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A horseman riding by:
archaeological discovery in 1754
Rebecca Jones and Gordon Maxwell

In August 1754, Captain Robert Melville rode out from
Panmuir House near Arbroath to look for the remains
of Agricola’s army in Scotland. In the process, he
identified four (possibly five) Roman marching camps
in Strathmore (Illus 1). This paper has its origins in
a lecture that was delivered as part of the annual
conference of the Tayside and Fife Archaeological
Committee in 2004. It was our intention to win greater
recognition for Melville’s antiquarian work, to celebrate
the 250th anniversary of his discoveries, to review the
sites that he discovered, and to place these within their
wider context.
Robert Melville was born in Monimail in Fife in
1723, the son of the parish Minister. His parents died
young and his guardians placed him in the Grammar
School in Leven. He matriculated at the University
of Glasgow at the age of 14, and went on to study
medicine at the University of Edinburgh. In 1744, at
the age of 20, Melville turned away from the academic
study of medicine to join the 25th Regiment of Foot
(subsequently the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, now

part of the Royal Regiment of Scotland). When he died,
in 1809, he was the second oldest general in the British
army. His career was one of astonishing versatility:
from the study of medicine he turned to a soldier’s
life, in which profession he excelled wherever he turned
his hand – surveying, engineering and gunnery. Given
his career in the army, it was not surprising that his
antiquarian interests were focused on the study of
ancient military exploits, structures and battlefields.
Melville’s career has been documented elsewhere
(not least the ‘biographical sketch’ by his secretary,
published in 1917 by a descendant, E W M BalfourMelville; Dictionary of National Biography 1921–2,
xiii, 246–7), but it is worth reminding ourselves of
some of the key elements of his career. After gaining
a commission with the 25th Foot, he saw service in
Flanders and Ireland, with two periods in the recruiting
service in Scotland (in 1751 and that key summer of
1754), before being posted back to Scotland in 1755.
That he was clearly a persuasive advocate for a military
career was evidenced by his ability to recruit more men

Illus 1 Map of the Roman remains in Strathmore with the four camps highlighted. (Crown Copyright: RCAHMS)
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than his colleagues, apparently recruiting 40 more than
any other officer at the same time (Balfour-Melville
1917, 122). In 1756, promotion to the rank of major in
the 38th Regiment of Foot resulted in a posting to the
Caribbean, where he spent a large part of the next
fifteen years, including a long period as Governor of the
islands that had been ceded to Britain by France. During
this period Melville invented the ‘Carronade’, originally
called the ‘Melvillade’, a short-range naval cannon
developed by the Carron Company ironworks in
Falkirk. (A presentation model of a carronade given
to Melville is on display in the Museum at Callendar
House in Falkirk.) His other achievements in the
colonies are also noteworthy. In 1765 Melville and
Dr George Young established the St Vincent Botanic
Garden, believed to be the oldest in, and once the
horticultural capital of, the Western Hemisphere
(Howard 1997). Balfour-Melville also regales a tale
from 1760 on Guadeloupe, shortly after Melville
became acting-Governor, when he stopped a man
from being tortured, and that during his whole time
in the West Indies, he never subsequently heard report
of the practice of torture (Balfour-Melville 1917, 131).
However, by 1789, Melville was blind, resulting, he
believed, from an injury to his eyes caused by an
explosion during the attack on Guadeloupe thirty
years earlier (Balfour-Melville 1917, 125).
Sir George Macdonald described Melville as, ‘one
of the most remarkable Scotsmen of his generation’
(Macdonald 1917, 169), a sentiment with which the
present authors concur. Robert Melville was one of
the early military minds to turn to antiquarian study.
His predecessors in the study of the Roman conquest
of Scotland, men such as Alexander Gordon, Sir John
Clerk of Penicuik and Sir Robert Sibbald, were also
learned, but scholars, judges and physicians rather than
soldiers. Melville put his military mind to good use,
applying ‘an attentive perusal’ of Tacitus’ biography
of the first century AD Roman governor Agricola (his
father-in-law) to the geography of Scotland, paying
particular attention to his sixth and seventh campaigns
(Stuart 1868, 29). In this, Melville was joining the
antiquarian search for the site of Mons Graupius, a
key battle between the Romans under Agricola and
the local population under the leadership of Calgacus,
which remains unlocated to the present day (Tacitus’
Agricola 29–38; Maxwell 1990, 72–90). The search for
Mons Graupius may well have been inspired a few years
earlier after viewing the collection of Roman artefacts
in Sir John Clerk’s house in Penicuik where, in particular,
he admired what was then believed to be a Roman
gladius, his military training leading him to imagine
how such as weapon could have been employed (Camden
1789 (ed Gough), iii, 414ff; Balfour-Melville 1917, 122).
In order to visit Strathmore to explore his theories on
the location of the camps of Agricola’s army, he stayed
at the residence of William Maule, Earl of Panmure and
Forth, with whom he had served in the 25th Foot. On
the 8 August 1754, following a dinner discussion with
a neighbour the night before, he set out for Harefaulds,
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near Forfar, where he discovered the Roman camp now
known as Kirkbuddo, the Muir of Lour to the east of
the Sidlaw Hills. To Melville’s great joy, he ‘found,
very visible, the greatest part of a vallum and ditch,
with gates of the usual breadth of a street in a Roman
camp, and each of them covered by a fit traverse or
breast-work, quite observable’ (Macdonald 1894, 48–9;
Macdonald 1917, 170). The SW part of the camp in
Whig Street Wood is still remarkably well preserved,
including three traverses or tituli protecting its entrances,
although six such gates were visible when planned the
following year by Melville’s disciple, William Roy (1793,
Pl XIV; Illus 2). The camp is oblong on plan and encloses
some 25 ha (c 62 acres) with a small annexe attached to
the SE side providing an additional hectare (c 2 1/2 acres)
(Illus 4).
Whilst Melville clearly recognised the remains as
Roman, the place-name evidence would have given a
clue. The Rev Jameson of Forfar, writing in the late 18th
century, noted that the local vulgar term for the site was
Haerfauds, which means ‘the ditches, trenches or folds
of the “strangers”’ (Jameson 1786, 20). Earlier, the
antiquarian Alexander Gordon, quoting Commissary
Maul (who was writing in 1606–1612), referred to
‘Karboddo’ as the vestiges of a camp known as ‘Norway
Dikes’ near the village of Panbride (Gordon 1726, 33,
154), but both had misinterpreted the remains as
belonging to the Danes. It is right that Melville be
given the credit for the camp’s correct attribution.
Now that Melville had successfully applied his
military mind to the campaigns of Agricola, he set
about tracing the route of his army. Two days later,
he discovered camps, at Keithock near Brechin, and at
Battledykes, Oathlaw, near Forfar (Illus 2, 3). The place
names ‘Battledikes’, ‘Blackdikes’ and ‘Wardykes’ are
preserved close to Keithock and give an indication of
the camp that had been partially obliterated as a result
of agricultural improvements by the time of Melville’s
visit. Roy planned parts of three sides of the camp,
which is now only visible from the air as a cropmark
(Illus 5). The camp is more regular than Kirkbuddo,
but is otherwise similar in size, enclosing some 26 ha
(65 acres), again with an annexe attached to one side.
In contrast, the second camp discovered that day,
Battledykes, was twice the size of Keithock and
Kirkbuddo, enclosing some 52 ha (127 acres) in area,
with the farm of Battledykes close to its centre (Illus 6).
In the time of Melville and Roy much of the camp could
be seen, including five entrances protected by tituli, but
now the remains have been almost entirely levelled,
except for a surviving titulus in a plantation on the
north side. Rev Jameson also refers to the camp,
mentioning that it had two ramparts with a ditch
in between, presumably reflecting the survival of
a counterscarp mound outside the ditch (Jameson
1786, 16).
The following day, on his return southwards towards
Edinburgh, Melville came across a Roman camp in the
appropriately named village of Campmuir, Lintrose,
just south of Coupar Angus. Again, parts of all four
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Illus 2 Plans of Keithock, Lintrose (Campmuir) and Kirkbuddo made by William Roy in 1755 (1793, Pl XIV).
(© Society of Antiquaries of London)
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Illus 3 Plan of Battledykes, Oathlaw made by William Roy in 1755 (1793, Pl XIII). (© Society of Antiquaries of London)

sides were recorded by Melville and planned by Roy
(Illus 2); short stretches survive today, though most of
the camp has been levelled by the plough and obliterated
by the expansion of the village. The camp is similar in
size to those at Kirkbuddo and Keithock, enclosing
some 25 ha (63 acres), although unlike those camps,
no annexe has yet been recorded (Illus 7).
Melville’s comment on the four camps in a letter to
Alexander Shand, Colonel of the Royal Regiment of
Artillery and later discoverer of the camp at Ythan
Wells (Newte 1791, 301–2; Stuart 1868, 28), was that the
‘forms of these camps were Roman like, with gates, and
large enough to contain a considerable force according
to their mode of castrametation, but I only had time to
make very rough sketches of them’ (Stuart 1868, 30).
In the same letter to Shand, Melville describes that,
on returning to Edinburgh, his ‘first proselyte’ or
disciple was one William Roy, a surveying engineer
(Stuart 1868). Melville’s ability to inspire others was
already apparent through his ability to attract military

recruits, but it is clear that he fired Roy’s imagination on
the search for the archaeological remains of the Roman
army’s campaigns, explaining to Roy the difference
between temporary camps and more permanent stations.
Melville’s desire to reconstruct the geography of Tacitus’
Agricola led him to be convinced that the battle between
Agricola and Calgacus must have happened towards
the eastern extremity of the Grampian Mountains
(O’Donoghue 1977, 19). The year after Melville’s
discoveries, Roy visited and planned the four camps
in Strathmore (Illus 2, 3) and, with his new-found
knowledge, he also planned the remains at Ardoch
in Perthshire, together with a further camp at Grassy
Walls near Perth (Stuart 1868, 30).
Yet Melville’s discoveries did not stop there. In 1754
he observed a site near Lunanhead, Angus, commonly
referred to as the ‘Picts’ camp’ (Crawford 1949, 137–8)
and clearly depicted by John Ainslie on his Map of the
County of Forfar or Shire of Angus in 1794 (held in the
National Library of Scotland). This camp has since been
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Illus 4 Modern plan of Kirkbuddo. (Crown Copyright: RCAHMS. © Crown Copyright and/or database right. All
rights reserved. OS Licence no 100020548 2008)

re-identified through aerial survey and excavation by
St Joseph (St Joseph 1973, 224). The following year
(probably), Melville discovered the Roman camp at
Channelkirk near Lauder, again later planned by his
protégé, Roy. The latter commented that Melville was,
‘a very intelligent and ingenious officer’, noting that
Melville would have had opportunities to publicise his
own accounts if he had not been posted ‘soon after to
more important appointments’, as he was ‘much better
qualified to treat the subject as it deserves’ (Roy 1793,
v–vi). Melville did not have an opportunity to publish
his discoveries, generously providing information to
Roy and other contemporaries, such as Maitland, who
published a note on the Strathmore camps in 1757, and
Gough for his edition of Camden’s Britannia (1789, iii,
414ff; Macdonald 1917, 170).
Consequently, it is General William Roy’s name
that has featured in the archaeological literature, due
to his detailed maps of the remains of the Roman
army in north Britain and his discussion of the
remains, published by the Society of Antiquaries of
London shortly after his death in 1790 (Illus 2, 3) (Roy
1793). Roy undertook pioneering work on surveying
techniques, being awarded the Royal Society’s Copley
Medal for Science in 1784 (O’Donoghue 1977, 41), and
he is regarded as a founding father of the Ordnance
Survey, established a year after his death. Despite his
cartographic skills, Roy himself regarded the maps of
the Military Survey of Scotland, which he and
colleagues had prepared for Cumberland in the 1740s–
50s (Roy 2007) as ‘a magnificent military sketch, ...
rather than a very accurate map’ (Roy 1785, 385).
Melville’s biographer has commented that ‘it has
been assigned as one reason why military antiquities
have been less satisfactorily explained than the other

branches of antiquarian research, that scholars and
antiquaries have seldom been military men: and that
military men have seldom been scholars and antiquaries’
(Balfour-Melville 1917, 122). Melville and Roy started
to redress the balance, applying their understanding
of military strategy to a field study of the Roman
campaigns in Scotland. This skilled military rigour
combined with their study of the classical sources
led to a better understanding of the Roman army in
Scotland in the 18th century and laid the foundations
for our current knowledge.
Melville’s discovery of four camps in four days was
unequalled even by Roy and later antiquarian scholars,
and it is the discovery and recognition of these for which
we owe him the greatest debt. It was only in the 20th
century, ‘when the aeroplane introduced a somewhat
unfair form of competition’ (Crawford 1949, 94), that
Melville’s achievements were rivalled. Furthermore,
O G S Crawford, the first Archaeological Officer for
the Ordnance Survey and a pioneer of aerial survey,
went on to comment that, ‘Melville… and his friend
and contemporary Roy came into the stuffy room of
eighteenth century antiquarianism like a breath of
clean, fresh air. They tower over their contemporaries
…’ (Crawford 1949, 98). Melville’s encouragement of
Roy and others to publicise the results of his pioneering
fieldwork meant that his discoveries were not lost, and
he started a thirst for the detection of Roman structures
in Scotland which is still not quenched today.
Placing Melville’s legacy into the context of the
study of the campaigns of the Roman army, three of the
camps, Kirkbuddo, Keithock and Campmuir, Lintrose
are recognised as being of a similar morphological form
and size to a chain of camps now known to run from
Ardoch and the Gask Ridge, through Strathmore along
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Illus 5 Modern plan of Keithock. (Crown Copyright: RCAHMS. © Crown Copyright and/or database right. All
rights reserved. OS Licence no 100020548 2008)

Illus 6 Modern plan of Battledykes, Oathlaw. (Crown Copyright: RCAHMS. © Crown Copyright and/or database
right. All rights reserved. OS Licence no. 100020548 2008)
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Illus 7 Modern plan of Campmuir, Lintrose. (Crown Copyright: RCAHMS. © Crown Copyright and/or database
right. All rights reserved. OS Licence no 100020548 2008)

the Sidlaw Hills (Illus 1). Battledykes, Oathlaw is part
of a similar chain of much larger camps from Ardoch
and through Strathmore, occupying land on the north
side of the marshy central lochs in Strathmore, now
broadly indicated by the River Isla and the Dean Water.
The dating of these camps is unknown, with little
excavated evidence from this area. On the basis of
analogy and the sequence of structures at Ardoch,
Professor St Joseph suggested that the ‘63-acre’ (c 25
ha) camps, including Kirkbuddo, Keithock and Lintrose,
were Severan in date, belonging to the campaigns of
the Emperor Septimius Severus in the early third century
AD (St Joseph 1969, 113–9). He further proposed that
the ‘130-acre’ (c50 ha) camps were also Severan in date
(St Joseph 1977, 143–4). Whilst these suggestions have
generally garnered favour, there is no firm evidence to
support this dating and little work has been undertaken
on many of the camps beyond small-scale trenching.
Recent excavation at one of the 25 ha camps at Innerpeffray West (by D Woolliscroft and B Hoffman, Gask
Ridge Project) has suggested that this camp pre-dates
the Roman road along the Gask, thereby suggesting that
these camps could still be Flavian (first century AD) or
Antonine (second century AD) in date, but we would
hesitate to firmly ascribe them to the work of Agricola,
so dearly pursued by Melville and Roy.
Clearly Melville’s work pioneered 18th-century
interpretations of the Roman conquest of Scotland.
Our knowledge continues to develop through field
survey and excavation, with more recent larger-scale
excavations at other camps in Scotland revealing complex
evidence for the occupation and re-occupation of such
structures (for example: Dunning, see Dunwell and
Keppie 1995; Kintore, see Cook and Dunbar 2004; Cook
et al forthcoming). A handful of literary sources provide

a basic framework for campaigns in Scotland, but much
information is missing and recent work on camps
suggests that the pigeonholing of sites into certain
timeframes, and certainly their firm attribution to
the work of Agricola, may be over-simplistic.
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