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preface

Illustration i
The bath-house at the end of the 1973 being prepared for an influx of visitors.

The excavations at Bearsden lasted from 1973 to 1982 with the 
post-excavation work continuing thereafter until 1992; there 
was then a hiatus which largely coincided with my period as 
Chief Inspector of Ancient Monuments and while the specialist 
reports were being prepared. All work was undertaken as part 
of my official duties as an inspector of ancient monuments and 
funded by Historic Scotland and its predecessor departments. 
During the years from 1973 the structure of archaeology 
changed considerably, with most excavations now undertaken 

by archaeologists employed full-time as excavators. The work at 
Bearsden had to be fitted round other duties and the pressure 
of those undoubtedly delayed the publication of this final 
report, though interim and advance reports and discussions had 
appeared elsewhere (eg Breeze 1974a; Breeze 1977a; Dickson, J H 
1979b; Dickson et al 1979; Breeze 1982; Breeze 1983; Knights 
et al 1983; Breeze 1984a; Keppie & Arnold 1984; Breeze 1986; 
Collins 1986; Dickson, C & Dickson, J H 1988; Dickson, C 1989; 
Dickson, C 1991).
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led to detailed chemical and petrological analysis of the local 
oxydised wares (Breeze 1986: 186; Collins 1986; Gillings 1991). 
This important observation attracted the attention of Vivien 
Swan and led her to undertake a wide-ranging survey of the 
pottery from the Antonine Wall with important ramifications 
(Swan 1999). Vivien died before she could complete her report on 
the pottery from Bearsden but this was subsequently undertaken 
by Paul Bidwell and Alex Croom. The significance of the local 
manufacture is reflected in their report and that on the mortaria 
by Katharine Hartley. The fact that there was only one period 
of occupation at Bearsden was also amongst the new material 
that led Nick Hodgson to review the evidence for two periods 
of occupation on the Antonine Wall (Hodgson 1995: 31). The 
undertaking of an excavation project on a seasonal basis retains 
certain advantages in that time is allowed for consideration 
between each season. yet the problem with this project was that 
it was never certain that a further season would be possible, so 
each year had to be planned as if it was the last. Nevertheless, 
work was carried out within a strategic framework prepared 
before the excavation began. This determined that the main aims 
of the excavation would be to discover the state of any remains, 
obtain a complete plan of the fort in all periods of occupation, 
determine the history of the site and investigate the possibility of 
the existence of an annexe or a civil settlement (internal memo 
dated 21  March 1972 on AMG/A40/2/1, lodged in the SRO). 
When it became clear that the botanical material survived so 
well, tracing the vegetational history of the site was added to the 
list. It is fair to state that these aims were largely achieved.

The extension of a single four-week trial excavation into 
a ten-year excavation project resulted in the production of 
annual plans. The continuing emendation of the plan as a result 
of new information becoming available is a salutary lesson in 
trying to interpret too much from limited information: Britannia 
5 (1974) – 10 (1979).

The excavation, in particular at its beginning and end, 
provoked much public interest. At the end of the first season, a 
television report on the discoveries led to an enormous influx 
of visitors. The erection of a fence prevented visitors from 
inadvertently falling into the excavation, and, together with 
a nightwatchman, helped to protect the visible remains from 
unwanted attention (illus i). The public interest was focused on 
the bath-house, which was presented by the then owners, Miller 
Homes, to the state. This was protected by a timber cover and 
reopened in 1979 for the visit of the Congress of Roman Frontier 
Studies and then consolidation. The bath-house was opened to 
the public by Allan Stewart, MP, Minister for Home Affairs and 
the Environment in the Scottish Office on 17 May 1982 (illus 
ii), the first such event in Scotland and soon repeated as new 
monuments were acquired and new displays created (Breeze 
1984a: 64–7).

The artefactual material from the excavation has been 
allocated to the Hunterian Museum, University of Glasgow, 
while the archive lies in Historic Environment Scotland, 
Edinburgh.

Illustration ii
The opening of the bath-house in 1982.

Many of the above references relate to the detailed work and 
subsequent publications by Camilla Dickson and her husband 
Jim Dickson on the botanical remains discovered at Bearsden. 
This has been amongst the most important aspect of all the post-
excavation analysis and even led to a series of letters in The Times 
on feeding Roman troops (20, 27 and 29 June 1983). There were 
special exhibitions of the objects from the excavations at the 
Hunterian Museum, University of Glasgow, and the Lillie Art 
Gallery, Milngavie, in 1977.

This long delay has also allowed for discussion and 
reassessment of the structural evidence, not least by Geoff Bailey 
(Bailey 1994 and forthcoming), and of the artefactual material. 
Of particular importance has been the work on the pottery. At an 
early stage Louise Hird appreciated that the pottery did not form 
a normal Antonine Wall assemblage. The unusual forms, which 
appeared to me to be early second century, suggested to her local 
production, and this was confirmed by Geoff Collins; this in turn 
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A bstract 

The Roman fort at Bearsden (NS 545 721) was occupied within 
the period 142 to 165. It was placed within a landscape already 
at least partly cleared of woodland and supporting a diversity of 
pasture, heath, bog and aquatic vegetation. The original plan for a 
fort (Bearsden 1), covering 1.72ha and laid out to a grid measuring 
5 × 4 actus, was amended after work on the headquarters building, 
a granary and bath-house, being divided into a fort (Bearsden 
2) and an annexe roughly on a ratio of 2:1. The headquarters
building and granary were retained, resulting in an eccentric
plan for the fort; the bath-house was demolished and rebuilt.
The granaries were of stone, other buildings of timber including,
uniquely on the Antonine Wall, the headquarters, which, again
uniquely, appears to have included a forehall. Its construction,
and the plan of the barrack-blocks, suggests that cavalry were
based at both Bearsden 1 and 2. There were an irregular number
of ditches; the turf rampart appears to have been surmounted by
a timber breastwork.

The annexe contained a bath-house and a latrine. Analysis 
of the sewage revealed that the soldiers ate both emmer and spelt 
wheat, barley, pulses, local fruit and nuts, figs, coriander, celery 
and dill, and opium poppy; they had a mainly plant-based diet; 
they suffered from worms; they appear to have used moss to clean 
themselves.

Supplies such as food and pottery came from southern 
Britain, Gaul and Spain. Much pottery was made locally.

Occupation ended with the buildings demolished and burnt, 
the rampart partially slighted and its timber breastwork burnt.

The bath-house and latrine were placed in state care in 1982.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Das römische Kastell von Bearsden (NS 545 721) war in der 
Zeit von 142 bis 165 belegt. Es wurde in einem zumindest schon 
teilweise gerodeten Naturraum angelegt, der auch Weiden, 
Heide, Sumpf und teilweise unter Wasser stehende Vegetation 
aufwies. Der ursprüngliche Kastellplan (Bearsden 1), der sich auf 
1.72ha erstreckte und ein Raster von 5 × 4 actus aufwies, wurde 
nach Umbauten am Kommandogebäude, dem Speicher und dem 
Bad geteilt, wodurch das Kastell (Bearsden 2) und ein Annex 
im Verhältnis 2:1 entstanden. Das Kommandogebäude und der 
Speicher wurden beibehalten, woraus sich ein ungewöhnlicher 
Kastellplan ergab; das Badegebäude wurde geschliffen und neu 
gebaut. Einmalig am Antoninuswall war, dass die Speicherbauten 

in Stein, andere Bauten, wie auch das Kommandogebäude, das 
ebenfalls einzigartig am Antoninuswall eine Vorhalle aufwies, 
in Holz ausgeführt waren. Diese Konstruktionsmerkmale und 
der Grundriss der Kasernenblöcke lassen vermuten, dass in 
Bearsden 1 und Bearsden 2 Kavallerie stationiert war. Es gab 
eine uneinheitliche Anzahl von Gräben; der Rasensodenwall 
scheint von einer hölzernen Brustwehr bekrönt gewesen zu sein.
Der Annex wies ein Badegebäude und eine Latrine auf. Analysen 
der Abwässer erbrachten den Nachweis, dass die Soldaten 
sowohl Emmer als auch Spaltweizen, Gerste, Hülsenfrüchte, 
einheimische Früchte, Feigen, Koriander, Sellerie und Dill, 
und Schlafmohn aßen; sie ernährten sich hauptsächlich von 
pflanzlicher Nahrung, litten an Wurmbefall; um sich selbst zu 
reinigen scheinen sie Moos verwendet zu haben. 

Nachschub an Lebensmitteln und Keramikgefäße kam vom 
Süden Britanniens, von Gallien und Spanien. Viel Keramik 
wurde aber auch lokal hergestellt.Die Besiedlungsgeschichte 
endet mit dem Brand und Abriss der Bauten, einem teilweise 
geschliffenen Wall und der niedergebrannten hölzernen Palisade.
Das Badegebäude und die Latrine wurden 1982 in staatliche 
Obhut übergeben.

RÉSUMÉ

La forteresse Romaine de Bearsden était occupée pendant 
l’époque 142 à 165. Elle était localisée dans un paysage qui 
a été déjà au moins partiellement débarrassé de bois, et qui 
soutène diversité de pasturage, bruyère, marécage et vegetation 
aquatique. Le plan primitif de la forteresse (Bearsden 1), qui 
occupe 1.72ha, et qui a été disposé sur une grille mesurant 5 × 
4 actus, a été modifié après le commencement de construction 
du quartier général, du grenier et de la maison de bains; par la 
suite elle était se divisée en une forteresse (Bearsden 2) et une 
annexe, en rapport de 2:1. Le quartier général et le grenier etaient 
tous les deux conservées, et en consequence la forteresse avait un 
plan irrégulière; la maison de bains était démolit et reconstruit. 
Le grenier était construit de pierre, mais des autres bâtiments de 
bois; uniquement sur le mur Antonin, le quartier général était de 
bois, et aussi uniquement il semble qu’il en avait eu une avant-
salle. Sa construction de bois at le plan des casernes suggérent 
que Bearsden1 et aussi Bearsden 2 étaient tous les deux pour la 
cavalerie. Il y’avait un nombre irrégulier de fosses autour de la 
forteresse; il semble que le rampart tourbeaux était surmonté 
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par un parapet de bois.L’annexe a contenu une maison de bains 
at une latrine. L’analyse d’égouts a démontré que les soldats 
ont mangé et emmer et spelt blé, orge, légumineuses, fruits et 
noix locals, coriander, celery, et aneth, et pavot d’opium. Ils ont 
mangé un régime principalement herbivore. Ils étaient affligés 
de vers intestinals. Il semble qu’ils nettoyent eux-mêmes avec 
mousse.L’approvisionnements de nourriture et poterie, par 

example, était envoyé par le sud Bretagne, Gaul et Espagne. Mais 
beaucoup de poterie était fabriqué en localité.

L’occupation de la forteresse était terminé lorsque les 
bâtiments étaient détruits et brûlés. Le rampart était partiellement 
démolit, et son parapet brûlé.

La maison de bains et la latrine ont mises en charge de l’état 
en 1982.
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mmar  RY

Rescue and research excavations from 1973 to 1982, funded by 
Historic Scotland and its predecessor departments, on and around 
the site of the Roman fort at Bearsden on the Antonine Wall (NS 
545 721) revealed evidence for the vegetation history of the area, 
elucidated the plan of the fort and annexe, and the history and 
occupation of both, and provided important information on the 
diet of the soldiers (illus iii).

Pollen analysis suggests that when the army arrived the 
vegetation in the area was mainly of established pasture with 
some partly cleared woodland. Trees were mainly of alder and 
hazel with some willow while grasses, heather and rushes grew 
in cleared areas. The climate may have been a little cooler than 
today.

The fort, built on uneven ground, was planned to be an 
enclosure (Bearsden 1) measuring 152m east–west  ×  113m 
north–south across the ramparts thereby covering 1.72ha, 
and 143m   ×   104m within the ramparts, 1.48ha. During 
building work this large enclosure was divided into a western 
fort (Bearsden 2), 102m east–west over the ramparts, 93m 
within (1.15ha/0.95ha), and an annexe 54m east–west over the 
ramparts, 45m within (0.61ha/0.47ha). Bearsden 1 was laid 
out within the framework of a grid measuring 5  ×  4 actus. Five 
buildings in Bearsden 2 were about one actus long while the 
distance across the width of one pair of buildings was half an 
actus, and across another pair only a little less. This suggests that 
the soldiers who built the first fort also planned and possibly built 
the second, which in turn suggests that one activity followed 
closely on the other. The changes at Bearsden may have had wider 
implications for military deployment on the Antonine Wall; 
perhaps it was at this point, rather than when the secondary forts 
were added to the Wall, that some units were moved.

The fort and annexe were attached to the rear of the Antonine 
Wall, the north defences of both being the Wall itself. The Military 
Way passed through the centre of the fort; the line is now occupied 
by Roman Road. There were three ditches to the west of the fort, 
one wide ditch to the south and two to the east of the annexe: 
there were no ditches between fort and annexe. No ditch showed 
any evidence for recutting. 

The stone rampart base surrounding Bearsden 1 was 4.5m 
(15½  Roman feet) wide with the overlying turves averaging 
400mm × 320mm (the regulation size was 430mm × 300mm). The 
rampart between the fort and annexe was 4.35m wide. To its east 
burnt debris about 1.5m wide and containing thin branches of 

willow, alder and hazel is best interpreted as the remains of the 
rampart’s timber breast-work.

The buildings started or completed in Bearsden 1 included the 
headquarters, a granary, the bath-house and latrine. The first two 
buildings were retained in Bearsden 2, creating an eccentric plan 
for the fort, but the bath-house was demolished and rebuilt on a 
different alignment. Identified buildings of Bearsden  2 include 
part of the headquarters building together with a possible forehall; 
two barrack-blocks, each apparently containing officer’s quarters 
and eight rooms; two stone granaries; a possible storehouse, and 
three long-narrow buildings; there were also open areas, some 
owing to the steep slope in the north half of the fort; other areas 
contained depressions, perhaps for the collection of water, and 
small pits. Most of the buildings were of timber with wattle and 
daub walls and probably thatched roofs. The exceptions were the 
granaries which were stone, one at least probably with a tile roof. 
A forehall suggests the presence of cavalry in Bearsden 1, while 
barrack-blocks with eight rooms also implies cavalry. The small 
size of the fort and the apparent lack of accommodation for a 
complete unit suggests that Bearsden was linked to another fort, 
possibly Castlehill, 2.5km to the west, which appears to have been 
too small to hold all of the Fourth Cohort of Gauls attested there.

The annexe contained a bath-house and a latrine. An earlier 
heated room, presumably part of a bath-house, was abandoned 
before completion and replaced by a new building on a different 
alignment. The new bath-house contained a timber changing 
room and cold room, a stone heated range (two warm rooms, a 
hot room and a hot bath) and a cold bath, with a hot dry room 
apparently added later. The latrine was built against the inside face 
of the east annexe rampart. The sewage de-bouched into the east 
annexe ditches. The contents of the outer ditch included fragments 
of moss which may have been used for cleaning purposes. 

Analysis of the sewage indicated that the soldiers had a mainly 
plant-based diet. Different species of wheat were found: emmer 
may have been used for porridge and spelt for bread while durum 
may have been used to make pasta and/or porridge. Barley may 
have been used for thickening broth. Figs and the spices coriander, 
celery and dill, with the oily seeds of linseed and opium poppy 
together with pulses were consumed, as were local fruit and nuts. 
The soldiers suffered from worms.

The soldiers were supplied with food and pottery from 
southern Britain and from Gaul and Spain. Considerable 
quantities of pottery were made in the area of Bearsden. These 
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include the wares of Sarrius, a potter established in the English 
Midlands, who appears to have established a workshop in the 
area, almost certainly at Bearsden.

Occupation outside the fort was sought to west, east and 
south, but with little success. Two short cobble foundations were 
found to the west of the fort, one containing a pivot-hole at one 
end. Only a gulley was located to the east of the annexe. 

Hints at minor modifications in the fort were recorded; as 
many as three amendments occurred in the second bath-house, 
excluding its predecessor. Pottery reveals that the fort was 

occupied in the Antonine period, that is from 142/3 to no later 
than 170. Burnt debris demonstrates that the fort was destroyed, 
probably by the Roman army itself. By this time the outer east 
annexe ditch appeared to have silted to about half its original 
depth with sewage from the latrine. Two almost unworn coins 
dating to 153–5 suggest that the fort was abandoned soon after 
that date.

The bath-house and latrine were placed into state care in 1982 
having been consolidated, landscaped and laid open for public 
viewing (Breeze 1984: 64–7).
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