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In the Roman period the majority of the north of 
England and parts of southern Scotland lay within the 
tribal territory of the Brigantes. Ptolemy (Geographia 
2, 3, 10), writing in the second century, tells us that 
Brigantian territory stretched from sea to sea – 
essentially the whole of the area north of the River 
Humber, with the exception of East Yorkshire which 
was occupied by the Parisi. He assigns Brough on 
Humber (Petuaria) to the Parisi and York (Eboracum) 
to the Brigantes. The nature of pre-Roman Brigantian 
society has been much discussed and in the early to 
mid first century the ‘tribe’ may have been closer to 
a hegemony, with the Brigantes dominating a series 
of ‘septs’ or sub-units (see for example: Hartley and 
Fitts 1988, 1–3; Higham 1987, 9; Howarth 2008, 35), 
possibly including the Parisi (Higham 1987, 18). 
 It is suggested that the Brigantes were recognised as 
Roman allies not long after the invasion of southern 
England in 43, and certainly by 47 (Frere 1987, 54) 
when the Roman province appears to have extended to 
the southern border of Brigantia. The strength of the 
alliance appears to have been such that the governor, 
Ostorius Scapula, felt his northern flank secure 
enough to commit to campaigning in North Wales. 
Whether she or a predecessor was the originator of 
the alliance from the Brigantian side, the Brigantian 
ruler Queen Cartimandua certainly proved to be a 
loyal ally in 51 when she handed over Caratacus, the 
leader of anti-Roman resistance initially in southern 
England and later in Wales. Not that Brigantia was 
entirely quiescent – Tacitus records a revolt in Brigantia 
in 47 and eventually Cartimandua and her consort 
Venutius, who had ‘long been loyal’ to Rome (Annals 
12, 40) fell out. Venutius, acknowledged by Tacitus 
as ‘distinguished … in military skill’ (Annals 12, 40), 
became the leader of an anti-Roman faction. Hanson 
and Campbell (1986) amongst others have explored 
the chronology of these events and there appears to 
be a bald choice between either one or two marital 
break-ups. The evidence for both schisms derives from 
Tacitus; the first is suggested in the Annals (12, 40) 
as occurring during the governorship of Didius Gallus 
(52–57), and the second in the Histories (3, 45) in 69, 
both events apparently requiring Roman intervention 
to rescue the Queen. There is an absence of clear 
physical evidence for Roman interventions in Brigantia 
in the 50s. However that evidence, if it exists, would be 
primarily in the form of temporary camps and these, 
in general, are virtually undateable (Welfare and Swan 
1995, 24–26). Therefore the absence of recognised sites 
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need not necessarily be seen as conclusive. Despite this 
caution Hanson and Campbell are probably correct 
to see the two stories presented by Tacitus as relating 
to a single event that occurred in 69, with Venutius 
taking advantage of the chaos of the year of the Four 
Emperors.
 Following on from this it is generally accepted 
that, as part of the response to Venutius, the legionary 
fortress at York was established in 71 by Cerialis (Frere 
1987, 83; Ottaway 2004, 31). The founding of the York 
fortress is usually seen as the beginning of the conquest 
of Brigantia, which was completed by Agricola in 79 
during his second campaigning season. However there 
have been a number of developments in recent years 
that suggest that now may be an opportune time to 
review the evidence (see Illus 1 for military sites in 
the area discussed). 
 Principal amongst the new developments are a 
number of relatively recently identified forts and the 
recognition by Patrick Ottaway (2004, 33) that the 
earliest structural evidence from the Blake Street 
excavations in York (Hall 1997, 308–310) may indicate 
Roman military activity in the pre-Flavian period. It 
has long been suspected that there may have been pre-
Flavian military activity at York, with Frere (1971, 
16) proposing a ‘half-legionary’ or an auxiliary fort 
and Hanson and Campbell (1986, 84) suggesting a 
vexillation fortress as possible alternatives. Although 
the late Brian Hartley (1980, 2–4) effectively debunked 
some of the alleged early ceramic evidence – marbled 
South Gaulish samian and what is now known as Lyons 
ware (called ‘Firnisware’ by Wenham (1971, 49) and 
‘Firnissgefässe’ by Hartley (1980, 4)); a view endorsed 
by Monaghan (1997, 837) who states that ‘although 
early Flavian and Neronian pottery has been found, 
it has never occurred in isolation’. However, with 
regard to the Blake Street site Monaghan sustains the 
rather awkward dating offered in the site report (Hall 
1997, table 5) of the ‘Earliest activity’, or Period 1 of 
‘soon after AD71’ and Period 2 of ‘c 71/79–c 100. In 
the description of Period 1 (Hall 1997, 310) it is stated 
that ‘features attributed to Period 1 have associated 
fine wares dated to no later than the Flavian period, 
and a coin of [AD] 66 in a primary fill’. That primary 
fill belongs to a key feature – a ditch [1393] which 
was cut into the clay subsoil where it appeared as a 
1.2m wide and 0.5m deep feature, with a flat bottom 
and 45o sides. The significant points being that it was 
aligned obliquely to the later features associated with 
the fortress and that it was cut by one of the pits, also 
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assigned to Period 1, that produced samian of 60–80 
and coarse pottery of circa 70–100, and here the ‘circa’ 
may be key – we may be seeing an interpretation 
and dating predicated on an acceptance of what are 
perceived as the known ‘facts’ of Roman York – it 
is possible that the coarse pottery need not be of 
the 70s. Whatever the date of the pottery, it appears 
clear that, as Ottaway (2004, 33) suggests, the ditch 
could have ‘belonged to a base established at York by 
Vettius Bolanus, … in the year 69 when the Romans 
had to rescue Cartimandua’. This could be correct – 
the only absolute date comes from the coin from the 
ditch fill and that provides a terminus post quem for 
the commencement of the filling of the ditch and no 
more – the ditch itself could be significantly earlier. 
Equally uncertain is Ottaway’s suggestion that any 
pre-fortress military establishment ‘can only have 
been short lived’ (ibid), or at least it would be fair to 
say that what ‘short lived’ might mean is less than 
certain. If the construction of the fortress can be dated 
to 71, and that suggestion is based, to quote Ottaway 
(ibid, 31) ‘from analysis of … Tacitus … rather than 
from archaeological evidence’, there is the potential 
for several years of occupation to be represented by 
the Blake Street ditch and the succeeding pre-fortress 
features. Blake Street is the only site on which pre-
fortress features have been recorded, although Miller’s 
1925 excavations produced Claudio-Neronian pottery 
in clearly residual contexts within the make-up for the 
Flavian fortress rampart, but having to have derived, 
as Miller noted, from ‘the use [in the rampart] of pre-
existing occupation earth. We have therefore to allow 
for a previous occupation sufficient to account for an 
accumulation of potsherds which when the smallness of 
the pocket [ie context] is remembered, must be allowed 
to be a considerable one’ (Miller 1925, 183). Early, or 
potentially early, pottery is known from various other 
sites – not perhaps enough in itself to demonstrate 
occupation, given the potential for curation of material 
and questions relating to how pottery was supplied, 
or how long it might remain in store before being 
issued to troops. However, there are large numbers of 
Claudian copies claimed amongst the coin assemblage 
from York (Sutherland 1935, 23; RCHME 1962 xxx) 
and again it is possible to interpret them in a number 
of ways; including as possibly representing part of 
Legio IX’s accumulated savings (Sutherland 1935, 23; 
RCHME 1962 xxx), but also as potential indicators 
of pre-Flavian military operations, as has been argued 
for Claudian copies from north west England (Shotter 
1997, 9–12) (see below). However, there are very 
few from excavations from the 1960s onwards (R J 
Brickstock, pers comm). When the pottery, coins and 
the Blake Street features are considered together it 
appears that there is sufficient evidence to propose 
a military occupation in the pre-Flavian period. 
 To turn to the ‘new’ forts. The first of these is 
the auxiliary fort at Roecliffe near Aldborough 
(Isurium Brigantum), which was found in 1993 and 
has been recently published (Bishop 2005). Three 

phases of Roman-period occupation were recognised 
and the site was dated to the Flavian period, with a 
suggestion of a floruit of 71 – 85, or possibly 88, ‘by 
circumstances’, although Bishop acknowledges that 
relating the establishment of the fort to the arrival of 
Cerialis as Governor of Britain in 71 is ‘by no means 
unassailable’. Equally the proposed terminal date is 
derived from a suggestion that the putative auxiliary 
fort at Aldborough (Wacher 1995, 402; Bishop 1996, 1), 
2 km to the east, is a direct successor to Roecliffe that 
might originate in the redeployment of troops following 
the withdrawal from Scotland. However, there appear 
to be some questions that are worth asking. Not 
directly relevant to the subject of my title, but none the 
less of interest is ‘what is the evidence for occupation 
as late as AD 85/88’? Certainly not unequivocally the 
coins – there are eleven Vespasianic issues amongst 24 
Roman coins and within that group are six that could 
be as late as 79, but could be eight years earlier. Most of 
them that were not too corroded to assess are described 
by Richard Brickstock as ‘slightly worn, indicating 
that the numismatic history of the site can extend no 
more than a very few years after the latest issue dates’ 
(in Bishop 2005, 176). If the site were occupied until 
85/88 some later coins might reasonably have been 
expected given the presumed regular supply of pay 
to the garrison. The site produced seven Claudian 
copies, one as of Nero and three pre-Conquest denarii; 
these early coins together representing nearly 50% 
of the Roman coins found, or 33% if the denarii are 
discounted. While accepting Brickstock’s suggestion 
that the quality of the Claudian copies indicates that 
they should be relatively late in date, the statement 
that they support a foundation date ‘very late in the 
Neronian period or, more likely, early in the reign 
of Vespasian’, appears open to question. Although 
clearly their context is key here, it seems that it is being 
assumed that most of the coins relate to the earliest 
phases of the Roman occupation and that, as with 
the discussion of the suggested terminal date, coins 
were not coming in during the subsequent phase, or 
phases of occupation. The pottery does not do much to 
overturn this suggestion, although Brenda Dickinson 
(in Bishop 2005, 164–165) concludes that the decorated 
and stamped samian suggests that the small collection 
of La Graufesenque material represents an early Flavian 
collection with a period of use circa 70–80. However, 
as with the coins, this is an overall impression of 
the assemblage, which also incorporates material of 
Neronian date. The coarse pottery assemblage is also 
small and John Dore (in Bishop 2005, 167) suggests a 
broadest possible range of 60–120, with a narrowest 
reading of 70–90, based on an absence of certainly pre-
Flavian or Hadrianic types. The ceramic material may 
work against a contention that the site could start and 
finish earlier than Bishop has argued, but given 
the evidence of coins, those possibilities remain.
 As mentioned above Shotter (1997, 9–12), in 
considering the coinage of the north-west of England, 
has argued that the distribution of Claudian copies 
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Illus 2 Military sites south of the Humber showing the proposed frontier established under Didius Gallus 
(proposed frontier forts in capitals).

relates to pre-Flavian military operations along 
what later became the course of King Street through 
Middlewich, Wilderspool and on to Walton-le-Dale 
and Lancaster (Margary 1973, 302–303, 367–369, 
375–376 – road 70a–d). He takes finds of Claudian 
copies in the Cartmel and Furness peninsulas, the Eden 
Valley and Solway to suggest that pre-Flavian military 
operations may have extended into those areas. What 
he does not do is assert that these early finds and the 
campaigning proposed led to the establishment of forts, 
suggesting the possibility that they might only have 
resulted in the construction of campaign camps. To 
return to my subject, if Claudian copies can be seen as 
an indicator of pre-Flavian military activity, given the 
number found at Roecliffe coupled with the lack of any 
evidence for temporary camps there, it is possible that 
we may in fact have a pre-Flavian fort that continues 
into the Flavian period, although perhaps not as late 
as 85 or 88.
 Another recently discovered fort to note in passing 
is that at Roall Manor Farm (Bewley and Macleod 
1993), located on the River Aire and probably, but not 
certainly of Flavian date – only limited quantities of 
pottery have been recovered from the surface of the 
site (Van de Noort and Ellis 1997, 248–249). More 

significant for this paper is the fort at Long Sandall 
2 km north-east of Doncaster. This site, which is 
now built on, has recently been identified from old 
air photographs during a project examining the 
archaeological resource on the Magnesian Limestone 
belt of Yorkshire (Roberts and Berg, in prep). The Long 
Sandall fort would appear to measure approximately 
166 m long (from the centre of the bank on either side) 
by over 100 m wide. Some 20 years ago Paul Buckland 
and John Magilton (1986, 12 and 209) suggested 
the possibility of an early fort in the area based on 
the alignment of the Roman roads, particularly an 
apparently early road known as the ‘Cantley Spur’ 
(Margary 1973, 412 – road 281) that extends towards 
the River Don at Long Sandall and has no associations 
with Cerialian and later forts known at Doncaster.
 The context for the establishment of the Long 
Sandall fort may be as part of a cordon of auxiliary 
forts established west of the Trent in the Claudian and 
Neronian periods (Webster 1970, 191–193) at Strutt’s 
Park opposite Littlechester (Claudian), Chesterfield 
(Claudian) and Templeborough (Neronian) (Illus 2). 
Given the Claudian dates of the forts to the south, it is 
possible that the Long Sandall site may be Neronian 
and, with Templeborough, provide substance to 



Peter Wilson12

Tactitus’s assertion in the Agricola (14) that: ‘Didius 
Gallus hung on to what had been won by others, pushed 
forward a few forts at most to more advanced positions 
and by this sought to gain credit for enlarging his sphere 
of operations’ (Ireland 1996, 72 fn 10), Tacitus appears 
to be damning Gallus with faint praise, but Ogilvie 
and Richmond (1967, 191) suggest that by primarily 
focussing on consolidating previous gains he may have 
been implementing imperial policy. 
 Subsequent to the León Limes Congress information 
became available on a ‘new’ Roman fort at Staxton 
in the eastern Vale of Pickering (Illus 2) strategically 
located at the junction of roads Margary 816 and 817 
(Margary 1973, 424–425). A geophysical survey has 
revealed be the north west part of a fort. While the site 
as revealed by geophysics is undated, just to the south 
in 1947–48 the late T C M Brewster (1957) excavated 
an Iron Age-type enclosure with roundhouses and 
sixth-century Anglian occupation that produced an 
otherwise anomalous group of Roman-period material 
including an as of Vespasian, decorated samian of 
75–85, a Collingwood Riv brooch of 130–40 and 
two trumpet brooches of similar date and a stamped 
mortarium, probably of Midlands manufacture dated 
by Eric Birley to 80–120. Two sherds of plain samian 
were also found, one probably Claudian and the 
other Trajanic, along with Flavian /Trajanic coarse 
wares. There was also a fourth-century Marne bowl. 
The presence of the early material led the excavator 
to speculate what the site might represent: ‘Was it a 
Romano-British farmstead, a small military camp, 
temporarily used, or a native site set-up during the first 
Roman movements in the area?’ (Brewster 1957, 208).
 Clearly the discovery of the Roman fort provides 
a context for these finds and suggests that in the area 
of Brewster’s excavations structural evidence of the 
fort had been lost by the time of his excavations, but 
with residual Roman material surviving redeposited 
in Anglian features, or in other partially filled 
cut features.

Discussion

The discovery of the Long Sandall site suggests that by 
the Neronian period we may be seeing Roman military 
occupation extending as far as the River Don and, as 
the case for pre-Flavian occupation at York appears 
sound, it also seems reasonable to suggest that the 
frontier may have been advanced beyond the Humber 
in the AD 60s. 
 The evidence from York for pre-Cerialian occupation 
could relate to a limited incursion under Bolanus in 
support of Cartimandua, as Ottaway (2004, 33) has 
suggested. However, the fact that on the Blake Street 
site there appears to be at least one additional phase of 
activity between the time of the early military ditch as 
a functioning feature and the first elements that clearly 
relate to the fortress suggests longer term, or perhaps 
continuous occupation in the area.

 With respect to the dating of the establishment of 
permanent military occupation in Yorkshire, given 
the York evidence and the possible earlier dating for 
Roecliffe argued for above, in the 60s we may be 
seeing evidence of something akin to the Limes that 
Shotter (1996, 28) proposed between the Parisi and the 
Brigantes. Shotter suggested that Malton and Brough 
on Humber formed part of that Limes, which might 
imply that the Parisian protectorate was restricted to 
an area east of what became the line of Roman road 
Margary 29 (Margary 1973, 419–420). While the 
evidence cited by Wenham (1974, 9) for a camp of 
Bolanus or a Cerialian vexillation fortress at Malton 
has been shown to be later, the possibility of early 
occupation remains (Wenham and Heywood 1997, 36; 
Wilson 2006, 37). Given the potential for pre-Cerialian 
occupation at Roecliffe and the apparent certainty of 
it at York, an alternative protectorate might in part be 
defined by those sites, with Malton. To these might be 
added Stamford Bridge, although information on the 
latter site and its fort is limited (Ramm 1978, 31–34, 
figure 12; Esmonde Cleary 1995, 345; 1997, 417) and 
possibly Staxton, however the balance of dating of the 
material from Brewster’s excavations appears rather 
late, although Claudian samian is present. This appears 
to leave an exposed south-west flank, but the existence 
of the wetlands of the Humberhead Levels may have 
served to protect that area. Indeed, in discussing the 
Iron Age in the region Manby (2003, 122) has suggested 
the wetlands as ‘natural frontiers between the tribal 
lands of Brigantes, Parisi … and Corieltauvi’ (the latter 
being located to the south of the Humber). Alternatively 
there may yet be other early military sites to be found. 
Interestingly the larger area proposed here more closely 
reflects the core distribution of the Middle Iron Age 
Arras Culture square barrow tradition (Stead 1979), 
which has been suggested as providing a possible 
indicator of the extent of Parisian territory (Ramm 
1978, 21; Vyner 2003, 46–47). If the square barrow 
tradition can be associated with the Parisi it is possible 
that another site may be relevant – the well-known 
earthwork complex at Cawthorn Camps which are 
now recognised to consist of two forts, an annexe and 
a single temporary camp (Welfare and Swan 1995, 137–
142; Lee 1997; Wilson 2002), rather than the practice 
works proposed by Sir Ian Richmond (Richmond 1932). 
Cawthorn is located on the southern side of the North 
York Moors and on the northern limit of the main 
square distribution, indeed a cart (‘chariot’) burial 
was found close to the forts (Stead 1961, 47). Dating 
of the four phases of fort is difficult – there are very 
few artefacts from either the 1920s excavations or more 
recent work (Wilson 2002), and archaeomagnetic and 
C14 dates tend to support the meagre pottery assemblage 
in suggesting a floruit of circa 90 to 120+, but little of 
the material, and none of the scientific dates derive from 
the first phase of Fort D, convincingly argued by Lee 
(1997) to be the earliest of the military earthworks and 
it would be possible for it to be earlier and have formed 
part of the defence of a Parisian ‘protectorate’.
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 As well as representing a reasonable degree of 
speculation this proposal also raises a number of 
questions, not least why, if the Parisi had been a 
client state before 69, was it necessary to establish 
forts at Brough on Humber and Hayton under 
Cerialis? A possible explanation might be that the 
Parisi, or some of the Parisi, had joined Venutius in 69. 
A further point to consider is how would the existence 
of a larger protectorate, or indeed incorporation of 
Parisian territory into the province pre- 69, fit in with 
York being assigned to the Brigantes by Ptolemy? 
Here we may be seeing the impact of the legionary 
fortress and the prata legionis, which might not only 
interfere with tribal ownership patterns but also 
destroy traditional associations to the extent that in 
the second century Ptolemy or his informants could 
reasonably associate York with the more important 
and numerous tribal grouping. Finally, we are faced 
with the question of why would the capital of the 
Brigantian civitas (Isurium Brigantum – Aldborough) 
be established so close to what would have been the 
boundary between the Brigantes and Parisi territory 
in the pre-Conquest period? If Higham (1987, 18) 
were correct in suggesting that the Parisi had been 
a subordinate part of the large tribe such a location 
would not be problematic. It has been suggested above 
that the tribal area of the Parisi had been under the 
protection of Roman forces – the Parisi having used 
the Roman invasion of southern England as a means 
of asserting, or reasserting their separate identity. If so 
the possibility that they, or some of them, could have 
sided with Venutius in 69, might mean that having 
experienced a few years as a Roman protectorate, 
or perhaps of outright occupation, they had decided 
that with hindsight Brigantian tutelage had been 
preferable. If Parisian rebellion were the explanation 
for the establishment of Flavian forts on their lands 
the establishment of the Brigantian civitas capital, at 
Aldborough, probably under Hadrian (Wacher 1995, 
401–402) and within fifty years of Venutius’s war, 
might have served two purposes: primarily to ensure 
that the recently rebellious Brigantian elite were under 
the close supervision of Legio VI Victrix, based at 
York some 25 km away, but also as snub to the Parisian 
elite. If the above reassessment and speculation has 
any validity, it is possible that, having betrayed their 
one-time allies, the Parisi may have paid for it by 
being sidelined as the Roman administration turned 
their attention to their larger and potentially more 
dangerous neighbours in Brigantia. The towns of the 
civitas were to remain relative backwaters in terms of 
urban development, even by the limited standards of 
urbanism recognisable in northern England, although 
some high status attributes can be seen, for example 
the Brough theatre (RIB 707), or the goldsmith’s shop 
in the Norton suburb of Malton (RIB 712) (for Brough 
on Humber see: Wacher 1995, 394–400; Wilson 2003, 
261–263; for Malton see: Wenham and Heywood 1997; 
Wilson 2003, 263–265; 2006).
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