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r \ ^HE present article deals only with certain 
i- aspects of Roman military works. It is 

concerned chiefly with the principles of defence, as 
illustrated by some of the excavated or visible 
existing monuments. It does not claim to be 
more than an insight into the possibilities revealed 
by modern research ; and while it indicates by 
comparison a natural sequence in the development 
of the art of fortification, it does not attempt to 
make that sequence chronological. Great though 
the progress of investigation has been in recent 
years, much yet remains to be done, or to be 
re-done in more systematic fashion, before that 
can be effected. Each branch of archaeological 
evidence requires separate and special study. The 
pottery, to the neglect of which Mr. Haverfield 
has called attention in The Atiienceiim. is still to 
be classified and reduced to types suitable for 
reference. The grouping of coins, again, the 
nature of fortifications and defences, the types of
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masonry, construction, architecture and kindred 
details, are still to give their evidence. There may 
then evolve a relative sequence, which the more 
direct testimony of a dated inscription or literary 
reference may make absolute. The providing of 
material in this way, to be available for studv, is 
still to be regarded as the duty of the investigator. 
Excavation is a science, and its methods must be 
systematised. Those principles of research which 
Professor Petrie has pioneered in Egypt, cannot be 
too soon adopted in our own country. The 
uncovering of ruins or the disentangling of con 
fused foundations is a small part merely of the 
excavator's labours.

These points suggest some of the limitations 
that face the student of Roman Britain, yet other 
difficulties also beset him. Each report of ex 
cavations appears in new guise, and treats new 
theories in new ways. Plans of buildings and the 
like, numerous and often intelligible though they 
be, appear to every conceivable scale, and in every 
possible combination of light and shade or hatching. 
Sometimes this is caused by a mere eccentricity 
of the publishers ; more often by want of under 
standing as to the best system to adopt. The 
consistent character of the plans yearly published 
by the excavators of Silchester is a conspicuous 
exception Cannot the same august society which 
patronizes that undertaking set an enduring 
example by endowing also a "Corpus of plans of 
Roman works in Britain," to a scale and style 
fixed after due consideration, that shall be suitable 
for imitation by local societies and private 
individuals also ?

Being concerned with military works in their 
defensive aspect, our illustrations are to be sought 
in camps, forts, and fortified places  in particular



Roman Military Defensive Works. 113

their ramparts, walls, gates, towers, and the like. 
Before turning to these, let us agree upon a much 
wanted definition. Let the word " camp" be used to 
designate the temporarv bivouac of moving troops 
only. It is of large area, and its traces, as a rule, 
are with difficulty to be recovered ; but the 
principles of encamping are well known from Latin 
literature. Let the word " fort," on the other hand, 
be used only of the small enclosure of a few acres 
provided with stone walls and other defences, 
which was, to some extent at least, permanently 
garrisoned by a stationary body of troops 
Archaeologv is in this case the chief source ofo^

information. Besides these two. other types of 
Roman stations are to be found. There were, for 
instance, three permanent legionary headquarters. 
One of these was originally at Lincoln, but was 
early removed to York, as the frontier advanced ; 
a second was stationed from the first at Chester, 
modelled on the usual plan, though several times 
enlarged ; the third was at Caerleon-on-Usk. 
There were also small outposts, the nature of 
which is as yet imperfectly understood, though 
they may be supposed to have filled the functions 
of roadside halting places (in the character of the 
original " mansio "). Examples of the latter class, 
to draw our analogies from Lancashire, possibly 
are to be found in the traces of Roman works at 
Walton-le-Dale, near to Preston, where the Roman 
road from Wigan forded the Ribble ; and at Castle- 
shaw, on the Eastern ridge, where it is supposed 
that Roman road crossed over the moorland into 
Yorkshire.

Of these several classes of military works, the
Roman forts, of necessity, claim the greater part of
our attention. They abound in Northern Britain,
along the Welsh border, and around the Saxon

K
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shore ; as they do along all the frontiers of the 
former empire, whether in Europe, in Western 
Asia, or in Northern Africa. But at present we 
are not concerned so much with their arrange 
ment and disposition as with the development oi 
defensive principles which their various characters 
illustrate. In some cases our pictures are taken 
from out-of-the-way corners ; this is for one of two 
reasons either the better known examples of the 
types represented have not been available for 
reproduction, or the less known examples them 
selves have not previously been brought together.

The simplest defence consists of a mound and 
adjoining ditch ; the two are inseparable. In 
digging the ditch, earth is thrown out, which 
raises a mound along its course. This may be 
further strengthened by a palisade or other con 
struction, so arranged on the top of this mound as 
to reserve to the defender an advantage of position. 
The joining of the ends of the defence encloses a 
defensible area. If the outline is symmetrical, 
then, subject to certain limitations in the method 
of attack, the area is without specially vulnerable 
points. If, too, the position is not commanded by 
higher ground, then the defenders are free from 
an enfilading attack. This is the principle 
observable in the construction of early (pre-Roman) 
strongholds in this country, which are found 
generally crowning some knoll or hill top, and of 
circular outline. The defences of a Roman camp 
of a moving army were of this description, on 
account of their simplicity and effectiveness, but 
for practical purposes, the area enclosed was made 
oblong, and the site was chosen in the vicinity of 
water. Inside were symmetrically marked out the 
plots allotted to each division of the soldiers. 
Doubtless at the gates and corners, as well as at
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intervals along the ramparts, shelters were pro 
vided for the sentinels and pickets. The principles 
of such encampments are well known from the 
literary sources of Polvbius and Hyginus ; and 
before the actual remains in Britain became so 
largely destroyed, General Roy made an investi 
gation of their character throughout North Britain 
and in Scotland.

For more permanent defences a stone wall takes 
the place of the mound of earth, and is generally 
accompanied in the earlier works by a ditch also, 
after the original pattern. A combination of the 
mound and wall is a not uncommon feature in 
Roman works, and is found somewhat indis 
criminately at several periods. A good example of 
an early use of the kind is to be observed in the 
main defence of Melandra Castle, a small outpost 
at the edge of The Peak on the confines of Derby- 

J shire. Here a thin wall merely serves as a revet 
ment to the mound of earth that was raised 
against it on the inner side. In this detail it is 
somewhat unusual. At the Saalburg fortress a 
similar feature is noticeable, but the wall is more 
substantial. One of the early defences of Rome 
itself, the wall of Servius, is backed by a great 
mound, which forms the agger and is supported 
also by an inner retaining wall. In Britain other 
instances of the combination may be found at 
Cardiff, and, in places, at Silchester, while a part 
of the wall near the southern corner at Ribchester 
may have been similarly supported.

But the main defence of a Romar tort was 
essentially a wall of a peculiar character, both as 
regards its masonry and construction, which 
renders it generally recognizable. Its section 
suggests two parallel walls formed, in fact, 
by its facing stones, with the internal space

K 2
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packed anyhow with rubble. The facing stones 
are, however, so fashioned, and mortar so used 
with the rubble, that the whole becomes a solid 
mass of masonry. Some typical examples of 
walling are shown in the first of the accompanying 
plates. The facing stones are roughly triangular 
in form. In the case of a wall in Rome faced 
with tiles, the triangle is completed, but with stone 
the desired effect was secured by a narrowing, 
wedge-like form. The face of each stone is nicely 
dressed, and the alignment of the whole just ; but 
the inner parts are left rough, to bind firmer 
with the mortar. This is typically the early form 
of walling in Britain ; but later work, speaking 
generally, loses some of its early character. The 
core and facing are still distinct ; but the former is 
become a solid mass of concrete, and the stones 
of the latter are less pronouncedly wedge-like, while 
they are in general smaller. The wall and agger 
of Servius, built in the sixth century B.C., for the 
protection of Rome, may almost be regarded as the 
prototype of this method of construction. As in 
Rome with the great wall, so in Britain, a ditch 
was at first deemed advisable as a further defence 
in front of the wall. But we shall see how this 
custom was modified, as supports of the wall (in a 
military sense) improved ; and how eventually the 
attachments of the wall were so altered that it 
became possible to dispense with the ditch almost 
entirely. This may be best understood by 
considering the forms which the wall assumed ; 
and so we are brought to the main object of our 
present interest, the Roman Fort.

Distinction has already been drawn between the 
camp and the fort the former an area enclosed by 
a ditch and rampart of the thrown-out earth for 
temporary use ; the latter surrounded by a stone
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wall, and possibly a ditch as well. For the 
camp 20 acres would be small, 60 acres not 
impossible ; it might accommodate two whole 
legions with its auxiliaries, less commonly three 
or four. For the fort 3 to 4 acres and 6 to 
7 acres are common sizes ; 8 acres is large and 
10 acres almost unknown. A cohort would have 
been a large garrison. Notwithstanding these 
fundamental distinctions, the analogies between 
camp and fort are striking. The principles that 
elaborated the one were equally applicable to the 
laying out of the other. There is the same 
quadrangular shape, the same symmetrically 
situated gates, and systematic arrangement of the 
interior.

Two classes of Roman forts confront the 
observer : the one of 3 to 6 acres in size, with its 
walls supported by internal buttress-towers ; the 
other of 8 acres, with external towers and a thicker 
wall. We shall at once designate these the early 
and late types respectively by "early" meaning 
the end of the first and beginning of the second 
century, by "late" more generally the third and 
fourth centuries. Bv employing these terms we 
somewhat forevStall some of the conclusions of the 
examination we shall make ; yet the distinction is 
characteristic, and the terms fairly general and 
convenient. It will be our object to see how far 
they are justified, and how far they may be 
modified or narrowed.

Of the early class of fort, distinguishable by its 
internal towers, there are also two kinds : (i) The 
fort of 3 to 4 acres ; (2) the fort of 6 to 7 acres.

Internally these two types present some striking 
contrasts, though in principle the same. Some 
examples are figured in the upper row of the second 
plate. Both large and small are symmetrical;
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with internal towers; a prsetorium is in the 
centre, its courtyard facing the main street, which 
in the smaller forts bisects, and in the larger 
trisects the interior. But, whereas in the smaller 
the prsetorium (the official quarters), and possibly 
some baths or granary, are usually the only stone 
buildings within the enclosure, the larger type is 
filled, by contrast, with systems of long rectangular 
parallel buildings, which divide up the interior into 
a series of symmetrical rectangles. These details, 
not being connected with the defences, are not 
shewn in our illustration, but they serve to draw 
the distinction. The smaller types pictured are 
the outlines of Melandra Castle, in Derbyshire, 
and of Hardknott Castle, in Cumberland. The 
former is protected by a thin wall and supporting 
mound (as described), and the latter by a stouter 
wall only. In neither case is there definite appear 
ance of a ditch around. The larger type is chiefly 
familiar along The Wall, as at Chesters and 
Housesteads, but is found also in other sites 
forming part of the same system of defences, as 
at Ribchester, on the Ribble, in Lancashire. It is 
surrounded bv a stout wall, and sometimes by a 
ditch also. The wall of each type is supported by 
buttress towers, which surmount the corners and 
flank the gates. Commonly, these have no cham 
ber, or a vault merely, on the ground floor; but 
the upper storey was probably a roofed chamber, 
giving access either way to the rampart walk. 
In the larger class, the longer interval between 
the side gates and further corners was generally 
strengthened by a tower also. Sometimes the 
number of towers was more numerous, the shorter 
intervals intervening between gates and corners 
having one and the larger two such supports. In 
a well-known case, figured on the third plate, of
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the fort at Weisbaden, the number is consider 
ably increased, but the towers are smaller. Besides 
being architectural supports, these may be looked 
upon as sentry boxes, in the sense that the sentries 
and guards upon the ramparts might seek ready 
shelter within their upper chambers. Those who 
look for an extended analogy, may see in them a 
survival of sentry boxes along the ramparts of a 
temporary camp. An overhead platform, crossing 
the entrances from tower to tower, enabled the 
gates also to be protected.

Let us now look at the change found to have 
taken place in the type of the later class, of which 
four well-known examples, from the Saxon shore, 
are represented on the second plate. At Rich- 
borough, in Kent, we find the internal towers 
preserved, indeed, in idea, by a slight inward 
projection of the towers flanking the western 
gateway. Otherwise, all the towers are external; 
those at the corners of the enclosure are round 
(being three-quarters of the arc), while those 
intervening are rectangular, with the same pro 
jection. The gate towers, likewise, project to a 
similar distance. There is no ditch. The walls 
are thicker and higher; the area enclosed is 
rectangular, and of eight acres. There is no 
symmetrical arrangements of the gates ; a postern, 
strongly defended (with overhead gallery), alone 
remains on the northern side; while the main 
gateway, on the west, was possibly narrow, with a 
single arch only, and a long flanking defence. 
At Porchester there is a similar effect, only the 
bastions are all rounded, and are in some cases 
hollow. At Burgh Castle and at Pevensey there 
is less attempt at symmetry of form ; in the latter 
case, particularly, there is an obvious deviation of 
shape, to suit the contour of the rise on which it
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stands. The points of difference, so far as the 
defences are concerned, are apparent from these 
illustrations. The walls are thicker and higher, 
the area is larger, the gates are smaller, the ditch 
has disappeared, and the towers are become 
external. The change is no incidental one; the 
later class of fort is a new type, modelled on new 
principles of defence. Let us look more closely 
into the details of this new class, to see whether 
it may be possible to discern any motive that 
induced the change.

The various forms of the new type of external 
buttress are illustrated by a few details on the 
third plate. The Romans had arrived at a system 
of defences which in principle survived, with little 
modification, until utterly new and modern methods 
of attack were introduced. Witness, for instance, 
the analog}" which is afforded between the bastions 
of Richborough (Kent) of the third and fourth 
century and those of Bodiam Castle (Sussex) of the 
fourteenth. The new principle, which separates 
the late types from the old, and which dominates 
the whole of the later work, may be illustrated by 
a few simple examples. In the diagram of two 
towers defending an intervening wall, the one (A), 
rectangular, the other (B) circular, it is clear that 
each tower equally protects by direct aim the wall 
itself. Yet the form B holds over the form A a 
distinct advantage in being able to receive support 
at the extreme outer point b from the adjoining 
towers, whereas the corresponding point a of the 
rectangular tower is left undefended except from 
above. [The principle of machicolation designed 
to meet such case is well illustrated at Bodiam 
Castle.] The further development of the bastion 
in Roman works is illustrated rather by efforts at 
modification or extension of the same principle.
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The form employed at Porchester and Pevensey is, 
so to speak, rectangular, with rounded end, which 
secures a greater projection, with extreme point 
supported. At Burgh Castle the form is peculiar, 
being, as Mr. Fox has aptly described it, "peat- 
shaped." At Bradvvell, in Essex, and probably 
at Ancaster, 1 the unusual and extreme case in 
Roman works is reached, though later well known, 
in the towers, which are three parts of a circle. At 
Cardiff there is the peculiar appearance of the 
latter class, built on a multagonal plan ; it has, 
however, an unprotected face, and is of unusual 
character.

The striving after 'greater projection is well 
illustrated by the needs of the site of Pevensey. 
Here a low mound, rising originally from the 
swamps and marshes, probably gave its outline to 
the form of the fort, being so less open to attack 
than would have been the case had any consider 
able area of dry ground been left outside its walls. 
At one point, on the east, occurs a limiting case, 
in which the extreme point of a curve in the wall is 
only just covered by converging lines of fire from 
the adjoining towers. It is an exceptional case, 
and the bastions to meet it are of unusual 
projection. The points of the wall intervening, 
except the central one. are defended only from one 
of the bastions, neither of which can support the 
other. Other unusual features might be illustrated, 
but they hardly affect the present purpose. At 
Silchester, for instance, is the appearance of a 
mural tower, built almost entirely upon the wall; 
but Silchester was not a fort. There are the two 
cases pictured, one of each type, of Weisbaden and 
Niederbieber also, which do not claim much 
comment, though interesting as analogies.

Trollope : Arckaological Journal, xxvii.
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Our illustrations have shown a complete change 
of defensive principle between the old style and the 
new. At first a combined attack upon the walls 
was to be prevented by a ditch, or system of 
ditches, and ramparts ; in the later class the walls, 
which were higher and stronger, were to be 
protected chiefly by enfilading fire from adjoining 
bastions. Let us further glance at some types of 
defended gateways to illustrate the change. Our 
illustrations of Roman gateways are arranged in two 
groups, the single and the double; but the distinction 
is less important than the differences of style between 
the early and the late, with the exception of one 
fact, namely, the disappearance of the double arched 
gateway in later work. Here and there may be 
found an exception in fortified places which are not 
strictly forts, as in the town of Silchester, but to 
this we will turn again later. The early type of 
gates, with the flanking towers internal, is shown 
in double and in single form, the selected examples 
being the east gate of Melandra Castle and the 
north gate of the Saalburg fort respectively. In 
the former there is some suggestion of unequal 
arches, but otherwise these examples are quite 
typical. The entrances were closed by doors, and 
were defended from an overhead platform which 
joined the guard chambers. In large forts, as in 
small, of the early period, the main gates were 
generally double ; but behind the prsetorium, the 
rear gate was commonly single. The type is quite 
general for forts of the first two centuries, and 
admits of little variation.

The evolution of the new style is better illus 
trated in this detail than in general. The western 
gate of Richborough shows a tendency to introduce 
the new style as well as preserve the old, by 
projecting its towers outwards as well as inwards.
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The effect was to gain a much greater length of 
flanking defence ; to cause assailants of the gate 
to pass between a longer and narrower lane, with 
thorny sides. From this stage effort seems to 
have been confined to a development of this new 
principle. At Pevensey a cul-de-sac is formed 
between two great bastions of the main wall. 
The gates of Cardiff and Lambessa illustrate the 
same motive, modified by local peculiarities. The 
famous gate at Trier, known as the Porta Nigra, 
is a well preserved illustration of the employment 
of a similar plan. At Silchester the same effect is 
secured by a very pronounced in-curving of the 
two arms of the main wall' towards the gates. It 
is noticeable how the defences of the walled city 
of Silchester differ in many details from the precise 
plans employed in the forts. It is indeed a doubt 
ful point, productive of much discussion, to what 
particular period the existing masonry of the walls 
belongs. So far as the present illustrations help, 
it is plain that, while the principle of defence 
belongs to the new order of things, yet the plans 
of the gates (indeed, the existence of the double 
gates) preserve the older method. Possibly the 
work may be regarded as transitional i.e., before 
the end of the third century. Postern ways, so far 
as the examples of Ribchester and Richborough 
are any criterion,' were protected by a turn in 
direction, which covers the direct access to the 
interior. The former was built through the ruin 
of a corner tower; the latter was part of the 
original design, and was defended from a gangway 
overhead.

A great part of the defence of these later works 
is obviously concerned with the rampart walk and 
its contrivances. A chance observation of an out- 
of-the-way fortress at the oasis of El Khargeh,
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west from Girga, in Upper Egypt, made during 
the past spring, has helped to throw some light 
upon this point; otherwise, information upon it 
was nil. Unfortunately, the notes made do not 
quite agree with some photographs taken at the 
time, but they are sufficiently in concord for our 
purpose. There, as may be seen from a glance at 
the photograph on the last plate, the towers stood 
well up at regular intervals externally, and were 
connected by low parapets running along the inter 
vening spaces ; the chambers upon the towers, at 
the level of the wall top, embraced also the width 
of the wall, and are entered from each direction 
by means of doors. It is not clear whether the 
towers were provided with large apertures for 
militarv purposes on their outside ; but possibly 
it may be found practicable to send an expedition 
to make further enquiry during the coming winter. 

In observing these differing modes of expressing 
the principles of defence in vogue, and the changes 
in those principles which took place during a space 
of three hundred years, it is well to bear in mind 
the historical aspect of the cases also. It is 
natural to suspect that special needs of differing 
localities were largely responsible for changes in 
form. As to details of later works there is much 
truth in that; but the fact remains that the earlier 
works admitted no such deviation. The early 
class of forts was called for by the necessity of 
defending the provinces of Britain against tribes 
difficult to control, living in the north and in the 
west. There slowly elaborated from that need a 
system of defence which received its chief stimulus 
in the time of Hadrian, and was perfected under 
Antonines. To these days in the first half of the 
second century possibly belong the 6-acre forts 
of the type o Chesters and Housesteads and
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Ribchesters. The smaller enclosures, like Melandra 
Castle and Hardknott, probably originated some 
what earlier ; certainly some of the Scottish torts, 
with their multiple ditches and mounds, seem to be 
of first century work. Then followed an interval 
of a hundred years, after which a fresh source of 
danger demanded that the south-eastern coast 
should be protected by a chain of forts. It is not 
difficult to believe that Richborough, authentically 
the harbour Rutupise of literature, should be first 
protected ; we have seen that the character of its 
works bears out the supposition. Then followed, 
though in what order it would be useless to 
speculate from the evidences adduced, the forts of 
the types of Porchester and Pevensey, Bradwell 
and Burgh Castle until a chain of ten defended 
points bound the coast from Porchester, in Hants, 
to Brancaster, in Norfolk. It cannot be said 
that the needs of defence along the Saxon shore 
developed the new types of fortress. It is only 
necessary to glance abroad to see the new style 
permeating the whole of the empire, whether in 
Algeria, at an oasis in Upper Egypt, or in Syria. 
The very palace of Dioclesian, at Spalatro, was 
built upon a plan consistent with the changed order 
of thinsrs.

The illustrations for this article are taken from 
the undermentioned sources :  

BRADWELL : Lewin in Archceoiogia. xli. 
BUKGH CASTLE: Fox, Arch. Journal, 1900. 
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RICHBOROUGH : Garstang, Arch. Cantiana, 1901. 
ROME: Walls, Middleton, Arc/itzologia, li. 
SAALBURG : Jacobi, Das Roiuerkastell Saalbiitg. 
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Archaologia, 1897.
WEISBADEN, Von Cohausen, ib supra. 
Some plans of Roman forts are taken from the Ordnance
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