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ABSTRACT

Excavation at Kinneil recorded a long-axis fortlet measuring 18.5 m west/east by 21.5 m north/south
internally, attached to and contemporary with the Antonine Wall. A cobbled road, flanked by rect-
angular wooden buildings, ran between the north and south gateways. The ramparts were pro-
tected by a single small ditch, with the main Antonine Ditch to the north. Within the period of the
Roman occupation the site was remodelled with the north gate being permanently sealed, and the
ditch to the north carried across the causeway. The site then seems to have functioned as a turret
or observation tower.

The work was funded by the Manpower Services Commission and co-ordinated by Falkirk
Museums.

INTRODUCTION

It has long been thought that the remains of an Antonine Wall fort lie somewhere in the vicinity of
Kinneil House (evidence summarized in Macdonald 1934, 191-2). Central to this argument is the
belief that such a fort was needed to fill the 4.5 mile (7.2 km) gap between the forts at Carriden to
the east, and Inveravon to the west. In the 1970s fieldwalking by members of the Cumbernauld
Historical Society produced Roman pottery from the fields to the west of Kinneil House and focused
attention on a small knoll 500 m west of the house. Subsequent trial excavations in 1978-80
(Keppie & Walker 1981) proved the existence of a fortlet at this location, attached to the Antonine
Wall (illus 1). This work established the outlines of the rampart and the ditch.

In 1980, as part of a broad plan to make the history and ecology of Kinneil Estate more
accessible to visitors, it was decided to excavate the site more fully and to consolidate the remains.
To this end a Special Temporary Employment Programme (STEP) scheme was established by the
Manpower Services Commission and Falkirk District Council (Dept of Libraries & Museums), and
work took place on the site between October 1980 and June 1981. This excavation was directed by
J Cannel and monitored by F Murray of the Falkirk Museum Service. An interim report was produced
by J Cannel at that time, but it fell to the museum's new archaeologist, G Bailey, to prepare that
account for publication. At this time it was found that the palaeoenvironmental samples taken during
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ILLUS 1 The location of Kinneil fortlet along the Antonine Wall; the positions of the other known fortlets are also shown

the excavation had dried out in storage and become contaminated. Consequently, no analyses of
these appears in this report.

Originally it was intended to clear the whole area of the fortlet and surrounding ditches by
hand. This was, however, unrealistic, and even with a limited amount of mechanical help, exploration
of the ditches was confined to a number of sample trenches.

The excavation confirmed the previous findings of fieldwalking and trial excavation, and
exposed a long-axis fortlet of slightly irregular shape, measuring 18.5 m west/east by 21.5 m north/
south internally, attached to and contemporary with the Antonine Wall. A cobbled road, flanked by
rectangular wooden buildings, ran between the north and south gateways. The ramparts were pro-
tected by a single small ditch, with the main Antonine Ditch running uninterrupted past the north
gate.

In general, the site was badly preserved, the main culprit apparently being deep late medieval
rig and furrow cultivation. Fortunately the area around the north gate survived sufficiently for two
short phases of use to be identified. Interpretative plans of the fortlet (illus 28 & 29) have been
projected from its surviving fragments and from the position of the south gate.

EXCAVATION RESULTS
PHASE I: THE ANTONINE WALL AND CONSTRUCTION OF THE FORTLET

Earthwork structures
The whole of the area of the fortlet was systematically stripped of topsoil, including a 30 m length
of the Antonine Wall along the front of the fortlet. A further 11 m of the Wall's south kerb only
was exposed to the east of this (see illus 3). Throughout the excavated length the rampart was of
normal construction for this sector, consisting of a foundation of dressed kerbstones infilled with
rubble, set directly onto the natural clay and gravel and surmounted by a superstructure of red-brown
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ILLUS 2 The local topography of Kinneil (Based on the Ordnance Survey map © Crown Copyright)
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ILLUS 3 General site plan giving the feature numbers referred to in the text. Find spots shown for A, harness strap
junction; B, spearhead; E, coin; G, axe-head

clay loam revetted with turf or clay cheeks (discussion and full references in Keppie 1974, 156-61).
West of the fortlet's north gateway, the north kerb had been completely removed, though the south
kerb survived over a length of 7 m. Farther west, no trace of the Wall base was found, neither were
there any remains of its junction with the west fortlet rampart. To the east of the gateway, however,
the wall base was preserved intact.

The Wall varied from 4.2 m to 4.3 m in width over the excavated length. Individual kerbstones,
though widely varied in size, averaged 0.4 m long at the exposed face, sitting 0.2 m proud of the
subsoil. West of the north gate, the rubble fill of the Wall base comprised friable angular sandstone
slabs measuring as much as 0.5 m across. East of the gate the foundation consisted of variable
boulders of rather smaller size. Small angular stone chips were present in the Wall base. From about
0.5 m east of the gate to the east limit of the excavation, the rubble fill became smaller and more
angular, while a larger number of small chippings filled the interstices.
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ILLUS 4 Demarcation line in the Wall base at the north-east corner of
the fortlet, looking south

There was no break in the stonework between the Antonine Wall and the east rampart of the
fortlet. However, within the base of the Wall, there was an alignment of stones running at right
angles from the north kerb towards the centre of the fortlet rampart on line with the south kerb of
the Antonine Wall (illus 4). The stones were arranged to form a fair or regular face along their
western edge.

Survival of the earth and turf or clay superstructure of the Wall was fragmentary. West of the
north gate a few spreads of slumped and disturbed revetting material were found, and only slight
traces of the clay-loam fill remained between the basal stones. East of the gate, up to 0.4 m of
superstructure survived, though slumping and disturbance had been severe. The kerbs were overlain
by a band of buff-coloured clay, 0.35 m wide, disturbed by animal action. Under such conditions it
was difficult to distinguish between turf or clay here, and the cheeks or facings may have been of
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either material. The cheeks did not appear to respect the internal stone alignment noted above, neither
was there any apparent boundary in the superstructure between the Wall and the east rampart of the
fortlet. Several patches of burnt material were noted within the slumped material.

Finds sealed by the collapsed superstructure of the Wall included quantities of Black-burnished
ware and two amphora rims from beyond the north kerb. A quantity of butchered cattle bone and a
decorated bronze harness strap junction were found in the disturbed material in the interior.

For the most part, the fortlet ramparts had completely disappeared. To the west, a mere 2 m
of rampart base remained, but its junction with the Antonine Wall had been obliterated by later
plough damage. A 7 m length of the east rampart survived southwards from the Wall, save for a gap
where a deep furrow had been driven through. There was no surviving trace of the south rampart.
The ramparts were 3 m wide, and were apparently constructed in the same way as the Wall. No
cheek material remained in situ over the west rampart, but a few fragmentary patches of clay lay
where they had collapsed beyond the kerbstones. The rubble foundation of the east rampart again
contained a number of tiny stone chips packed around larger rocks. The superstructure reached a
maximum height of 0.2 m at its junction with the Antonine Wall, diminishing rapidly to the south.
Again collapsed material had spread out to either side of the rampart.

Small patches of laid turf were noted in the north-west corner, north of Context 126. Together
with Post-hole 365 and an area of burnt earth and stone (Context 126) these will be considered as
possible remnants of turfwork for a rampart stair, in the discussion (below).

The fortlet ditch

During trial trenching of the site in 1978-80, Keppie & Walker (1981) noted two small parallel
ditches beyond the fortlet ramparts. In the course of the present excavation seven trenches were
placed at intervals across the projected line of these ditches, though only one (Trench 1) was extended
beyond the putative second or outer ditch. Trenches 2 and 3 should also have clipped this feature
but although a thorough search was made for it, only a single ditch was found.

The berm between the ditch and the fortlet rampart averaged 9 m in width, reaching an estim-
ated maximum of 13 m at the two southern corners. No causeway was found in Trench 10 opposite
the south gate to carry the road from the fortlet to join the Military Way some distance to the south
(Macdonald 1934, 106). The ditch extended to within 0.5 m of the Antonine Wall on both the east
and west sides, where it ended in roughly squared-off terminals. Although in Trenches 9 and 10
the ditch had been severely truncated, in less disturbed areas it reached its maximum size of 2 m
across by 1 m deep. The ditch was clearly of one phase, with no sign of recutting in any of the
trenches (illus 5). The profile was generally V-shaped, with a slightly rounded bottom. Trench 8
showed a slight variation with a U-shaped trough cut into the bottom, 0.45 m wide by 0.2 m deep.
No associated bank was found in the vicinity to represent the upcast earth.

In the trenches where plough-truncation of the ditch was less severe, the edges remained quite
sharp and distinct, suggesting that only a small amount of weathering took place while the ditch was
open. In Trenches 1, 9 and 10 there was no obvious natural silting, while the primary fill in the
remaining four trenches consisted of naturally deposited material, just 0.1 m in depth. Above this
primary silting the ditch fills consisted of slight variations of a red-brown/orange silty clay with
patches of blue-grey clay.

All the pottery recovered from the ditch sections came from the uppermost fill of Trench 7, at
the western terminal. The only other find was an axe-head recovered from the very bottom of the
ditch at the eastern terminal.
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ILLUS 5 Sections across the fortlet ditch - Section 1: 289 dirty grey clay with occasional light brown mottling;
342 light brown clay-silt; 344 pale grey silty clay; Section 2: 358 brown-orange sandy clay; 359
pale grey lenses of silty clay; 360 dirty grey & orange clayey silt; Section 3: As section 2


