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The process of re-assessing the nature and chronology of the conquest of northern Britain has
gathered momentum in recent years. Although a very significant paper by Professor Anthony Birley (1973)
seriously set this process running, it was the dendrochronological results from fort-timbers from Carlisle
which clinched the presence of Roman armies in the north in the early 70s, presumably as part of the 'great
thrust' initiated by Vespasian when he became emperor in A.D.69 (Mason, 2001, pp.95ff). Since then, the re-
assessment of the chronology and location-details of the conquest of northern Britain has proceeded apace.

It is not the purpose of the present note to rehearse these arguments afresh (Contrebis 24 (1999),
pp.3-8). Rather, we shall consider here two matters which could be regarded as 'fall-out' from recent
discussions - the role of Marcus Vettius Bolanus, predecessor (A.D.69-71) of Quintus Petillius Cerialis as
governor, and the opprobrium which is currently being heaped upon the historian, Cornelius Tacitus
(Agricola's son-in-law), for having misled posterity for so long.

Vettius Bolanus was appointed governor of Britain in A.D.69 by the emperor, Aulus Vitellius, after
the former governor, Trebellius Maximus, a man probably in his 70s, had run away to escape a 'running-
battle' which he was having with the province's legionary commanders. In a period of civil war we may be
certain that this dispute was connected in some way with 'divided loyalties' in the upper echelons of the
provincial administration. Bolanus is peremptorily dismissed as 'a man too mild for a dangerous province'
(LIft of Agricola 8,I and 16,5); we can be certain that the days which followed the collapse in A.D.69 of the
Roman agreement with the Brigantes, caused by Venutius' attack on his former wife, Cartimandua were
indeed testing and difficult (Tacitus Histories III.45). It seems certain that the resolution of this crisis could
not have waited for the appointment as governor of Petillius Cerialis in A.D.71; Tacitus, however, referring
to the aftermath of Venutius' actions, informs us only that Cartimandua was rescued - to disappear from
history.

At this point, we should remember evidence which has not always been given its full weight; the
poet, Papinius Statius, writing late in the Flavian period, includes inhis Silvae (Y.2, 140-149) an exhortation
to one Vettius Crispinus. This places before Crispinus the record of his father, Marcus Vettius Bolanus,
informing the young man of the exploits of Bolanus as governor of Britain, when he penetrated Caledonia -
that is, Scotland north of the line of the Forth and Clyde - building roads, forts and watchtowers and stripping
a British 'king' of his armour. As the late Professor Eric Birley wrote half a century ago ( 1953, pp.13- 15), it
seems very unlikely that Statius could have invented all of this well within living memory of the events
themselves. The implication is, therefore, that Vettius Bolanus, despite the silence of Tacitus on the matter,
made a substantial start with the restoration of order in and annexation of northern Britain. We may,
therefore, reasonably regard Vettius Bolanus as a 'victim' of Tacitus' determination to immortalise the
memory of his father-in-law, Gnaeus Julius Agricola.

What, then, of our other 'victim', Tacitus himself? Must our re-assessment lead inevitably to the
condemnation of Tacitus as a 'liar'? Certainly, Agricola dominates his account of the conquest of northern
Britain at the expense of both Bolanus and Petillius Cerialis (governor, A.D.71-74), although Cerialis is, at
least, credited with success in Brigantian territory. There is no hint in Tacitus' account, however, that
Cerialis penetrated Scotland; that, from the Life of Agricola, appears to be entirely the achievement of
Agricola (as governor) in his third campaign of A.D.79.

Readers of Tacitus rapidly become aware that his criterion of accuracy does not match what would
be demanded today; we may, however, be able in the present case to find an explanation, if not an excuse. In
A.D.70. Agricola was, at the very young age of 31, appointed to the testing post of legionary commander
(legatus legionis) of legion XX Valeria-Victrix. In making the appointment, Vespasian (or possibly his
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'representative', Licinius Mucianus) had it in mind that the primary job of the new legatus was to calm the
sensitive political sympathies of a legion which probably continued to resent the new emperor's victory over
its 'hero', Vitellius.

Within a year, a new governor had arrived - Vespasian's kinsman (possibly son-in-law), petillius
Cerialis - a man with a rather chequered military career, but who perhaps was seen as the proverbial producer
of 'rabbits from hats'. Tacitus, according to the assessment of Anthony Birley, loathed Cerialis, u *in with a
temperament that was diametrically the opposite of that of Agricola, perhaps the equally proverbial 'safe pair
of hands'.

There is, as we have seen, undeniable evidence that Cerialis' armies reached Carlisle; there is also
strong evidence that they advanced north into Scotland, perhaps as far north as the river Tay, the one
locational name that Tacitus gives us in connection with Agricola's later campaign of A.D.79. Recent
research at Newstead (Roxburghshire) has shown that the orientation of the first fort there was such that its
main gate faced towards Carlisle, and that, therefore, Carlisle must have been the principal base for the
penetration of Scotland at this time.

We should bear in mind at this point that Tacitus tells us (Lfe of Agricola 8,2) that Cerialis divided
the campaign-command with his legionary commander, Agricola. Agricola's legion was, as we have seen,
XX Valeriq-Victrix, whose 'home-base' was at Wroxeter and which presumably spear-headed the western
arm of the advance, matching that of Cerialis himself and legion IX Hispana to the east of the Pennines. It is,
therefore, likely that Agricola did play a major part in the penetrating advance to Carlisle and beyond into
Scotland - but in A.D.72-73 under the ultimate command of another, rather than in A.D.1g which was
perhaps more of a campaign of consolidation.

Whilst the modern historian obviously could not condone such a chronological disturbance, it is
worth pointing out that, due perhaps to the exigencies of 'oral publication', Tacitus does commit elsewhere
conflations of events, even of whole episodes. An obvious case in point is seen in his treatment (in Annals
XIII-XV) of the eastern campaigns of Nero's reign conducted by Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo, campaigns in
which, coincidentally, Marcus Vettius Bolanus distinguished himself. In other words, it may have been as
much Tacitus' convictions regarding the communication of the past as his desire to place his father-in-law on
a pedestal that led the historian to write in a manner that has brought so much subsequent confusion to events
in Britain during the reign of the emperor Vespasian.
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