 
of thanks (a kind of 
‘writing’ Scotch convoy). 
We look forward to a fit and 
footing season.

STOP PRESS
Peter Clarke’s (17.01.08) 
column in the Southern (he 
always refers to Trimontium 
as ‘the Latin Quarter of 

A Moffat hotel sign:
'I hate the vulgar crowd and turn them away'
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Melrose’ and wants us to put on ‘shows’ at 
the amphitheatre) tells us that the British 
Museum is mounting an exhibition of all the 
statues of the Emperor Hadrian and his 
spouse Sabina and that Tynedale Council is 
thinking of erecting a new statue. He 
suggests that Melrose or Trimontium do the 
same, but wouldn’t it be more appropriate 
to do it for Antonine or, better, for Septimius 
Severus, who actually came here and to 
whose birthplace in Leptis Magna a group 
hope to go in Sept 2008? Watch this space!

THANKS, ANGUS
Many thanks to Angus Ferguson (and 
Kyeran Ravenhill) of the Digital Resources 
Development Team (East Lothian Museums 

Service) based in Dunbar, who have been 
helping us with MP3s and the enhanced 
website. Angus has shown us a new way to 
polish up and blow the Trumpet. Hope you 
like the new sound.

OK TO PAX ROMANA
On Friday 15 June, 2007 in The Scotsman 
Robert McNeil wrote: 'From Kelso I was able 
to visit Melrose to enjoy its lovely National 
Trust of Scotland gardens (Priorwood and 
Harmony), splendid pies from the local 
butcher and, of course, the excellent and 
characterful Trimontium exhibition that 
commemorates the local Roman site. Say 
no to sun, sand and sangria. And yes to 
Priorwood, pies and Pax Romana'. 

John Poulter's Map
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