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After the end of Agricola's governorship in AD 83, the information about Roman 
Britain related by Classical sources becomes increasingly patchy in coverage and poor 
in quality. Indeed, in the half century that follows, the clearest indication of 'an event' 
is to be found in the Life of Hadrian in the compilation known as Scriptores Historiae 
Augustae (Writers of the Augustan History, Birley 1976). These imperial biographies 
were supposedly composed in the late-third century by six different authors, although 
most scholars now believe that they belong to the later-fourth century and that they 
may have been put together by the historian, Ammianus Marcellinus (Syme 1968). 
The biographies are of extremely variable standards of reliability, although the Life of 
Hadrian (supposedly written by one Aelius Spartianus) is generally regarded as one 
of the more reliable and informative. 

The biographer announces (Life of Hadrian 5,2) that, when Hadrian became emperor 
- that is, in AD 117 - 'the Britons could no longer be held under Roman control'. 
Unfortunately, we are given no indication whatever of either the nature or the 
location(s) of the problem. We do, however, have evidence from other sources which 
point to a war having been fought in Britain in the early years of Hadrian's reign. 

First, coins of AD 119 (including Hadrian's famous 'dejected Britannia' issue) 
proclaim a victory won in Britain, presumably under the auspices of the then
governor, Quintus Pompeius Falco (Hill 1970, 155). Secondly, a fragment of an 
inscribed tombstone, which was recently recovered in excavations at Vindolanda, 
records the death in battle of a centurion; the date given is AD 118 (Birley 1998). It 
has also been suggested that an area of exceptionally fine masonry, which is now 
visible as part of the southern guard-tower of the west gate of the fort at Birdoswald 
may have derived from a victory-trophy erected in the area at the conclusion of this 
war (Wilmott 2001, 88-9). On the basis of such evidence of location, it would seem 
likely that the troubles that the Roman army was experiencing in Britain at the time 
were concerned with the western end of the northern frontier-zone and that the 
principal troublemakers were members of the tribe of the Novantae of Dumfries and 
Galloway, and possibly also of their eastern neighbours, the Selgovae. 

Scholars have long been exercised over the relationship between the stone and turf 
sections of Hadrian's Wall (Divine 1969, 129ff; Hanson and Maxwell 1983, 79; 
Breeze and Dobson 2000, 32): why should the eastern two-thirds of the structure have 
been built in stone, with the western third in turf? In general, explanations have laid 
emphasis on the supposed inferiority of the Turf Wall: it has been suggested that it 
may have been intended as a temporary structure or that there were insufficient 
supplies of building-stone in the western sector between Willowford bridge and 
Bowness-on-Solway, or perhaps that there was not enough limestone for 
manufacturing the mortar required. But would solutions to such problems have been 
beyond the resources of the engineers and builders in the Roman army, particularly in 
view of the fact that the rebuilding of the turf section in stone may have come about as 
early as the later years of Hadrian's own reign (Breeze and Dobson 2000, 81)? 
Perhaps, therefore, it would be better to look for an explanation that is positive in 
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nature: should the Turf Wall necessarily be regarded as an inferior product of the 
military engineers? 

If the troubles in the north in the early years of Hadrian's reign were in the western 
part of the frontier-zone, which was at that time formed by the Stanegate-road and its 
associated installations (Hodgson 2000), it would be reasonable to suppose that the 
emperor and his commanders on the ground in Britain might have sought to prevent a 
recurrence of those troubles by an enhancement of the Stanegate-limes in the affected 
area. It should be borne in mind that, up to that time in Britain, most military 
installations were still constructed of turf and timber, and that the nearest 'models' for 
frontier-construction - that is, on the river Rhine - employed the same building
materials. Turf was, after all, a well-tried medium, quick to erect, and which might 
reasonably be expected to have a 'working-life' of 15-20 years before requiring major 
refurbishment. On a linear turf-frontier, milecastles would have been built of turf and 
timber, whilst the intervening towers, which presumably involved signalling with fire, 
would naturally have been constructed of stone. A frontier of such a character would 
surely have occasioned no surprise at all. 

Indeed, it is far more likely that surprise will have attended the emperor's decision, on 
his visit to Britain in AD 122, to extend the wall over the remainder of the Tyne
Solway gap - but, this time, in stone (Hanson and Maxwell 1983, 79). It should not be 
overlooked that Roman emperors in general appreciated the existence of a direct 
connection between impressive construction-programmes and political image
creation. This, after all, was why, some 50 years earlier, Vespasian had begun work 
on a 90-foot four-way arch at Richborough (Shotter 2004) and the 'Elliptical Building' 
within the legionary fortress at Chester (Mason 2001, 76-84). By such works of 
construction, Vespasian intended to link himself with his predecessors (especially the 
emperor, Claudius) and to proclaim the opening of a new dynamic period in Rome's 
dealings with Britain. 

Hadrian - not unreasonably - regarded himself as an architect of some distinction: 
such projects as the Pantheon in Rome and his own 'country residence' at Tivoli bear 
witness to his vision. Thus, in seeking to strengthen the northern frontier in Britain, 
Hadrian saw a stone wall as a symbol - and as a reminder to those who needed it - of 
Rome's powers of organisation and military might. The unique nature of this project is 
brought out by his biographer (Life of Hadrian 11,2): 'He made for Britain where he 
set right many things and - the first to do so - constructed a wall 80 miles long to 
separate barbarians and Romans'. Although the Wall was never intended as a way of 
shutting the tribes of what is now Scotland out of the Roman province, it did provide, 
through its 80 gates (milecastles), a means of monitoring movement through the 
frontier-zone, and of collecting taxes due on goods passing in and out of the province. 
Hadrian was, of course, also aware of his predecessor's erection of Trajan's Column in 
Rome as both a commemoration of his victories and as a memorial to himself. 
Hadrian's Wall was similarly a memorial to the emperor's own sturdy and often
imaginati ve defence of the empire's territorial integrity. 

How long the Turf Wall remained in place has also been a matter of uncertainty and 
controversy; many have thought that the turf section was replaced only after the 
abandonment of his successor's re-occupation of southern Scotland later in the second 
century (Breeze and Dobson 2000, 60, 88-90). However, recent excavations at 
Birdoswald (T Wilmott pers comm) have suggested that, at that fort at least, the 
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replacement of the original timber fort-buildings with stone should be dated to the 
later years of Hadrian's own reign. Thus, the whole structure eventually took the form 
that Hadrian saw as most consistent with the images of Rome and of himself which 
he wished posterity to remember. In the world of politics, there is no novelty in 'spin'. 

Note: A fine section of the Turf Wall can now be viewed by taking the Hadrian's Wall 
Path National Trail from the fort at Birdoswald westwards towards Appletree Farm. 
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