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AMENDMENT

In the last Newsletter the talk by David
S Richards was recorded as 6 June
2007, this unfortunately was incorrect
and should have read 4 July 2007.

‘ORDNANCE SURVEY 1806 IN
NORTH WALES’ — TALK BY DAVID S
RICHARDS, MEMBER -4 JULY 2007
— FULL REPORT

WEEKEND VISIT TO HADRIAN'S
WALL AND FORT - 17-19 AUGUST
2007 — LED BY MARIA BLAGOJEVIC
AND BEVERLY WEBBER,
COMMITTEE SECRETARY  AND
ARCHIVIST — ARTICLE BY BEVERLY
WEBBER

The Society’s first trip away had been
eagerly anticipated by all those lucky
enough to be involved. A long weekend
to Hadrian’s Wall had been planned by
Maria, and twenty six of us set out with
our driver Jeff from M&H Coaches.
Thirteen members from SAAS were
present, along with another thirteen
people who included friends from the

Dyserth Field Club, Flintshire Historical
Society, Vale of Clwyd Ramblers as well
as others from Shropshire, Wrexham,
Kent and even The Netherlands. A spirit
of camaraderie was quickly established
and all were made to feel welcome and
part of the group.

An early start of 7.00am on the Friday
morning enabled us to make the most of
the day and to see as much as possible.
Our coffee stop was at Tebay Services
on the M6. One of its attractions is a
shop selling scrumptious local produce
of every description imaginable. A
decision was taken to have our lunch in
Hexham, an ancient town with an Abbey
founded in AD 674 by St Wilfrid. The
crypt of the Saxon monastery still
survives beneath the present building.
The gaol built in 1330 now houses a
museum devoted to Border and Reiver
history. Time was limited, but Hexham is
a town worth revisiting and exploring on
a future occasion.



The old Gaol Hexham © Maria Blagojevic

Our next port of call was Steel Rigg at
the quaintly named Twice Brewed, and
yes, there is a Once Brewed as well.
Here we were treated to breath taking
views of Hadrian’s Wall and Peel Crags.
A group photograph was taken at this
point by Maria for the annals of the
Society. Jeff, our driver, performed
some particularly skilled manoeuvring of
the coach to return to the main road.
The small Visitor Centre close by gave
the opportunity to gather leaflets and
booklets about the area.

Group at Steel Rigg © Maria Blagojevic

Housesteads Roman Fort (Vercovicium)
was our first real taste of Hadrian’s Wall.
Quite a long, steep climb was required
to reach the Fort, and entry was through
a small museum displaying how

Housesteads once appeared. The
vantage point at the top gave stunning
panoramic views both sides of the
Border. It is the most complete example
of a Roman Fort in Britain and was built
about AD 124 as one of the twelve
permanent forts along Hadrian’'s Wall.
Excavations have revealed four double-
portalled gateways, the turreted curtain
wall, three visible barrack blocks and of
course the famous latrines. At the
centre are the most important buildings:
the commandant’s house, headquarters
building and hospital. A pair of
granaries has been excavated and
nearest to the north gate are two out of
the original ten barrack blocks that have
been exposed. It was quite a moving
experience to be in such a place which
at one time would have been a
controlling force on the surrounding area
on the very edge of that vast Roman
Empire and to be able to look down onto
the Wall disappearing into the distance
over the horizon.

Housesteads Fort © Maria Blagojevic

We all arrived at our hotel, the Swallow
Imperial at Jesmond, after another
amazing feat of driving by Jeff to
negotiate the narrow gateway and back
the coach into the car park from the
busy main road. It was arranged we
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should all meet in the bar for a pre
dinner drink. After the meal we all
retired to a separate room, where
Andrew gave a talk with a slide show
about the activities of SAAS. This was
partly as an introduction to our guests
and as an entertainment for members.

After a somewhat disturbed night for
some of us (drunken Glaswegians
shouting, swearing and slamming
doors), an excellent breakfast set us up
for the morning’s schedule. It had been
prearranged for the party to be met at
Vindolanda Roman Fort (sometimes
known as Chesterholm), for a talk about
the site and the excavations. Justin, one
of the archaeologists, who has spent his
entire working life there, was eminently
gualified to give us a very informative
and entertaining run down on the history
of this privately run site. The Birley
family are the driving force behind the
whole project, including its excavations,
conservation, superb museum and the
overall presentation to the public. It is
world famous for the discovery of the
thin wooden tablets covered in spidery
ink writing, giving an insight into
everyday lives of the men and women
who lived at Vindolanda nearly 2,000
years ago. There is a marvellously
informative video showing the discovery
of the tablets, their deciphering and the
subsequent conservation.

Justin lecturing the group © Maria Blagojevic

The Roman army built its first fort here
around AD 85. The purpose was to
guard the vital east to west supply road,
now known as the Stanegate. When the
Wall was built some forty years later,
Vindolanda took its place between
Housesteads and Great Chesters as a
Wall fort. The earliest forts were
constructed of timber and needed to be
replaced every seven or eight years,
even if there was no change in the
garrison, and the fifth such fort was built
early in Hadrian’s reign.

The remains of the earliest timber fort
now lies up to five metres below the
present turf, protected by the remains of
later timber forts and stone buildings.
The Roman army custom of laying down
a clean covering of turf or clay over the
demolished buildings before
reconstruction took place, created
anaerobic conditions in many areas,
and the lack of oxygen in those layers
has led to the survival of almost
everything that had been lost or thrown
away.

The Museum holds a vast array of
leather goods, and in particular shoes of
all kinds, together with textiles, wooden
utensils, silver, bronze, iron and lead
objects. The previously mentioned
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wooden tablets which shed light on
everyday life include military
documents, requests, drawings and the
famous birthday party invitation. They all
date to the years immediately before the
construction of Hadrian’s Wall in the mid
AD120’s and they form the earliest
archive of written material in British
history.

The main features of the site include a
well preserved bath house, constructed
along with the majority of the buildings ¢
AD 160. Many of the hypocaust piers
are still in situ, and a drain leading from
a water tank and well passes under the
bath house floor, flushing a latrine that
can be seen further down. A clearly
defined central street can be seen to
effectively separate the town in two
parts. On the southern side of the fort
are the foundations of various
unidentifiable buildings. The exception
is the Mansio (or Guesthouse), used by
wealthy travellers. The walls of
Vindolanda Roman Fort remain
standing to a considerable height in
some places and both the west and
north gates can clearly be seen. Inside
the fort itself can be found the remains
of the 3" century Headquarters building,
which has survived remarkably well. So
far the granaries, barrack blocks and
workshops remain hidden.

Vindolanda is an extensive and
interesting place to explore Roman
history. Apart from its impressive
remains it has a reconstruction of a
stone turret, a timber milecastle and a
stretch of a turf wall that provides a real
insight into the engineering prowess of
the Roman army.

Roman Shrine © Maria Blagojevic

The weather was rather inclement, but
our spirits were certainly not dampened,
and the museum and café gave us
respite from the worst of the rain.

On our way to the Roman Army
Museum, the coach paused for us to
view and take pictures of a heather
thatched 17" century building belonging
to the Landmark Trust. Louise & Elvet
Jones, two members of the group, had
stayed there very recently, and Louise
kindly gave us a short talk about the
building.

Heather thatched cottage © Maria Blagojevic

On our journeying, we passed through
some magnificent countryside, and
travelling up and down the Stanegate it
gave us excellent views of the vallum on
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either side of the road. The famous
“Sycamore gap”, from the film “Robin
Hood Prince of Thieves” could be seen
in the distance, and Jeff slowed the
coach for another photo opportunity.
The River Tyne has some marvellous
bridges at certain points, and the
crossings at Chollerford and Corbridge
and other places along the route were
particularly memorable, the River being
in full spate with all the recent rain.

Sycamore Gap © Maria Blagojevic

The Roman Army Museum at
Greenhead brings frontier history to life.
A film entitled “Eagle’s Eye” gives the
viewer an aerial guided tour of a section
of Hadrian’s Wall. As can be imagined
this was a unique and evocative way to
present Hadrian’s Wall. The museum
has a series of life-size tableaux with
scale models, audio commentaries and
displays of Roman objects. The Roman
soldier, his pay, training, armour,
weapons, living quarters and off duty
activities are explained in an
entertaining and informative way. A
recruiting film with Centurion Petronius
persuades you to join the Legion. A
“live” demonstration of weaponry by a
Roman centurion and a “Barbarian” was
a source of great amusement. After
some initial questioning from a small
group of us as to the nature of their

underwear, Maria, Wendy, Margaret &
Ken tried on the shiniest of the helmets
amidst howls of laughter as the two very
amenable chaps posed for photographs.

Example of Roman battles © Maria Blagojevic

On returning to the hotel, we duly
dressed for dinner and met in the bar for
drinks. A surprise gift for all Maria’s
sterling organisational efforts had been
surreptitiously purchased by Andrew
from the gift shop at Vindolanda. It was
a great surprise to her when this box
was presented. She wondered if it was
a blow-up Roman soldier, but to her
great surprise and delight it was a
wonderful replica Roman Sword. (We
couldn’t afford a helmet, and there were
no Soldiers on offer!). The party then
repaired to the private room for one of
Bev’s quizzes. The hotel manager, the
chef, & commis chef came to see what it
was about, and were welcomed to join
in if they wanted to form a team!
However, they had a look at the quiz
and thought better of it!! After a lot of
laughter and banter the winning group
scored a fairly respectable 20/25 and
were awarded with a tube of jelly beans.
All good fun!



The last supper © Maria Blagojevic

Sunday morning was the beginning of
our homeward journey. Saturday’s
sleep had again been interrupted by the
drunken Glaswegians partying. Apart
from that aspect of the stay, all
members of the hotel staff were friendly
and amenable; the food was good and
the rooms comfortable.

Chesters Roman Fort and Museum was
our Sunday morning destination where
we were met by John Wilkinson who
gave us an excellent introductory talk
about the site. The museum was built
more than 100 years ago to house the
Roman artefacts collected by the
Clayton family, who owned this and four
other Wall forts. It has changed little
over the years and is in the tradition of
the best of good old fashioned display
methods. A plethora of Roman masonry
greets the eye, including hundreds of
portable altars and carvings in relief of
Roman gods & goddesses, milestones
and other symbolic objects. Built just
after the Wall was completed in AD 123,
Chesters is the best preserved Roman
Cavalry Fort in Britain. It was built to
guard the Roman bridge, which carried
Hadrian’'s Wall and the military road
over the North River Tyne. The remains
of the bridge abutment can still be seen

across the river from the extremely well
preserved garrison’s bath house.

Bath house at Chesters Fort at Chesters Fort
© Maria Blagojevic

Occupied for nearly three centuries, its
six-acre area housed a cavalry regiment
of around 500 men. The foundations of
all four principal gateways survive with
short lengths of Wall adjoining them.
The entire foundations of the
headquarters building are visible, with a
courtyard, hall, regimental temple and
strongroom clearly laid out. The
commandant’'s house is the most
luxurious building in the fort. The
bathhouse is quite substantial and with
its changing rooms, steam room and
bathing area is one of the more
complete examples to be found.



Strong room at Chesters Fort © Maria
Blagojevic

Our final destination of our trip was to
have lunch and a brief exploration of
Corbridge. We were in the “new” town,
but two of our more intrepid members,
Hazel & Pat, made it to the Roman
town, just outside the present “new”
town. They were very impressed with
how much still survives, so this will be a
destination for a future visit. The “new”
Corbridge is of interest with a fine
example of a vicar's pele tower built
around AD 1300.

Pele Tower Corbridge © Maria Blagojevic

Some interesting old houses surround
the square and in the side streets. The
present bridge over the River was built
in 1674, and is the only Tyne bridge to
survive the floods of 1771.

Tyne Bridge © Maria Blagojevic

On rejoining the coach we embarked for
Tebay Services to do some shopping
(for our supper!) in the aforementioned
excellent local produce shop. As we
were all finally assembled on the coach
ready to make the last leg of our journey
home to St Asaph, Paul gave a vote of
thanks firstly to Jeff our valiant driver,
and then to everyone else for supporting
the Society in its first ever very
successful tour. | guess | can speak for
everyone in saying that it was a
wonderful holiday, and the bonus was in
being in the company of lovely, friendly,
companionable folk. We will all be
looking forward with anticipation to the
next one!

YSCEIFIOG — SITE INVESTIGATIONS
Site investigations continue at Ysceifiog
an following the recent geo phys

LECTURE — WORLD WAR Il RELICS —
MEDWYN PARRY — RCAHM - 5
SEPTEMBER 2007



SAAS WEBSITE

Don't forget to visit the SAAS Website
which contains lots of information. The
Website can be accessed on the
following address:
http:www.stasaph/co.uk/archaeology.

Suggestions and ideas for the Website
are welcome from all our Members so
don’t be shy, send us your thoughts.

FUTURE EVENTS

The new 2007/08 Programme is
currently in development. If you wish to
suggest any items for our indoor and
outdoor events please contact the
Society Secretary or any other of the
Committee Members. We look forward
to hearing from you.

MEMBERSHIP

Our membership is increasing and we
have welcomed a number of new
Members since our last Newsletter. We
now have a membership of 61.

Anyone wishing to become a Member or
just interested to make contact and
attend an event, please contact one of
the Society’s officers listed below.

COMMITTEE MEMBERS

Chair: Andrew Thomas, 27 Bishops
Walk, St Asaph LL17 OSU Tel:
01745 583100;

andrewthos@aol.com

Sec: Maria Blagojevic, 67 Ashley
Court, St Asaph LL17 OPL Tel:
07767705100; mblag@qgotadsl|.co.uk

Treas: David Casemore, Dyffryn Aur,
Glascoed Road Tel: 01745 582411;
casemore@dcasemore.freeserve.co.uk

Archivist: Beverly Webber, Hilltop,
Chester Street, St Asaph LL17 ORE
Tel: 01745 583980
bevandclive.flutinet@fsmail.net

Equipment Registrar:  Sue Brown Tel:

01352 713252



