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A NEW ROMAN MOUNTAIN-ROAD IN DUMFRIESSHIRE AND
ROXBURGHSHIRE. BY I. A. RICHMOND, M.A., LL.D., F.B.A.,
F.S.A.ScoT.

Read March 11, 1946.

The Roman fort at Raeburnfoot,1 Dumfriesshire, is one of the most
isolated and remote of Roman sites in Scotland. It lies at the head of Esk-
dale (fig. 1), fourteen miles above Langholm, at the point where the tortuous
Esk emerges from the fqothills of the Ettrick massif, having provided a
minor through route between north and south. Traditionally, the valley
below Raeburnfoot is said to have been occupied by a Roman road: 2 and

1 For accounts of this site see Statistical Account (1841) Dumfriesshire, pp. 402-4; R.C.A.H.M.,
Dumfriesshire, item 172, p. 68; J.R.S., vol. xxxvii. p. 166; Trans. Dump, and Gall. N.H. and A. Soc.,
vol. xxiv. pp. 152-4.

2 Statistical Account (1841) Dumfriesshire, p. 404, note, and p. 420 (Langholm parish).
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[Reproduced from the Ordnance Survey map with the sanction of the Controller of H.M. Stationery Office.

Fig. 1. The site of Raeburnfoot.
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this tradition, while as yet wholly unverified by modern research, may well
be worth credence, since the well-attested Roman marching-campx at
Gilnockie and various coin-finds,2 including the early aurei from Broomholm,
attest Roman penetration of the dale. If, however, a road may thus have
connected Raeburnfoot with the lower valley, no one has suggested that it
continued northwards, for a northward continuation would involve a course
so tortuous as to be wholly inacceptable to the Roman engineer. Nor does
the position of the fort at Raeburnfoot suggest that its function was to guard
a route between north and south. It has no good outlook in either direction,
and the northward view, in particular, is almost immediately cut off by the
bold spur of Moodlaw Knowe, which juts out from the east side of the valley.
This point is so obvious that when the writer paid his first visit to the site,
with Mr James Mclntyre, on 12th May 1935, he came away convinced that
the function of the fort was to look eastwards up the long valley of the Rae
Burn and westwards up the corresponding gap on the opposite side of the
valley and that along this line would ultimately be found the explanation
for the existence of so remote a site.

Somewhat later than 1935 facts began to accumulate in other parts of
Roman Scotland which help us better to understand the function of Raeburn-
foot. The Roman works there, perched on a 40-foot bluff now partly eroded
by the turbulent Esk, comprise inner and outer superimposed works, each
definable as a permanent post on the strength of its massive rampart.3 The
outer and earlier work,4 a rectangle measuring some 570 by 540 feet over its
30-foot rampart, is defended by a single ditch, and its size is suited to a
large cohort or an ala. The inner 'work,5 which plainly has succeeded it,
measures some 270 feet square over its 38-foot rampart, and is defended by
a double ditch. Its much smaller size plainly demonstrates that its garrison
was a small one, whatever class o£ unit6 it comprised. But by 1939 dis-
coveries elsewhere7 were showing that sites of this kind, small fortlets
defended by a stout rampart and one or more ditches, are an outstanding

1 GrilnocMe, R.C.A.H.M., Dumfriesshire, item 45, pp. 27—8, with plan (fig. 28). Of. Statistical Account,
op. cit., p. 490.

2 Sir George Macdonald, Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot., vol. lii. p. 241. The aurei divide into six from Broom-
holm, one from Wauchope bridge holm and one from Canonbie, in a glebe field east of the church. They
are so close in date, however, as to raise the question whether they did not form part of one hoard.

3 For details of these ramparts, recently examined by Dr St Joseph, see sources cited in note 1, p. 103.
4 There is no doubt that, as at Castleshaw, the outer work is earlier, since it would have

been impossible to use it effectively with the inner work in existence. The east to west dimension is
conjectural, but the planning suggests that the north to south road was axial. It seems doubtful
whether the south gate has a clavicula, the appearance of such a feature being caused by the road swinging
eastwards as it emerges from the gate. See R.C.A.H.M., loc. cit.

5 It. will be noted that the commencement of the north-west angle of the rampart of this work is
visible and that the outer ditch appears to have been carried straight through to the edge of the escarp-
ment, while the inner ditch swings round the ingle (ibid.).

6 In Roman Germany forts of this size normally housed numeri, hut the British system is unknown.
In area the fort is most like Crawford. See J.B.S., vol. xxix. p. 201.

7 See J.R.S., vol. xxx. p. 161; Antiquity, vol. xiii. pp. 280-92.
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feature of the Antonine organisation of Southern Scotland. Six still
smaller examples had then been identified—at Tassiesholm, Redshaw Burn.
Durisdeer, Chew Green, Castle Creg, and Kaims Castle—and it has since
become clear that this number is representative rather than in any way
exhaustive. With the exception of Castle Creg, of which the connections
are still to seek, all are connected with Roman roads. They were evidently
the quarters for patrols, signallers, or convoy-guards; in short, of the minor
units which knotted tight the relentless grip of the Roman net. The second
fort at Raeburnfoot is obviously yet another example in the series, and this
fact alone would give validity to the inference that it once formed a link in
a vanished section of the strategic cordon.

A clue to the missing section was soon furnished by an unexpected
source. The late R. P. Hardie, whose studies of medieval roads in Lauder-
dale have all the strength that is to be derived from a detailed knowledge of
maps and all the weakness of work unrelated to examination of the ground,
drew attention 1 to Raeburnfoot in a digression upon the roads between
Roxburgh and Annandale. He observed that the central massif of Craik-
muir, here throwing off opposite spurs north of the Rae Burn and the
Borthwick Water, was crossed by an old traffic line. Hardie's map was not
closely enough contoured to show him that he was wrong in describing this
route as occupying the crest of the spur. But, struck by the choice of
ground, by the general straightness of the line, and by the relationship of
that line to Raeburnfoot, he went so far as to suggest2 that this road might
be Roman in origin. It seems that he never visited the area to put this view
to the test, nor did he add to his general conclusions the highly significant
fact that no other direct and unswerving route across the central massif is
attainable for long miles to north and south. But it was obviously desirable
that someone should test the notion, and, in the course of his duties as a
Royal Commissioner for Ancient Monuments, the writer took opportunity to
examine the course of the road in Roxburghshire in July 1945, accompanied
by Sir Walter Aitchison, Dr St Joseph, and Dr Philip Gell. The continuation
in Dumfriesshire was viewed later in the same season by the writer alone,
and an ordered account of the remarkable remains now visible on the ground
is here offered.

For two miles north-east of the Roman fort at Raeburnfoot the valley
of the Rae Burn offers no convincing remains of ancient roadways. The
stream meanders about in a wide and stony bed cut deep in the valley floor,
and the resultant terrace, which would carry roads or tracks above flood-
level, is deep in tussocky grass. A modern cart-track wanders tortuously
up the north side of the valley, and only close to the ford and bluff between
Kiln Sike and White Sike is there any suggestion of a more solid road.
Above Raeburnside, however, and opposite the footbridge to Mid Raeburn

1 K. P. Hardie, The Roads of Mediceval Lauderdcde (1942), pp. 47-8. 2 Ibid.
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Fig. 2. The Roman road at Mid Raeburn.
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farm (fig. 2), there is a strong metalled roadway running along the haugh
north of the stream, but this is interrupted by heavy erosion of the north
bank at the watersmeet of Rae Burn and Cleggy Site. Then, east of two
deserted cottages (not marked upon the Ordnance Map), the road appears
again as a broad cambered mound, 2 feet high and 20 feet wide, running
dead straight along the haugh to a point where a wide cutting carries it up
on to the spur between the Rae Burn and Cleggy Sike. The mound here is
evidently composed of the gravel which abounds in the haugh.

The foot of the cutting is much broken up by tracks and by modern
carting, but it is soon plainly visible to north-west of the existing cart-track,
and, as soon as the steep ascent is passed, the cart-track swings across to the
left side of a broad terraced roadway at least 18 feet wide, formed by cut-and-
fill in the hillside. The straight south-eastern edge of the feature is visible
for the next thousand yards, with some bold embanking, extending for
about 150- yards, half-way long the spur. Its antiquity is shown by the
number of cart-tracks and hollow tracks, which meander freely within and
beyond its limits, sometimes cutting it badly to pieces but never completely
obscuring the general line.

The spur along which the road is running is then cut by Near Paddock
Cleugh, draining out of a broad and marshy gap between the Rae Burn and
Moodlaw Burn. The modern cart-track and some of the hollow tracks
swing to east, and form a deep hollow road which very soon turns northwards
in an oblique descent alongside the cleugh (fig. 3). The ancient line runs
straight ahead for about 160 yards as a prominent terraced roadway, over
18 feet wide, and meets the head of the cleugh at right angles by means of a
bold cutting about 50 yards long. The stream is here a broad marshy belt,
in which "paddocks," or frogs, no doubt abound in due season, and the
crossing is deep in mire, while the terraced ascent of the road on the other
side is deeply cut to pieces by five hollow tracks which run on and beyond
the terrace and speak of an age-old use of the original engineered track as
well as its ultimate desertion. On the shoulder between Near Paddock
Cleugh and Far Paddock Cleugh, however, the terraced roadway becomes
clear again and so continues for about 400 yards. It is here 27 feet wide,
with a deep hollow track on the south-east side; and material derived from
the terracing has been used to form a broad embankment descending
straight into Far Paddock Cleugh, though somewhat cut about by hollow
tracks to the north-west. Across the stream the ascent is again much cut
up and finally deserted by hollow tracks. The nature of the subsoil now
becomes clear. It is a laminated shale,1 of which the thin strata are tilted
at an angle of over 70 degrees, so that they break off in small cubes closely
resembling road metalling, though they are in reality detritus from the
living rock.

1 Geological Survey, sheet 16.
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Pig. 3. The Roman road on Humphrey Law and Lamblair Knowe.
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The nature of the subsoil, here revealed, entirely explains the type of
road adopted from, the Rae Burn onwards. The shale lies immediately
beneath the natural upper surface of thin weathered brash and tussocky
grass. No other material for building a road is to be had, except river-
gravel from the Rac Burn, and it would be impossible to make this he upon
the shale,1 apart from question of transport. The engineers of the road
which we are describing have thus perforce had recourse to the shale,
forming their roadway in cuttings and terraces which, in the absence of
alternative material, provide a road-surface of soft rock and material for
embanking. The use of the shale surface or of the spoil from terracing or
cutting also explains the absence of quarry pits. Had the road been con-
structed of quarried material laid upon the subsoil, either large sporadic
quarries or a series of quarry-pits parallel with the roadway might have been
expected to occur. But here the prepared track forms its own quarry, and
the cut-and-fill technique employed in its construction provides ample
material without going beyond the track of the road for it.

The road now climbs steadily from Far Paddock Cleugh along the north-
west shoulder of Humphrey Law, aiming for a point just below the crest
and thus avoiding the deep bays or cleughs on both sides of the ridge which
reduce the passage along it to a series of comparatively narrow necks. It
has here been a terraced road for a distance of some 700 yards. But when
the summit, at about 1290 feet above sea-level, is passed, a fresh complication
is introduced by the occurrence of a peat-bed, varying in thickness from a
few inches to 4 or 5 feet. Faced by the peat, the roadway engineers, still
compelled to rely upon the underlying shale for their surface, changed their
methods and dug a broad cutting, 30 feet wide, through the peat and the
underlying brash in order to bare the shale itself. Then, in order to give
the necessary drainage and to prevent the road from becoming swamped,
they cut drainage-ditches on both sides of the bottom of the cutting, thus
leaving an almost flat causeway of living rock some 20 feet wide to serve as
the roadway in the centre of the cutting. The original form of the work
(fig. 4), however, is now frequently disguised, partly by growth and swamp
and partly by hollow tracks which swerve about in the cutting, first wearing
down the old surface and eventually avoiding the resultant swamps by
intruding into the sides of cutting or even climbing out of it where the peat
is not too deep. The modern cart-track picks its way among the resultant
confusion as best it can. An excellent example of the relationship between
old and new occurs at the top of the cutting, which is over 300 yards long,
where it leaves the shoulder by a slight zigzag. The modern track zigzags
the opposite way in order to avoid the swamp which has gathered at the
elbow.

1 Supposing a bed to have teen cut in the shale to contain bottoming, the problem of drainage would
raise impossible difficulties.


