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‘A ROMAN 
FRONTIER POST 
AND ITS PEOPLE: 
Newstead  
1911 – 2011’ 

“If you want to know about the 
Romans at Newstead”, said 
Dr Fraser Hunter, co-editor 
of The Book, in an interview 
with Richard Gordon of Radio 
Scotland on the morning of 
Thursday 10 January 2013 
in the Museum corridor in 
Melrose, ”this is the book to 
buy.” 

“It marks the event of 
the Curle Centenary; it 
summarises his pivotal work 
here and the work done since; 
and it sets the scene for the 
work on the fort for the next 
century. What happened at 
Newstead, one of the most 
important sites in Europe and 
the name of which is on the 
lips of every archaeologist I 
meet in my travels, shows the 
effect upon the local societies 
of Scotland of contact with 
a mighty Empire. We hope 
the interested general reader 
will find it an inspiring story. 
It’s an event well worthy of a 
celebration.”
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The Double Launch

‘A Roman Frontier Post and its People:  
Newstead 1911-2011

The Book was launched by Lord Polwarth of Harden, near 
Hawick, a newly recruited Patron and member of the 
Trimontium Trust (and an owner of a Christmas-present 
‘Curle’) at a drinks, soup and sandwiches and tea/coffee and 
biscuits lunch in the Corn Exchange, Melrose, on Thursday 
10 January, 2013. Dr Fraser Hunter of the National Museums 
in Edinburgh gave a short PowerPoint presentation of The 
Book (the title of which echoed that of the 1911 original) and 
his co-editor Professor Lawrence Keppie of the Hunterian 
Museum in Glasgow University recalled various other 
historical events taking place about the time of the founding 
of Trimontium, including the eruption of Vesuvius, the 
opening of the Colosseum in Rome and somehow straying 
into the world of the never-ending farewell tours of the 
Rolling Stones and the connection between James Curle and 
James Bond (they went to the same school in Edinburgh).

Ex-Councillor Bill Smith, on behalf of the town and district, 
warmly welcomed this latest National Museums/Trimontium 
Trust ploy, and Dr John Reid, Chairman of the Trust, gave 
a comprehensive vote of thanks before bidding to lunch, 
served by members at the flower-bedecked tables, the sixty-
strong gathering of VIPs, members and friends (including 
Lord and Lady Cameron, Lord Devonport and Dr Rick Jones, 
author of the forthcoming Report of the latest excavations 
from 1989 to ’98). Book-buying and signing became the 
after-lunch sport.

trio. In a wet summer the 
tea/coffee and biscuits 
break at Newstead Village 
Hall provided by our own 
Voluntary Services teams 
of Ishbel, Isobel, Jean, 
Rita, Liz and Christine was 
appreciated even more than 
usual. Despite transport costs 
schools continued to come 
for their Route Marches – and 
send back their colourful and 
enthusiastic letters.

The outing to the Tullie 
House Frontiers Exhibition in 
Carlisle went off well and the 
Chairman’s afternoon switch 
from the damply inaccessible 
Burnswark to Birdoswald Fort 
on Hadrian’s Frontier was the 
right choice to complete an 
enjoyable day.

Spring and Autumn saw 
again an interesting series 
of lectures, the last three 
being a tour de force by 
the Chairman, fresh from 
his Housden lecture at the 
Borders Book Festival. 
With the co-operation of 
Scottish Borders Council 
and the National Fund for 
Acquisitions, the expertise of 
our Curatorial Adviser, Fiona 
Colton, and the generosity 
of the late Rev Jack and Mrs 
Drummond, the Synton Hoard 
was secured for the Scottish 
Borders – and we hope, if all 
goes well in 2013, to tell the 
whole story in Trumpet 28 
(if we’re spared).

The now 228 silver denarii 
are being cleaned and the 
process filmed. Melrose PS 
are preparing a welcoming 
exhibition for their arrival.

then from April to October. 
Two half-day stints were 
done as usual by Patricia and 
Alex, and one each by Ian S, 
Ian B, Anne, Geraldine and 
the Hon Sec. James B did a 
day and a half before going 
off on a course towards the 
end of the season, being 
replaced by John H. George 
was welcome personified. 

Our volunteers are the soul 
of the Trust and we cannot 
thank them enough.

The ‘big loan’ from NMS 
was the cavalryman’s ‘plain’ 
helmet which was once 
silver-plated, together with 
his broken sword (spatha) 
and his full metal ring-mail 
jacket, which after 1,800 
years in the ground, was 
reduced to looking like a 
lump of coal. The South 
Shields ‘jacket’ had been 
protected under the fallen 
door on which it had been 
hung and much of it could 
be teased out – but not 
this one. David Simon’s 
reconstruction painting of 
Trimontium in its 2nd century 
heyday – what a good idea 

The Year of The Book 
2012 AD

In Trumpet 26 we looked 
forward to the publication 
of the National Museum’s 
volume of essays celebrating 
the centenary of James 
Curle’s magisterial report in 
1911 of his excavations at 
Newstead from 1905 to 1910. 
In the event, the celebration 
spilled over into January 
2013 but it was ‘nane the 
waur o’ that’ and we looked 
back with a wondering sense 
of gratitude to that lunch in 
Edinburgh in 2009 with the 
editors, the Chairman and 
Hon Sec which had seen the 
birth of the idea. A report of 
the ‘double launch’ party, a 
veritable literary and social 
milestone for the Trust which 
put a smile on so many faces 
is contained elsewhere. And 
the beautifully presented 
Book, as a Trustee said, is 
a fit companion for its elder 
brother on the bookshelf.

The Activities

The Museum opened as usual 
in the February half-term and 

that was – has pride of place 
in the Museum corridor and 
greets every visitor, as well 
as appearing on the leaflets, 
posters and our notepaper.

The Walk programme 
on Thursdays and then 
extending to Tuesdays 
and Sundays (more of that 
anon) in July and August 
gained momentum with 
the addition of two more 
guides – members Martin 
and Geraldine – to the 
Brian, Ian B and Hon Sec 

Cavalryman’s helmet

Pre-session briefing

The evening ‘bash’
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under the Emperor’s direct 
authority, were recorded at 
Birrens. A type of acorn-
shaped lead sling bolt (some 
with poison holes) had 
been found at Burnswark 
and Birrens – and one near 
Stanwix – and nowhere else 
in the entire Roman Empire. 
Hadrian was recorded as 
having sent an Expeditio 
Britannica, with distinguished 
leaders, and recently-
recruited soldiers, eg from 
dependable Belgium, to sort 
out the troublesome tribes. 
The remains of the biggest 
military victory slab in the 
Empire (even bigger than the 
Bridgeness slab, marking the 
Eastern end of the Antonine 
Wall) had been found and 
were now in the Museum of 
Scotland. 

Hadrianic pottery?

Birrens fort had last been 
excavated in the 1970s 
and its pottery ascribed 
to the Antonine period. If 
a re-appraisal could date 
the pottery earlier, ie back 
into the Hadrianic period 

persuaded to unfold his 
portfolio of material on 
Burnswark, Hidden Rome 
and Jordan for the benefit 
of members for the three 
Spring lectures. The 
Latin word for a space of 
three days is ‘Triduum’. 
The Romans were fond 
of wordplay. Dr Reid’s 
contribution became, with 
apologies, a ‘Treiduum’.

LECTURE I

‘Burnswark:  
Masada or Benbecula’

Masada Hill in Palestine 
was the scene of an 
immense slaughter, during 
the Roman Empire’s 1st 
century AD Jewish Wars. 
Benbecula in the Outer 
Hebrides was a weapons 
training range during the 
Cold War. Which of these 
two descriptions best fitted 
the huge Burnswark Hill in 
Dumfriesshire, surrounded 
by aggressively-large Roman 
camps on two sides, a marsh 
on the third and steep 
terrain on the fourth? Dr 
Reid was on the case and 
members of the Trimontium 
Trust have never been 
slow to query historical 
assumptions. At his lecture 
on 19 April, Dr Reid, who had 
been interested in Burnswark 
since he was a boy, was 
among friends. He laid out 
the evidence in extensive 
pictorial detail, gathered 
personally from experts 
in the UK and Europe by 
the wonders of e-mail, and 
suggested further lines of 
enquiry.

His main thesis was that 
a major historical event in 
Scottish history had taken 
place here and that it had 
been glossed over ever since. 
The area covered Burnswark 
Hill and to the South the 
Middlebie ridge, the fort of 
Birrens (with its wonderful 
sculpture) and relay signal 
posts to Carlisle. Despite the 
building of Hadrian’s Wall in 
the 120s AD, and a shield 
of forts covering the West 
end of the Wall, the tribes 
in South West Scotland 
remained very hostile to 
Roman rule. The suggestion 
was that Hadrian had lost 
patience with the situation, 
had drafted in legions from 
elsewhere, including no. 
VI from Germany, and by 
weight of numbers and up to 
date technology had wiped 
out the problem.

sling bolts

What was or would be the 
evidence for that? Two 
specialist catapult artillery 
engineers (out of the 
three architecti in Britain), 

birthday cake

The friendly and convivial atmosphere 
continued in the evening, upstairs in the 
Ormiston, in the same building. The smaller 
Wm Hill Room became a busy ‘crush bar’ 
cum bookshop (all hands to the pump) 
for a crowd of some forty members and 
friends before they transferred next door 
(after the departure of the Yoga class) 
to the Lounge where another Patron and 
member, the Lord Lieutenant of Roxburgh, 
Ettrick and Lauderdale, the Hon Captain 
Gerald Maitland-Carew of Thirlestane Castle, 
Lauder, conducted the evening launch.

Provost William Windram of Melrose 
welcomed the arrival of The Book as a 
celebration of James Curle, a member of the 
same poor and underprivileged profession as 
himself (the audience groaned) and praised 
the continuation of the Trust as part of 
the attraction of the town. The two editors 
reprised their lunchtime performance and 
Dr Reid did likewise, thanking all concerned, 
on behalf of the Trust and in particular 
the member of the Curle family who had 
generously contributed to the success of 
the day. As he finished, a birthday cake 
and lighted candle appeared, with choral 
accompaniment and applause, in honour 
of Margaret Robb, partner of Lawrence in 
many an archaeological project. Having your 
cake and eating it seemed to symbolise the 
importance of the occasion for the National 
Museums, Melrose itself and the Trust.

It was reported that 101 books had been 
sold, a fifth of the initial print run, at the 
on-the-day price. Copies at £25 can now be 
obtained (£6.40 p&p) or collected from the 
Trimontium Museum.

SPRING 2012 LECTURES

The Chairman, Dr John H Reid, consultant 
radiologist and polymath (astronomer, 
silver jeweller, photographer, international 
lecturer – to name but a few roles) was 

Sling bolts
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who were accommodated around the Pantheon area of 
central Rome. Some of the members had not visited Rome 
before and therefore the well-known locations had to be 
seen – but also the unusual, such as the spot in the Forum 
where the funeral pyre of Julius Caesar had been set alight 
and where to this day people leave flowers (see page 7, 
col. 1). Below the San Clemente church lies a Mithraeum – a 
chapel for the soldiers’ god Mithras, with the statue of the 
god killing the bull, and below that chapel the remains of a 
Roman house beside a noisily flowing underground stream. 
In the Colosseum stands an inscription indicating that in 
Roman times it was called ‘the Flavian Amphitheatre’ after 
Emperor Vespasian’s family name. 

Ara Pacis

Arches; columns (showing the kind of specialist soldiers 
used at the siege of Burnswark); the theatre of Pompey 
where Caesar was assassinated; the huge market/shopping 
mall developments of the Emperors from Augustus to 
Trajan; Mussolini’s wide (and brutal?) road improvements 
carving out easier access to the sites; the Ara Pacis (Altar of 
Peace) with its wonderful sculptures of the Imperial family 
in procession, beside the seven huge external panels of 
Augustus’ ‘Achievements’ – all, with no pretence of modesty, 
in the first person (‘I conquered so many tribes and enemies 
of the people, I rebuilt so many public buildings...’ etc, etc); 
housed as it was in a splendid new American building, beside 
the now sorry remains of Augustus’ mausoleum – it, and 
much more, was all grist to the Trimontium mill. 

flash floods

John and Margaret Collin’s little video of rainstorm water 
cascading off the Pantheon roof was a reminder of how flash 
floods can come suddenly and go as quickly. For many, the 
high spot was the trip to the big town of Ostia Antica, a 
quieter Pompeii for the tourist, visible in Mary Beard’s TV 
series about the ordinary Romans, and where the Chairman 
relived his archaeological youth in exploring a spoil heap in a 
field. 

Ian Dalton gave Dr Reid a breather by describing the 
new jawdropping-in-size harbours created near Ostia by 
the Emperors Claudius and Trajan to supply Rome with 
the produce of the Empire. Donald Gordon added a note 
about the British (Postgraduate) School at Rome (for art, 
architecture and Roman studies) built in 1911 in the classic 
style by Edwin Lutyens (designer in his youth of the ironwork 
in the five scoops in the high Priorwood Garden Wall in 

and a geophysical survey 
of Burnswark could show 
evidence to substantiate 
a major battle Dr Reid felt 
that his case would be 
‘unanswerable’. To this end 
he had received co-operation 
from Professor Keppie 
(Glasgow) and Dr Hunter 
(Edinburgh), and would 
report on how, if he could 
raise the necessary funding, 
the research was proceeding.

The audience, kept on 
the edge of their seats 
by the pace of the 
argument and the host of 
screened illustrations and 
comparisons, fired a host 
of questions at the speaker 
about the presumed siege, 
before the unanimously-
supported vote of thanks 
drew to a close the first part 
of Dr Reid’s trilogy of Spring 
lectures.

LECTURE II

Hidden Roman 
Revelations

‘Holiday pics – with a 
difference’ was one 
description on Thursday 
26 April of Dr John Reid’s 
lecture on the Trimontium 
Trust’s visit to ‘Hidden 
Rome’ in October 2011, a 
detailed report of which was 
contained in Trumpet 26 
pp19-21. Tribute was paid 
to the skill and amiability of 
the guide, Trustee Professor 
Lawrence Keppie, and the 
group-shepherding ability, 
via mobile phones, of the 
Chairman himself in relation 
to the members of the group 

Melrose’s Abbey Street). 
Lawrence told out-of-school 
stories of his studentship 
there. The party received a 
warm welcome and the Trust 
later made a donation to the 
library funds. 

The audience’s appreciation 
of Dr Reid’s choreography of 
his own and the members’ 
contributions to the evening 
was palpable. They looked 
forward to his forthcoming 
accounts of recent visits to 
Rome’s Eastern Frontier in 
Jordan and to Carnuntum, 
a huge fortress and town in 
Austria.

* Professor J S Richardson of 
Edinburgh, Patron and recent 
lecturer, describes in his latest 
book Augustan Rome: 44 BC 
to AD 14 how the cremation, 
originally intended for a 
Campus Martius pyre beside 
the tomb of Caesar’s daughter 
Julia, got out of hand, and in an 
excess of grief people heaped 
dry branches and the law court 
benches on the flames, and 

threw armour, clothing and 
jewels as offerings. The fire 
burned all night and a cult of 
the dead Dictator was founded.

LECTURE III

Down in the Desert...

Dr John Reid took his 
audience on 10 May 2012 
‘Down in the desert where 
the red sun glares’ – but 
not in search of the usual 
Foreign Legion. Jordan, and 
the best-preserved Roman 
fort in the Middle East, was 
the destination but en route 
we re-capped his first lecture 
on the possible Burnswark 
slaughter. Matthew Symonds 
had drawn attention to the 
fact that nowhere else but in 
SW Scotland was there such 
a plethora of tightly-grouped 
Roman fortlets, testifying to 
local hostility to Roman rule. 
Was the huge Carlingwark 
hoard, with its load of 
soldiers’ mess tins and 
weapon pieces, a collection 

of booty from a legion (the 
9th?) slaughtered in its turn? 
At the time of writing, Dr 
Symonds – Melrose lecturer 
on 25 April 2013 should push 
the story on.

the original foundations

On our journey East we 
followed the Rhine-Danube 
frontier, with its fort-filled 
gap of the 200km between 
the rivers’ sources, and 
paused at Carnuntum, near 
Vienna, with its twin towns, 
one military, one civilian, 
spread over 5km. Dr Reid 
had been allowed access, 
before the formal opening 
of the buildings, expensively 
reconstructed (on the 
original foundations, please 
note) using only the ancient 
techniques of construction, 
plumbing, lighting, etc. In 
return for giving a lecture 
on Trimontium, Dr Reid 
had been accorded a 
Trimontium-Carnuntum link, 
the attendants all being 
kitted-out in Newstead-type 

Mobene fort in the desert
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by Ian Brown (with as many medical puns 
as he could muster) and enthusiastically 
endorsed by the audience.

‘Carpe Diem’ or  
The Story of a Boy

In 1937 Mrs Blanche Curle, wife of James, 
crowned the very first Melrose Festival 
Queen and started a tradition that has lasted 
to this day. On Thursday 21 June 2012 Mrs 
Ishbel Gordon was the latest in that long line 
and performed her prescribed duties, with 
appropriate curtseys, at a packed ceremony, 
not in the customary evening sunshine of the 
Abbey but in the Parish Church because of 
the wet weather. In 1937 Mr James Curle got 
off lightly. He was not required to give an 
‘oration’ but that has been the fate, since, of 
most escorts of the ‘crowning ladies’.

The Hon Sec decided, as many before 
him, to tell a story to this gathering of all 
ages and stages. It concerned a boy called 
James, born in Melrose in 1864 who had two 
brothers and four sisters. Grandfather had 
been Sir Walter Scott’s ‘man of business’ 
and father was a ‘writer’ (solicitor) in the 
town. James did well at school but was not 
allowed to go to University because he was 
to remain in Melrose and help in father’s 
business. 

investigating forts

Perhaps he envied his younger brother 
who did go on to higher education, but he 
read and studied on his own and took part 
in Edinburgh societies. At the end of the 
century there began a burst of investigating 
Roman forts in Scotland and, since James 
was the man on the spot, he was asked 
to have a look at what was being found 
at Newstead. The rest is history, but the 
point of the story was James’s climb from 
ignorance to mastery of the subject by 
sheer hard work and studying evidence from 
the ground, including pottery, researching 
his finds by means of all his contacts, 
and producing a report that is still a work 

armour. This would seem to presage a future 
Trimontium visit.

Limes Arabicus

The visit to Jordan had been arranged for 
an adventure by taxi into the desert sands 
East of Aqaba to see on a plateau a Roman 
fort and a large reservoir, seemingly without 
a road leading to them. Roughly square-
shaped with an internal courtyard, it has four 
massive corner towers, each 12m square 
with ‘square spiral’ staircase and three 
rooms, and rising, for three storeys, to a roof 
height of over 10m. No wonder the audience 
gaped as pictures were shown inside and 
outside. A rare Latin inscription pays tribute 
to four late Emperors and gives the fort title 
as Mobene (sounds Greek). Its Arabic name 
is Qasr Bshir. Rubble indicates damage by 
earthquakes, which would have required 
repairs perhaps up to the 5th century AD. It 
has been suggested that it may have been a 
touring Governor’s residence, an impressive 
Roman point of contact on the Limes (lee-
maze) Arabicus – the Arab Frontier – with the 
nomads of the region.

It certainly impressed his hearers. Their 
thanks for the strikingly-delivered one-man 
‘Treiduum’ series were eloquently expressed 

of reference today. He finally reached 
University and was awarded a degree. 
Newstead had been his examination and 
he had passed with flying colours. Horace’s 
‘carpe diem’ means ‘seize the day’ (make the 
most of what opportunities come your way). 
In his own seizure of the day, the Hon Sec 
had apparently told Melrosians an unfamiliar 
but welcome story about people and places 
in the town reflected in the work of the 
Trust. He was reminded that not only was 
the motto that of Longridge Towers school 
in Berwick, but that the modern equivalent 
is YOLO – ‘you only live once’. Le mot 
moderne...

Another Festival

At the Borders Book Festival Quiz when Sally 
Magnusson asked Rory Bremner (who has a 
house in the Borders) what the Roman fort 
near Melrose was called, his answer was – 
PASS. Missionary work is always needed.

A Visiting Fireman

Towards the end of August the Hon Sec 
met Rory Stewart, MP for Penrith and the 
Border, at his request at St Boswells War 
Memorial on his walk along Dere Street 
from his constituency. Having been in the 
Foreign Office, tutored Princes William 
and Harry, taught at University, and in 

Afghanistan run a District, founded a charity 
and walked across the country as well as 
his own constituency, this seemed a stroll 
in the park. He took in the High Spot of 
the Leaderfoot Viaduct, met Ian Skinner at 
the Museum, stayed overnight in Melrose, 
at some point did a Radio 4 interview on 
Sir Walter Scott, resumed his walk from St 
Boswells and later wrote a letter of thanks. 
(Ian passed on the news that the memorial 
was in need of maintenance and now there’s 
talk of moving it away from the A68.)

‘Frontiers’

Forty-two members and friends of the 
Trimontium Trust took part in the annual 
outing on Saturday 21 July to the Tullie 
House Museum in Carlisle, where, in addition 
to the Hadrian’s Wall section upstairs 
there is a new ‘Frontiers’ Exhibition in the 
basement, built over (after excavation) the 
remains of the Luguvalium fort, constructed 
in the early 70s AD, from which came the 
soldiers, via Oakwood near Selkirk, who 
founded Trimontium fort in the mid or later 
70s. This exhibition takes the Roman frontier 
as its starting point, with its artefacts, 
altars, tombstones and coins and going on 
to illustrate, on a long wall, with pictures 

In Germany too...

Rory Stewart MP

Plan of fort
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and video, the frontiers that exist all over the world today, 
including the wall dividing the Palestinians and the Israelis.

Birdoswald walk

It had been the Trust’s original intention to explore, first of 
all, Burnswark, a flat-topped hill near Ecclefechan, which 
sits high above two Roman camps, and which the Chairman, 
Dr John Reid, believes was the scene of a massacre by the 
invaders, against a background of the multiple burning and 
looting of Roman forts, before the building of Hadrian’s Wall. 

The recent weather put a stop to that – but Burnswark was 
clearly visible on the horizon as the party came into Carlisle 
and was still visible, in a flexible change of plan, when, 
after lunch, the party set off to take in the Roman fort of 
Birdoswald on Hadrian’s Wall, the coach driver being very 
familiar with the narrow roads. This venue too has had the 
benefit of a makeover of its Museum, and the party enjoyed 
walking in the fresh air, avoiding the wet patches around the 
walled outline of the fort, perched above the river Irthing, 
and noting the gateways and guardhouses. Re-enactments 
are not everyone’s cup of tea but the huge red-cloaked 
centurion putting a squad of youthful recruits through their 

testudo shield training 
was something to behold. 
The modern military was 
suddenly brought into the 
picture when two groups of 
the Red Arrows – a six and a 
four – flew past en route to 
the Sunderland Air Show. 

After tea in the courtyard 
there came the return 
home in the sunny 
evening, enlivened by the 
driver’s cycling stories and 
appreciation of the Bradley 
Wiggins’ team, and, at 
Langholm, a stop in the Main 
Street to let the band and 
the principal horse riders 
pass in preparation for the 
following week’s Festival. We 
remembered Haisley Moore’s 
story of the Langholm 
Festival’s colours being made 
each year to match the 
colours of the latest Derby 
winner. The Trimontium trip? 
It’s a wide education.

Wet, Wet, Wet  
(A Press Report)

‘The adventures of 
Trimontium Walking in this 
weather have continued. 
Last Tuesday a ‘magnificent 
seven’ literally paddled their 
way along the Newstead-
Melrose Middle Walk path 
before climbing up the 
banking in front of the 
houses on Dean Road and 
staying on hard stand all 
the way through the village 
to the second observation 
platform on the closed 
road, within sight of the 
three bridges at Leaderfoot, 
before retracing their steps, 
by common consent, to 

the Village Hall where, over 
tea and juice, all declared 
themselves delighted with 
their day out! Thursday saw 
a similar group benefiting 
from that experience and 
cutting up through the 
Priorswalk housing scheme 
to reach the dry stand of 
the High Road, which still 
has views of the valley. 
This time they managed to 
see the world from the top 
of the Leaderfoot Viaduct 
before turning for home 
and Newstead tea. In the 
Sunday sunshine Ian Brown 
welcomed a group of adults 
and children for the shorter 
Walk round the fort site from 
2 to 4.30pm, and with no 
stop for tea. This touch of 
summer made everyone feel 
better, including the guide 
who puts so much into his 
preparation.’

Dancing  
to Drygrange

What has dancing to do with 
archaeology? Everything – 

if at Trimontium each 
September you join in the 
celebration of Scottish 
Archaeology Month. This year 
on the afternoon of Saturday 
1 September (the Kalends 
of September, if you’re a 
Roman) thirty people took 
part in the free Walk from 
the Newstead Millennium 
Milestone to the Drygrange 
Roman Stone Summerhouse. 
A festive start was provided, 
against the background of 
the Milestone, by Highland 
Dancer Jessica Bennett 
(fresh from the Edinburgh 
Tattoo) accompanied by the 
pipes and drum of Kyle and 
Liam Blain. All three, now 
at University, have been 
joining in this annual revelry 
since they were at primary 
school – and how much it is 
appreciated. Dr John Reid 
introduced the Walk and 
the party were piped up the 
road to Leaderfoot. At the 
first platform Dr Reid set 
the scene and read part of 
James Curle’s preface to his 
450-page 1911 Report of his 
1905-10 dig.

Queen Victoria

Walker participation was 
ensured en route to the 
1928 Trimontium Stone 
and an excerpt of Tacitus’ 
eulogy of his father-in-law 
Agricola, courtesy of Ian 
Skinner, by the singing of the 
Trimontium Soldier’s song, 
known to countless Borders 
schoolchildren, to the tune of 

At the start of the outing

The Langholm Horse (equites)

Jessica
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an Inveresk dig undertaken 
by his firm on the site of a 
former wire rope factory 
and its environs. The most 
dramatic finds were six Iron 
Age pit burials dated to 1st 
century AD where the heads 
had been severed from the 
bodies, from the front, after 
death. There were also a few 
later Roman period headless 
burials, an inhumation 
and a (sacrificed) horse. 
Other finds included 10,000 
chipped artefacts from a 
Mesolithic flint scatter, a 
presumably Roman military 
rampart base (for safe 
storage of incoming river-
borne material?), a Roman 
field system (more like 
allotments, on poor sandy 
soil) and an archaeological 
treasure – a midden.

hard working life

The headless burials were 
about 5’6’’ tall, ie shorter 
than the average of such 
‘assemblies’. Most were older 
men who showed evidence 
of a hard working life with 
damage to ribs, shoulders 
and elbows. The Roman 
burials were shallower 
(c. 40cm) while the others 
were 1.5m deep. 

The removal of heads is not 
so unusual in Britain; they 
occur in the 2nd century 
in Scotland, but in England 
in the 4th century. The 
explanation? The three main 
suggestions are – to stop 
the possibility of the ghost 
engaging in haunting; to 
mark the body as that of 
a criminal; to complete a 

‘John Brown’s Body’. The Cavalryman’s Song, in a variety of 
keys, led to the second platform where Geraldine Rowley, in 
the guise of Queen Victoria, read her Journal’s account of the 
1867 Royal visit to Leaderfoot, Newstead and Melrose Abbey.

Lord Macaulay

At the south end of Old Drygrange Bridge the remainder 
of the regular Walk guides – Messrs Mahler, Gordon and 
Neilson – performed Lord Macaulay’s poem of how Horatius 
(and his left and right-hand men) kept the bridge in the 
face of the Tuscan hordes, played most enthusiastically by 
the Walkers’ ‘array’. The General’s Song accompanied the 
crossing of the Tweed and the trek to and up the Grange 
Hall driveway and a look at the Roman Stone Summerhouse, 
restored some years ago by the Trust but now needing some 
organised TLC. The warm welcome at tea in the Grange 
Hall Community Room was much appreciated and, now in 
glorious sunshine, the walkers retraced their steps, having 
once again enjoyed doing their duty by SAM.

AUTUMN 2012 LECTURES

LECTURE I

‘Off with their Heads’

Bruce Glendinning, Contracts Manager of the Edinburgh 
Archaeology firm CFA, gave the first lecture of the Autumn 
Season in the Corn Exchange on Thursday 11 October, on 

religious ritual. In England, 
the re-birth of a ‘Celtic’ burial 
ritual has been suggested, 
ie a pre-Roman native burial 
tradition. If Scotland was 
not as ‘Romanised’ as the 
rest of Britain, was this the 
continuation of an Iron Age 
tradition into the Roman 
period?

Was it a rite imported from 
Europe? It is to be noted 
that the practice seems 
to have been carried out 
with a certain amount of 
respect, perhaps even of 
reverence, the head being 
placed midway down the side 
of the body, on the chest or 
beside the right hand (cf old 
Scottish child-warning cum 
gallows humour: ‘You’ll get 
your head in your hands to 
play with’).

York decapitations

It certainly was not stuck 
on a pole and exhibited 
(as a warning?) – a totally 
different practice. The 80 

decapitations found recently 
by the York Archaeological 
Trust are of younger men 
with a host of (fighting?) 
injuries – one is a bite – 
and are suggested to be 
of gladiators. The Inveresk 
group are quite different in 
categories of age and injury 
and have no relevance to 
the supposed ‘amphitheatre’, 
the Park Lane structure, 
suggested also as a curved 
granary (!) or an Anglian 
preaching station for a 
tiered audience. More work 
needs to be done to clear 
up, if possible, the pure 
speculation that exists at 
present.

No coins were found, but 
pottery from Gaul and Britain 
(including from the workshop 
of Emius, one of the 
Newstead potters), a ballista 
bolt head, and the remains of 
at least 12 more horses.

Provost Windram proposed 
the vote of thanks to the 
speaker for an intriguing 

discussion of an important 
site and looked forward to 
the prompt and welcome 
publication of the site report 
in a year’s time.

LECTURE II

Pompeii and 
Herculaneum

The hold on the public 
imagination of the very 
names of the towns on the 
Bay of Naples which were 
overwhelmed by Vesuvius in 
79 AD was shown again on 
Thursday 18 October when 
70 people heard Professor 
Alastair Small bring the story 
right up to date. The problem 
is like that of Venice, 
which needed international 
intervention to save it – but 
now is a time of recession. 

What is to be done with the 
ruins that are crumbling or 
have actually collapsed, like 
the Club of the Armoury; 
the wall paintings that are 
losing their colour; the street 
areas that are now shut 
off to visitors? In addition 

Horatius and co.

‘Two heads are... ’

Queen Victoria’s message
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there have been scandals of 
corruption and incompetence 
and long drawn out measures 
of consolidation of buildings, 
like the famous house of 
the Vettii which, scaffolding 
and all, is still ongoing. 
There is no law encouraging 
such development in aid of 
tourism.

religious fun

While we were mindful 
of that warning, as well 

as warm tributes to the 
excavators and restorers 
of the past, there was still 
much to see and admire. 
The shopfront of the Guild of 
Feltmakers, graced by their 
favourite goddess Venus, 
standing in a ship’s prow 
drawn by elephants – a bit 
of multicultural religious fun 
to go with the frieze showing 
the feltmaking process. 
The professionally-painted 
election notice saying that 
the Guild was supporting 

Vettius Firmus for the post of 
aedile – one of the top four 
posts on the local Council. 
The shrine of Mercury, god of 
thieves (among others) with 
his little wings, hat, stick – 
and bag of swag.

At Stabiae, on the coast 5 
miles South, after the 1980 
earthquake, an American 
University had begun a 
project of consolidating 
buildings and replacing, with 
high-quality photographic 
reproductions, the splendid 
paintings, such as Oedipus 
and the Sphinx, which 
the Neapolitan kings had 
borne off in the 18th /19th 
centuries to adorn their 
palaces.

Pompeii – no sewers

Herculaneum, 7 miles North 
of Pompeii, a tenth of its size 
but with only a quarter of 
the original city available to 
work on, was ‘a laid-back, 
vacationing place’ (preferred 
by some visitors today). It 
had been excavated before 
Pompeii. The British School 
at Rome had worked here 
and the US businessman D. 
Packard had financed many 
cultural projects. Some 
excavations had taken place 
in ‘old’ sites, below the floors 
laid down in the 1879 ‘dig’, 
and the sewers, fed by rain 
and the latrines, had yielded 
information about the local 
diet. 

It was news to most of the 
audience that there were no 
sewers at Pompeii and ‘the 
muck ran down the street’.

It used to be thought that most people had escaped the 
eruption but 130 bodies were recently discovered, ‘fried’, 
in the words of the speaker, in boiling mud, near the 
seashore. In his 2003 novel Pompeii, Robert Harris’s two 
main characters escape the ‘pyroclastic flow’, which ran 
faster than a man, by sheltering in a water supply tunnel, 
but all were not so fortunate. The stages of the eruption 
were known: ash fall to the East; pumice fall on Pompeii; 
volcanic deposit bringing roofs down; first ‘surge’ hitting 
Herculaneum; then successive ‘surges’ – North of the town 
walls, then destroying the town before the last blowout.

BM exhibition

The plaster casts of victims (shown in the panels in the 
Trimontium Museum’s AV room) are now being subjected 
to X-ray to record the evidence of the skeletons inside. The 
British Museum in London will be holding a blockbuster 
exhibition on ‘Pompeii’ from 28 March to 29 September, 
2013.

Reluctant to let him go, the audience prevailed upon the 
speaker also to cover the first-ever found listing of the 
days of the week, the life of the gladiator (not always killed 
in the fight), the riot at the Pompeian amphitheatre (shut 
thereafter for five years) and the finding of hundreds of 
charred papyri (hopefully to be read) in Julius Caesar’s 
father-in-law’s villa.

After questions, the vote of thanks for the succinct and 
masterly presentation of a subject with which most people 
feel they have some affinity and admiration, albeit at 
second hand, was thunderously endorsed.

LECTURE III

A Collector’s Lot

Colin Wallace, Research Fellow at Liverpool University, 
focused, in the last Trimontium Lecture of the Autumn 
series on 25 October, on what early collectors made of 
the ancient finds that they either came across themselves 
or more usually obtained from others. We know that Sir 
Walter was a lifelong collector through his agent Joseph 
Train, but, surprisingly, he seems never to have mentioned 
these finds at all in his writings. 

People at that time had difficulty in identifying what the 
objects actually were, far less dating them. Terms like 
‘Celtic art’ were used (though not by Scott), ‘Roman’ – 

especially for bronzes; and 
‘Briton’, ‘Danish’, ‘Viking’ 
and ‘Druidical’ because of a 
supposed association with 
such groups or peoples. 

Torrs ‘pony-cap’

In the library at Abbotsford 
was displayed what we now 
recognise as one of the best-
known items of Iron Age 
metalwork (in bronze) – the 
pony-cap from a moss at 
Torrs, Kirkcudbrightshire. 
It’s a decorated sheet metal 
cap, shaped for the top of a 
pony’s head, and protruding 
upwards from the middle of 
the forehead, between the 
eyeholes, are two backward-
curving horns with cast 
and tapering terminals. 
One study suggests that 
technically it is a ‘modern 
fabrication from separate 
(ancient) parts’. 

It is a most eye-catchingly 
‘theatrical’ and amazing 
piece which Train tried 
to explain as a kind of 
mediaeval ‘Mummer’s Head 
Mask’. Discussion about such 
finds was limited because 
they often disappeared from 
view into the collections, and 
were therefore not known 
about or discussed until they 
were noticed years later. 

Just over a century 
after Scott’s death his 
descendants had transferred 
or sold the bulk of his 
antiquities to the national 
collections. The importance 
of the Torrs ‘Chamfrien’ to 
its Abbotsford setting was 
recognised by the transfer 

Daedalus, Pasiphae and wooden cow.  
Roman fresco from the northern wall of the triclinium  

in the Casa dei Vettii (vi 15, 1) in Pompeii
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of a cast replica of the whole 
piece back to the library in 
1921.

Stichill collar

With his last image of what 
is known as ‘the Stichill 
collar’, Mr Wallace posed a 
challenge to his audience. It 
is a beautiful piece of Iron 
Age embossed metalwork, 
a beaten bronze small neck-
collar or lunula, 7.5 inches 
by 7 inches, hinged at its 
slender back and at its wider 
front, and showing signs of 
extensive use. It is one of 
the highlights of the national 
collection in the Museum 
of Scotland. Mr Wallace’s 
problem is that it has no 
‘provenance’. We know that 
when it was catalogued 
its findspot was wrongly 
confused with that of a iron 
armlet too massive for any 
human arm and possibly 
an adornment for a huge 
wooden statue (the kind 
of monument to which the 
Romans later attached huge 
marble sculptured heads, 
arms or feet). 

If it did not come from 
Stichill is there some written 
source that, perhaps, in 
passing, mentions from 
where it did originate – which 
goes for any other quote 
that would help to locate 
any of these early finds? 
After questions Dr Margaret 
Collin, President of Melrose 
Historical Association, led the 
vote of thanks for an unusual 
and intriguing account which 
gave scope for continuing 
detective work.

Ghosts of Dere Street  
(an offer, and a problem)

‘The attached photo [see opposite] is of a textile wallhanging 
called ‘Ghosts of Dere Street’. It shows a modern Scottish walker 
setting out from Dere Street in the Cheviots to walk to York. As 
he begins, he sees the ghosts of Roman soldiers coming towards 
him. (Artistic licence, of course, on the fields either side of the 
walk.) The hanging measures 81cm wide by 120cm in length and 
it was juried into a quilt exhibition held in York this autumn to 
commemorate the 800th anniversary of York as a city. 
 It occurs to me that the Museum in Melrose, which I visited as 
part of my initial research, might like to exhibit the wallhanging? I 
would be happy to loan it if you do... ’

— Janet Rae

‘Many thanks for your kind offer of a loan of the ‘Ghosts’ 
wallhanging. I have never been known to refuse any good excuse 
for publicity. You know the size of the Museum and we would have 
to find a suitable place to hang it. Curle himself thought that the 
‘Milsington leg’ – from a huge bronze statue, found near Hawick – 
was booty brought up Dere Street from a raid into Yorkshire.’ 

— Hon Sec

‘Thanks for such a quick reply. I do realise that you have limited 
space at the Museum – my chief concern would be that the 
wallhanging is put in a place where people are unable to touch it. I 
have found through long years of experience that textiles evoke a 
tactile response from viewers who want to reach out and run their 
hands over the item. As for hanging, that is easily accomplished 
with two ordinary picture hanging hooks – I will provide the batten 
(with ring hooks) that slips through a sleeve at the back. The 
wallhanging is not heavy.  
 I look forward to hearing from you in due course... ’

— Janet Rae

‘I did mention your kind offer at the meeting and was authorised 
to find a suitable space for hanging, out of the reach of admirers. 
I had hoped to find a picture rail in the Museum room but there 
is none and we should have to break the wall surface somewhere. 
The ceiling is lower than we thought, the lighting is on a hanging 
frame parallel to the walls and even hanging from that (if it were 
possible) the quilt’s length might well put it within reach of the 
public. I wondered if it could be hung in another public room in 
the building. I’ll have another look and get back to you promptly if 
there is a possibility. You might be happier with a more receptive 
site but I shall certainly come back to you if I can find a place.’ 

— Hon Sec

‘I won’t be the least offended if you cannot find room for it in the 

Museum since I know you have limited space. 
I am trying to start the New Year with a clear 
desk and it was one thing that surfaced as being 
undecided.’ 

— Janet Rae
The jury is still out.

Joining the Majority

Margaret Annand, who lived to a great age 
quietly with her brother James after retiring 
to Newstead, had a distinguished career in 
the Foreign Service in several parts of the 
world, being incommunicada in China for 
months on one occasion at a very tricky 
political time.

Gill(ian) Campbell, English teacher, in her 
time youngest-appointed HM Inspector of 
Schools and school-fellow of the Hon Sec, 
was for a period the Scottish Education 
Department Inspector for the Borders, 
resident in Melrose and with an office in 
Galashiels.

A longtime member of the Trust and retired 
to Edinburgh, Gill would attend Trust outings 
with her sister, staying overnight in Melrose 
beforehand. Her membership and active 
support of many societies showed her wide 
interests.

Margaret Donald was, with her late 
husband, Rev. Tom Donald of Bowden, who 
died two years ago, a generous supporter of 
the Trust. A Durham graduate in English and 
History from Ponteland, Margaret served in 
the ATS during World War II and on VE night 
in Trafalgar Square was said to have climbed 
up on one of the lions – just as her own 
mother had done at the end of World War I. 
She served the RSSPCC (now Children First) 
in Glasgow and nationally while her husband 
was in business, before coming to the 
Bowden charge for ten years and thereafter 
at The Quest in Melrose . An enthusiastic 
supporter and officebearer of the Literary 
Society, she had four children, eleven 
grandchildren and eight great grandchildren.

Jo Kitchen was the gently-spoken widow 
of Trevor Kitchen, textile businessman 
(proud of the Crombie overcoat) and first 
Hon Treasurer of the Trust, who saw us 
safely through the perils of the early days. 
Staunch Christadelphians with a quiet sense 
of humour, they encouraged friends to join 
the Trust and strongly supported Newstead 
Village Hall, where in fact their funeral 
services were held. Although Jo’s health was 
latterly not of the best she attended the 
lectures and enjoyed the company.

Liz Taylor or Elisabeth McNeill (her nom 
de plume) was a journalist and novelist, a 
head-turner at Galashiels Academy where 
she was schooled, and working in Edinburgh 
when she married and moved to India with 
her husband who was in the oil business. 
On his death, she returned to the UK having 
four children to bring up with the aid of 
her typewriter, eventually coming North, 
first to Harrietsfield near Ancrum and then 
Newstead where she wrote a string of 
historical novels, including A Bridge in Time, 
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of the life of John Anstey 
(our first joint Life Member), 
along with his wife Rosemary 
Burton. The Anstey collection 
of artefacts, kindly donated 
to us, is displayed in the 
Museum.

We honour them all for their 
service and support.

Old Melrose 
Summerhouse:  

A Transformation

Ian Skinner

To the East of the 
Trimontium Fort site beyond 
the A68 the Tweed swings 
round in a loop, doubling 
back on itself to form a 
peninsula. This is the Mail 
ros or ‘bare promontory’ 
chosen by Celtic monks in 
the 6th century AD as the 
site for their new monastery 
(a group of monastic cells?) 
as the base for spreading 
Christianity here from Iona. 
It forms part of the idyllic 
foreground for the much-
photographed ‘Scott’s View’ 
of the Eildons and their 
countryside, as seen from 
Bemersyde Hill.

By the 19th century the 
area had become part of 
the Ravenswood Estate, 
owned by the Fairfax family. 
They built a fine stone 
summerhouse, hexagonal 
in shape, with colourful 
floor and wall tiles, borders 
of coloured glass in the 
windows and an inscribed 
stone over the door. Here, 
the Victorian ladies of the 
family and their friends could 

about the building of the 
Leaderfoot Viaduct. A lover 
of the life and history of the 
Borders, she was a signatory 
to the Trust’s constitution 
and a contributor of 
common sense to the early 
discussions. Two groups of 
three lectures per annum 
would be quite sufficient; 
the Trust should be seen to 
support the Village Hall. No 
sooner was a ‘Curle’ offered 
for sale one evening for Trust 
funds in the Corn Exchange 
than she bought it on the 
spot. Ask her to speak at 
a social and she was in her 
element; both the journey to 
the West Indies in a banana 
boat (the slides, fallen on 
the floor, were replaced any 
old how – so what) and the 
poem about the Rip van 
Winkle Roman soldier left 
behind at Newstead, being 
classics of their kind. (The 
soldier is ‘deaved’ every 
week by the chatter of the 
Walk guide.) Liz, with her 
family love of horseracing 
and enjoyment of life despite 
failing health – she too was 
celebrated at the Village Hall.

Alan Tupper, a surveyor 
from Ruislip, Middlesex, and 
an evening-class student 
under Allan Wilson, was an 
example of our far-flung but 
‘connected’ and supportive 
membership. In 1995 he 
met the Hon Sec on the 
Newstead-Leaderfoot road, 
joined the Trust, and he 
and Janice represented us 
at, and wrote up for the 
Trumpet a description of, 
the memorable celebration 
in London in Spring 1999 

doubtless enjoy tea and 
cucumber sandwiches while 
the gentlemen fished the 
river below. 

However, over the years the 
summerhouse fell into disuse 
and by the beginning of the 
21st century it was in a sad 
state, the roof collapsing 
and the building heavily 
overgrown with ivy, brambles 
and rhododendron. 

monks and saints

By this time the Estate 
was owned by the Younger 
family and Mr William 
Younger, elder son of our 
founding Trustee, Col D J 
Younger, decided that, if 
the funds could be raised, 
the summerhouse should 
be restored. He consulted 
with national bodies and 
with the Trimontium Trust 
and the Melrose Historical 
Association. 

Pupils from the two nearest 
schools at Newtown and 
St Boswells joined in the 
project, researching the 
nature and history of the 
area, learning about the lives 
of the Celtic and Anglian 
monks and saints who had 
lived there, and preparing a 
hexagonal ‘pillar’ of illustrated 
panels to stand in the centre 
of the summerhouse and tell 
their story.

archaeological features

On Wednesday 19th 
September 2012, some 
eighty people – parents and 
interested friends of Old 

Melrose – gathered at the Tearoom to enjoy 
a presentation of their hard work from the 
pupils of both schools. Thereafter, led by 
Dr Chris Bowles, Scottish Borders Council 
archaeologist (a Pied Piper, but with a 
happier intent) the group walked down along 
the estate paths to the beautifully-restored 
summerhouse where ribbons were cut and 
the building declared open as an educational 
and leisure resource for the community.

During the winter months the panels 
prepared by the pupils will be on display in 
the Old Melrose Tearoom before returning 
to the summerhouse. A series of Spring 
and Summer guided walks is being planned, 
at the time of writing, starting from the 
Tearoom and taking in archaeological 
features of the site as well as the riverside, 
the summerhouse and the knoll where 
St Cuthbert’s chapel long stood after the 
disbandment of the settlement.

The Sphinx of Cyrene
Margaret Collin

What the small single room museum in the 
Arab village of Shahat lacks in size, it more 
than makes up for in quality of exhibits. The 
room is almost alive with life-size statues 

from the panoply of Graeco-Roman gods, 
Roman emperors and prominent citizens 
excavated from the ruins of Cyrene, the 
premier city of the Greek pentapolis in the 
north-eastern coastal area of modern Libya.

The most dominant exhibit is the statue of 
a sphinx sitting on a column with an Ionic 
capital. Constructed of marble of Paros and 
measuring around three metres in height, 
it commands attention from all visitors to 
the museum. It is a rare example of a very 
early Greek sculpture of the Archaic period 
in North Africa dating from between 570 and 
500 BC.

Sphinxes always exude an aura of mystery 
and myth and this one is no exception. In 
Greek mythology the sphinx was a hybrid 
creature, like the chimera and the griffin. 
The sphinx possessed the body of an animal 
(usually a lion) and a human head (in Greek 
tradition more frequently female than 
male), usually with wings, sometimes with 
horns and frequently with a serpent-headed 
tail. The sphinx, or ‘(s)phix’, of Theban 
legend was said to inhabit a mountain at 
the western edge of Theban territory. This 
monster, daughter of Echidna and Orthos 
and sister of the Nemean lion, was sent by 
the gods to plague the town of Thebes as 
punishment for some ancient crime. 

Ravenswood Summerhouse
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attack on Cyrene by the Persians in 515–514 
BC as recorded by Herodotus. Thus the 
sphinx may have been mutilated and cast 
into the quarry only 35 to 55 years after it 
was erected in the Temple of Zeus. 

The sphinx of Cyrene is now recognised, in 
company with the Naxean sphinx, to be one 
of the best preserved examples of this small 
select group of archaic columnar dedicatory 
monuments.

Further Reading:
Fox, Robin Lane: The Classical world: an epic 
history from Homer to Hadrian, Allen Lane, 
London, 2005

Pedley, John G. and White, Donald: Apollonia, 
Libya, 1965-67, Past Fieldwork, Kelsey Museum 
of Archaeology, University of Michigan

Price, Simon and Kearns, Emily (editors): 
Classical Myth and Religion, O.U.P., 2003

White, Donald: The Cyrene Sphinx, its 
Capital and its Column, American Journal of 
Archaeology, vol.75, no.1. Jan. 1971, pp 47-55.

Sunday Service
Ian Brown

The Hon Sec has described our museum in 
the Three Hills Heritage Centre as ‘the public 
face’ and ‘the beating heart’ of the Trust. 
So far he has refrained from describing the 
Trimontium Walks as ‘our greatest feat’. 
These iconic guided walks were introduced 
in 1995 when the opening of the bypass 
(A6091) allowed the pedestrian use of the 
newly traffic-free Newstead-Leaderfoot road 
(the former B6361). 

Leaving the Ormiston at 1.30 every 
Thursday afternoon (now also Tuesdays in 
July and August), the route takes walkers 
through ‘Mediaeval Melrose’ along the Prior’s 
Walk to Newstead and a circuit of the fort 
site, before reaching Newstead Village Hall 
for much-needed refreshment; suitably 
revived, the party heads back either by the 
outward route or along the banks of the 
Tweed, reaching Melrose by 5.30pm after 

The sphinx was also the protectoress of the Minyans of 
Orchomenus in their war with Cadmean Thebes. She preyed 
upon the youths of Thebes, devouring all those who failed 
to solve her riddle. Kreon, regent of Thebes, offered his 
kingship to any man who could destroy the sphinx. Oedipus 
accepted the challenge. When he solved the sphinx’s riddle 
she cast herself off a mountainside in despair.

In addition to the myths, there are also historical facts 
relating to sphinxes. The earliest known images of 
sphinxes appear in Egypt and Mesopotamia in the mid-
third millennium BC. It is thought that from the Bronze Age 
the Hellenic civilisation of Greece had trade and cultural 
contact with Egypt. Greek historians and geographers 
wrote extensively about Egyptian culture. Monumental and 
funerary sphinxes joined to columns first appear in the 
Greek world early in the sixth century BC, particularly on  
the tombs of men who died in youth.

Etymologists argue that the word sphinx comes from the 
Greek sphingein, meaning ‘to draw tight’. Controversially, the 
historian Susan Wise Bower has suggested that ‘sphinx’ was 
a corruption of the Egyptian name ‘shesepankh’ meaning 
‘living image’ referring to the ‘statue’ of the sphinx, which 
was carved out of ‘living rock’, rather than to the beast itself.

The intriguing story of the discovery of the spinx of 
Cyrene began in 1966 when the Libyan government was 
constructing houses for workers in, what was intended to be, 

the new village of Shahat. 
The old village had seriously 
encroached on the site of 
the Hellenistic city of Cyrene 
which the government 
intended to preserve for 
archaeological research.

While digging foundations for 
the new village, construction 
workers stumbled upon an 
ancient quarry. Fortunately, 
archaeologists from the 
University of Michigan 
were working on the 
nearby archaeological site 
of Apollonia and could be 
called in to examine the 
site. Out of the rubble 
emerged eight large, well-
preserved fragments of the 
sphinx in company with two 
seriously damaged statues 
of Persephone (Kore). 
Painstaking conservation of 
the large sphinx fragments 
began in 1967 but it was not 
until 1968 that the quarry 
yielded up the head and 
neck, also in a remarkably 
good state of preservation.

How did the sphinx come 
to be discarded in a quarry 
with statues of Persephone? 
Archaeologists are of the 
opinion that the sphinx and 
the statues of Persephone 
originally stood within the 
earliest sanctuary of Zeus 
at Cyrene. All of these 
sculptures, dating from the 
sixth century BC, were of 
great votive significance. 
The damage caused to these 
sacred statues was most 
likely to have been the result 
of hostility perpetrated by 
some invading force. This 
would coincide with the 

‘Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair’

walking 7 or 8kms (4.5 or 5 miles). Although 
we rarely attract the numbers of the early 
years, we still have 300–400 very satisfied 
customers every season.

Successful as these ‘traditional’ walks 
remain, I felt that there was room to offer 
an alternative format. My brainwave was 
to offer a shorter Sunday afternoon walk 
which concentrates on the fort site itself. 
Leaving the Millennium Milestone at the east 
end of Newstead at 2pm, the circuit of the 
site is the same as for the longer walk but 
extends to the picturesque 18th century Old 
Drygrange Bridge at Leaderfoot. The High 
Point, as for all our walks, is our privileged 
access to the spectacular Leaderfoot 
Viaduct, 39 metres above the river. Taking 
about 2.5 hours to circumnavigate the site 
(the verb is appropriate, given the wet 
2012 summer), these Sunday walks are 
planned as an altogether more leisurely 
affair, allowing time to speak in greater 
depth about the history of the fort and its 
inhabitants. I was convinced that this new 
walk would attract people whose interest 
focused more specifically on the site itself, 
and also locals whose work commitments 
prevented their joining us mid-week.

Unfortunately, my brainwave turned out to 
be no more than a brain-ripple. In 2011, 
walkers appeared on only 5 days out of 9, 
and numbered 15 adults in total. Last year 
did show an improvement, with walkers on 
6 days and a total of 32 participants, five 
of them children. Perhaps this increase is 
better than first appears as the weather was 
dismal, the Olympics set up in competition, 
and Andy Murray inconsiderately played in 
Finals on two of the available Sundays.

Income, including the £2 fee, sale of 
publications, donations and Gift Aid, rose 
from £63 in 2011 to £198 in 2012 – a 
satisfying trend, but still scarcely justifying 
the commitment. (Incidentally, the charge is 
remarkably moderate: historical and literary 
walks in Edinburgh, which are no more 
‘professional’, charge £10 or £12 for adults.)
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On another visit, Antonino 
gave us a poster of a black 
and white Aquinum mosaic 
of a couple frolicking in a 
rowing boat and loaned 
us an academic 160-page 
monograph of all the literary 
references to the town and 
its many inscriptions. Cicero, 
in one of his speeches 
against Mark Antony, 
describes the townspeople 
as ‘stupid’ for making such a 
fuss of a ‘show off’. 

The beautifully-lettered 
inscription on the front cover 
is a dedication to the Good 
Goddess, the ‘Bona Dea’ – 
usually revered exclusively 
by women – but Homerus, 
son of Homerus was a doctor 
(which explains it?) and his 
co-dedicatee was a lady (his 
wife?) named Alfia Lysis. 
The slab goes HOMERUS 
HOMERI F(ilius) MEDICUS (as 
translated above) followed by 
ET (and) ALFIA LYSIS, then 
BONAE DEAE (to the Good 
Goddess) and the one word 
SACR(um), the usual Roman 
shorthand for ‘this, our 
dedication, is sacred’. 

Contributions  
Gratefully Received

The Trust is immensely 
grateful to all the 
contributors to The Book 
who responded to the 
invitation sent out by Fraser 
Hunter of NMS and Lawrence 
Keppie of the Hunterian. 
Fraser himself wrote the 
introduction: ’A hundred 
years of studying a Roman 
frontier post’, echoing Curle’s 
1911 title; and Lawrence 

Newstead. The coins from 
Newstead are in the hands of 
Nick Holmes, the inscriptions 
in those of Anthony Birley, 
and the art of the frontier is 
the focus of Martin Henig, 
who has long worked on the 
ringstones with Walter Elliot, 
who with Fraser, contributes 
to a chapter on fieldwalking.

Mike Bishop writes on 
James Curle’s innovative 
approach to the military 
equipment and John Dent, 
like Simon, a veteran of the 
Bradford ‘Newstead Project’, 
explores the evidence for 
the Borders Iron Age. Since 
Curle’s time Trimontium 
and its setting at the foot 
of the Eildons has been a 
subject for several kinds 
of writing, including poetry 
and a short story. This is 
covered in the penultimate 
contribution which leads 
on to the surprising 
formation and continuation 
of the Trimontium Trust, 
its Accredited Museum and 
activities and, following in 
the footsteps of James Curle, 
its hopes for the future.

However, it isn’t time to abandon the 
initiative just yet. Every adult walker 
completed a short Visitor Feedback, and the 
returns over the two years were exhilarating. 
Asked to rate their overall experience, 80% 
graded it as ‘excellent’ and virtually all the 
rest as ‘very good’ – the single exception 
graded it OK, but, as she was a teenager, 
I assume that this is the equivalent of wild 
enthusiasm. Every client noted that, in 
terms of time, the walk was ‘about right’, 
and there was the same unanimity about the 
amount of information given by the guide 
(reassuring!); 81% said that the experience 
‘exceeded their expectations’, and everyone 
agreed that they would recommend it to a 
friend. These favourable responses were 
tremendously encouraging, and the bare 
statistics were enhanced by enthusiastic 
written comments, such as ‘Very informative 
and enjoyable’... ’Nicely paced and very 
interesting’... ’Really good value for money’... 
’This was an excellent experience. I would 
not have missed it for anything.’

One reason I enjoy leading walks is because 
I meet so many interesting people. In 2011, 
for example, a secondary pupil working on 
an Ancient Romans project brought along 
her dad for company – he ended up by 
joining the Trust. In the same year there was 
a charming Dutch family (mum, dad and a 
teenage boy and girl) all speaking perfect 
English, and the only ones who rated the 
walk in terms of distance as ‘too short’. (It is 
about 4kms or 2.5 miles.) Last year, a couple 
came all the way from Newcastle with their 
young daughter: they had met at Trimontium 
as Borders College students helping Bradford 
University’s excavations in the 1990s. 
Romance was in the air!

I hadn’t intended to encourage young 
children to come because I felt that the 
higher ratio of talk to walk would bore them. 
As it happened, the children who did appear 
were wonderful – a family of three girls, 
all under 12, making their own amusement 
whenever I stopped, whether it was playing 
in puddles, hiding behind bushes or climbing 

trees and fences; and a wee boy from 
Dubai who took my hand between ‘stations’ 
and chatted away to me all the time. He 
even gave me a big hug at the end of the 
afternoon!

When you visit a stately home or other 
visitor attraction, you can be sure that the 
visitors’ route will finish up in the gift shop. 
Similarly, if you’ve stayed with me to this 
point in the article, you’ve now arrived at the 
‘hard sell’. As you’ve seen, numbers have so 
far been disappointing. I need your support! 
This year’s walks will run for ten weeks from 
Sunday 30 June to Sunday 1 September.

Why don’t you give it a try? Even if you’ve 
been on the full walk, this one’s a bit 
different – shorter, but looking at the site 
in more depth. Of course, one of the aims 
is to raise funds for the Trust. So don’t 
come alone. Family, friends, neighbours, 
work-mates, your postman, Old Uncle Tom 
Cobleigh – all will be welcome!

If you’d like to know more, please give me a 
ring on 01896 752429.

Another Antonine

It’s the visitors who spice up Visitor 
Attractions and the Trimontium Museum 
is no exception. At the end of a quiet day 
last September in breezed a small (and no 
longer young – his words) descendant of the 
Emperor Antoninus Pius (he of the Antonine 
Wall). 

Antonino, for it was he, was the Walter-
Elliot-plus of Aquinum, some 80 miles South 
of Rome, and in a jovial mixture of English 
and Italian (and with the aid of the photos 
on his mobile phone) described the finds 
made in his native town, many by himself. 
The clincher was his surname ‘di Cesare’ 
which we rendered as ‘of the Caesar(s)’. We 
have never had a visitor with a better claim 
to authenticity. However, as Walter knows, 
fieldwalking in Italy brings rewards without 
the need of dowsing or ‘divining’ archaeology.

‘The search for Trimontium’, 
it having been long thought 
to be in SW Scotland. David 
Clarke in ‘James Curle and 
Newstead’ re-assesses the 
position of an excavator who 
has perhaps not received 
his due, till now, and Donald 
Gordon shows the man 
revealed in letters to and 
from scholars and the British 
Museum. David Cowley takes 
a fresh look at the aerial 
photographs and Rebecca 
Jones sets the many camps 
at Newstead in their context. 

Bill Hanson reviews Newstead 
in the light of the two main 
occupations of Scotland, the 
Flavian and the Antonine; 
while the German scholar 
Sebastian Sommer looks at 
the occupation round the 
forts. Simon Clarke, who 
played a big part in the 
1989–98 excavation, writes 
on Dere Street and the road 
network at Newstead; the 
late Bill Lonie, discoverer of 
the amphitheatre, describes 
his work on the crossings of 
the Tweed; and David Breeze 
discusses the end of Roman 

Glimpse of summer 2013 
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