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I. The Auxiliary Fort: Housesteads

Before we take a close look at one of
the best known examples of Roman
fortification work in Britain,
Housesteads auxiliary fort on
Hadrian's Wall in Northumberland,
let's sort out some definitions.

First, camps. These were constructed
for temporary occupation, housed the
troops 1in tents, and were always
built, day by day, when the legion-
aries were on the march advaneing into
new territory so that they would have
a protected base for the night.
Another type of camp, the practice
camp, was very small and constructed
as a training exercise only, usually
close to a permanent fortification.

The second group of fortified sites
was for permanent occupancy, or at
least semil-permanency, even if short
term. These forts ranged in size from
fortlets, fortified garrison outposts,
fortified gateways and so on, to the
full legionary fortress built largely
in stone and covering about 50 acres.

In Roman Britain, Hadrian's Wall
provides an unusually complete range
of fortified sites. Any serious
student of the Wall soon learns to
distinguish between the forts, the
milecastles and the turrets, and then
at least to begin on distinguishing
the various designs of each of these
fortifications. Unfortunately, there
isn't a legionary fortress associated
with the Wall, the nearest being the
one at York (two other well-known ones
were at Chesters and Caerleon). The
largest of the sites either on or
closely associated with the Wall is
Corbridge (Corstopitum), 3 km to the
south, a town and military supply
depot for northeastern Britain built
on the site of a second century stone

fort, and perhaps covering 30 acres
at its greatest extent.

Housesteads (Vercovicium or Borcovi-
cus -- the name is disputed) auxil-
iary fort covers about 5 acres and
was constructed a bit later than the
Wall i1tself, which runs east and
westward from the ends of the fort's
north wall. It was occupied for a
long while by an auxiliary cohort (of
the larger size, or "milliary") of
about 800-1,000 Tungrian (Belgian)
infantrymen. Beyond the northern
gateway of the fort the ground falls
steeply, while the entire site has
little level ground, as it slopes
back from the crest of the escarpment
towards the south. On the southern
side of Housesteads Fort was a vicus
or c¢ivil settlement. Only half a
dozen of the town's buildings are now
visible (though more have been ex-
cavated and covered again), but the
archaeologists assure us that the
settlement was an extensive one, with
many large timber and stone houses
crowded together, with gable-ends to
the narrow streets, several temples
and shrines (one of them a
Mithraeum), cemeteries, and terraced
fields or gardens lower down the
steep south-facing slope.

The main gateway to the fort is the
east gate, to your right if you are
the typical visitor walking up the
long hill through the townsite to-
wards the south gate. In Roman times
a roadway ran out through the main
gateway to continue the Military Way,
a line of communication connecting
the whole of the military zone lying
just south of the Wall. There was
also a north-south track giving
access to the tribal lands across the
Wall, close beside the small streanm,
the Knag Burn, on whose bank the
still unexcavated bathhouse for the



fort was built, A gabeway was oo0n-
gbructed here sz a checkpoint for
traffic through the Wall in the most
gonvenient ground for scme disbtance on
either side of the fort, the small
valley of the Eneg Burn.

Inside the fork, the layout and style
of the buildimgz are byplcoal of most
auxiliary forts. The Roman soldier
who marched {or sauntered?) back to
hias barracks in Housesteads from an
afbernoon wisik to the batha would
have olimbed up the 3lope with the aun
in hiz eyes and given the day's pass-
word to the guarda posted 1n one of
the guardroomas on either side of the
double eastern gateway. If he dldn't
turn at once to right or left, bo his
small ahared room in one of the bar-
packs ¥III to XVIII, or perhaps reburn
ke duty in a stable or workshop (XV
and EVI)}, he would walk straight up
the wia praetorla towsrds bhe prif-
eipia, the headquarters of the fort,
He could loock through its colonnaded
front court, and the long assembly
hall behind 1k, directly inteo the
central one of the five rooms at the
back of the prineipla, the cohori's
shrine and skrongroom.

If our imaginary infantryman was
headed for his barracks at the weat-
ern end of the camp (I-VI}, he would
turn left in front of the grinEiEiE
on the broad street, the wvia prin-
cipalis, and head westward paat the

gide of the [fortk commander's bouse,
the praetorium, just inside the south

gate. Hehind the prineipia lay the
haspital., MNorth of the hoapital was

an open space, perhaps with several
wagona taking turns to unlocad gralo
or other supplies at one of tThe two
granaries next to the principla on
its northarn side.

The west end of the fort provided
Four more barrecka and pecrhaps bwo
additional workshops: armourers; tent
makera, farrierz, smiths,; carpenters,
sbhonemasona were all npeeded, Any
Roman soldlier, whether leglopary or
auxiliary, was almosk certaln to
learn a 3killed teade and uae it
daily, at lemat im peacetime, though
he waz also expected to pub in long
hours at weapons deill, guard duty,
practice-camp construction, ocuatoms
control work and 5o on.



"Time of f™ must have been part of cur
agldierts life btoo, He peeded time to
make his own meals, uwauwally with the
atandard raticns of grain and cheap
wine aas the =staples, bubt perhaps
aupplemented offieially or of his awn
acoerd with leecally-ocsught or ralsed
zeat and gams. Ferhapa he grew some
vegetables in the fields terraced
belew the fort, or visited the shops,
inns and brothels which must typleally
have Tlouprished 1in the elvillan set-
tlementa, the viei, near each &F the
perzanent forta. He sight have a wire
and family in the town, and se have
gome domestis life as well as the
rather erowded but ocomradely 1ife 1in
the leng rows of barrack rooms.

It isn't easy be wizitk 3 fork such as
Houwzesteada and ifmagine how It was
zixteen hundred years age. No makber
how many tourdsts are arewding round,
it's hard toc =se=e them as Roman =al-
diers. The bulldings all have Just
two or three feet of stony wall {and
aome lack even that helght) to show
where the rooms were. But more and
more knowledge iz being gained by
inereasingly ecareful and thorough
archaealogieal work, lending colour
to the black and white ground plans
far thoze of ue who work toe develop
anough lmagination te pilcoture the
past susoessfully.
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