Hadrian’s Wall

Hadrian’s Wall is one of the clearest surviving expressions of Roman imperial power in Britain.
Begun after Emperor Hadrian’s visit to the province in AD 122, it ran approximately 73 miles
(80 Roman miles) from Wallsend on the River Tyne to Bowness-on-Solway. For nearly three
centuries, it marked the northwestern frontier of the Roman Empire.
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A Frontier, Not Simply a Barrier

The Wall was not a single uninterrupted stone barricade. It was a linked military and
administrative system designed to control movement across a frontier. Its original design
included a wall of stone or turf, a substantial ditch to the north, a guarded gateway or milecastle
at roughly each Roman mile, and two small observation turrets between each milecastle. During
construction, the Roman army enlarged the plan by adding major forts and the Vallum, a
substantial earthwork south of the Wall.

This arrangement made the frontier useful for more than defense. Soldiers could observe roads
and crossings, regulate traders and travelers, collect duties, communicate along the line, and
respond to local threats. The Roman presence also created a chain of settlements around the
forts, where civilians, merchants, craft workers, and military families contributed to a frontier
economy.

Building the Wall

The scale of the project reveals the organization of the Roman army. Legionary units undertook
the major construction, while auxiliary troops later formed much of the permanent garrison.
Terrain influenced the form of the frontier: the eastern and central stretches are most strongly
associated with stone construction, while an early western sector used turf before later changes
and rebuilding.

The Wall’s route was carefully chosen. In the central section, it follows the prominent Whin Sill
escarpment, where crags and steep slopes strengthened the human-made defenses. The
combination of landscape and engineering is especially visible around sites such as Housesteads,
Steel Rigg, and the former Sycamore Gap area. Rather than cutting Britain in two as an abstract
line, the frontier used the land to make surveillance and movement control more effective.

Forts and Everyday Life

Large forts were added along the Wall during construction, changing it from a narrow barrier
system into a heavily occupied military zone. Forts contained barracks, headquarters buildings,
granaries, workshops, bathhouses, and commanding officers’ residences. Outside their gates,
civilian settlements known as vici developed to serve soldiers and visitors.



The Wall was therefore both a boundary and a community. Archaeological discoveries from
nearby sites, particularly Vindolanda, have helped historians understand the ordinary routines
behind the monumental remains: correspondence, supply arrangements, clothing, food, military
paperwork, and social life. These discoveries show that Rome’s northern frontier was inhabited
by people from different parts of the empire, not merely by anonymous troops standing guard.

Change and Decline

Hadrian’s Wall was altered as Roman policy in Britain changed. After Hadrian’s death, Emperor
Antoninus Pius temporarily advanced the frontier northward and built the Antonine Wall in what
is now central Scotland. That policy did not last. Rome eventually returned to Hadrian’s Wall,

which remained the principal frontier system in northern Britain through the later Roman period.

After Roman authority in Britain ended in the early fifth century, the Wall gradually lost its
military purpose. Stone from its structures was reused in later buildings, while weather,
agriculture, and development altered many stretches. Yet significant portions survived, along
with forts, milecastles, turrets, roads, ditches, and earthworks.

Historical Significance

Hadrian’s Wall makes the Roman Empire visible at a human scale. Its surviving remains show
how Rome translated political ambition into roads, supply networks, military discipline,
architecture, and landscape control. It also demonstrates that an imperial frontier was never
simply a line between “Romans” and outsiders. It was a zone of movement, exchange,
negotiation, and cultural contact.

The Wall became a World Heritage Site in 1987 and is now part of the transnational Frontiers of
the Roman Empire World Heritage property. Its preservation allows visitors to follow a
boundary built almost two thousand years ago while recognizing the complex society that lived
and worked along it.
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