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Chapter Three

Industry and 
Infrastructure
Our very hands and bodies, under the lash and in the midst of insult, are 
worn down by the toil of clearing forests and morasses … We have neither 
fruitful plains, nor mines, nor harbours, for the working of which we may 
be spared.

Calgacus, as represented by Tacitus in  
On the Life and Times of Julius Agricola, cAD 98

In his biography of his father-in-law Agricola, Roman governor of Britain 
between AD 77 and 85, the historian Tacitus put these sympathetic words 
into the mouth of Calgacus, the first named Scot, having already given the 
Caledonian the first memorable Scottish slogan – ‘they [the Romans] create a 
wilderness and call it peace’.1 The main target of Tacitus’s impassioned oratory 
was the tyranny that he often detected at the heart of Roman power politics, 
but he also bears witness – presumably through Agricola’s own testimony - to 
the undeveloped ‘state of nature’ in which the peoples of northern Britain 
still lingered, in the good company of other Celtic tribes who had not yet 
been introduced to what the Romans could do for them by way of aqueducts, 
sanitation, roads, irrigation, etc, etc.

Given that even the Greeks were found lacking by the Romans, we have 
no reason to imagine that Tacitus (through Agricola) was misrepresenting 
Caledonia’s comparative lack of a sophisticated infrastructure; so far as even 
the average Roman legionary was concerned, whatever was already there was 

View Towards the Clyde by  
George Frederick Buchanan, c1850
Smoke from mills and factories along the Clyde interrupts this 
otherwise typical Victorian landscape painting – the industrialisation of 
Scotland has become the backdrop even for rural life.  
Crown copyright: Government Art Collection, UK
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bound to struggle to reach even woefully inadequate. 
Having said that, we already know that the early 
peoples of Scotland could and did create public 
and ceremonial spaces every bit as structurally 
challenging and awe-inspiring as a Roman forum* 
or temple. Indeed, these monuments are testament 
to the centralising of local power in the hands of 
the few, but such a rudimentary hierarchy could 
never generate the funds and labour needed to 
build aqueducts, sanitation, roads, irrigation, etc, 
etc. For that, you needed the concentrated power 
and bureaucracy of a great city at the heart of a vast 
empire.

It is also fair to say – as anyone who has slogged 
up a Scottish mountain or across a Scottish bog away 
from the well-trampled slopes of the most popular 

hills will agree – that many a Scottish landscape has 
a variety of wiles at its disposal to resist being tamed. 
Even the straightforward determination of a Roman 
road might well have faltered in the face of the peat 
spreading across the north and west of the country 
before, during and after the legionaries’ arrival.

There is certainly evidence that the early 
inhabitants of Scotland knew how to build 
thoroughfares long before the arrival of the 
legionaries. As we have already seen, Thomas 
Pennant recorded the discovery of a prehistoric 
road at Priestside near Ruthwell in Dumfriesshire.2 
Nevertheless, roads were in short supply before the 
Romans arrived and for a long time after. In part, 
it may have been that waterways – which Scotland 
had in abundance – were, and continued to be, 
an overwhelmingly easy and culturally important 
means of transporting people and goods through 
and around difficult terrain. From the canoes that 
brought the earliest settlers back to Scotland after 
the Ice Age to the birlinns* that helped the Lords of 
the Isles to command the western Highlands and 

Islands, as well as the hundreds of smaller craft used 
for everyday needs, including fishing, we should not 
underestimate the seamanship of our predecessors, 
however few traces we have of their activities.

The Romans, of course, did build roads during 
the temporary occupation of southern Scotland. The 
line that they followed – from Carlisle in the north-
west of England and Corbridge in the north-east 
up beyond the Firths of Forth and Clyde – often 
underpinned much later networks, traces of which 
still survive today. The remains of their great forts 
and smaller marching camps are also sometimes still 
visible across southern Scotland and the Highland 
fault-line, a testament to the might and sheer 
determination of the Romans and the character of 
the land that they ultimately failed to tame.

The Antonine Wall is still the most extensive 
Roman part of the landscape. ‘It begins’, says the 
chronicler John of Fordun, compiling his history 
over a thousand years later, ‘on the east, upon the 
southern shore of the Scottish sea [the River Forth], 
near the town of Carriden [near Bo’ness in West 
Lothian]; then stretches on across the island, for 
twenty-two miles, with the city of Glasgow to the 
south of it, and stops on the bank of the river Clyde, 
near Old Kilpatrick in Dunbartonshire.’3 Around 
a third of it – including remains of the forts and 
fortlets regularly inserted into the wall – can still be 
detected, often as a ditch or earthwork, while even 
more is visible as a cropmark from the air.

Built on the orders of Emperor Antoninus Pius 
around AD 142, this marked the second major 
attempt at conquering Scotland after the withdrawal 
of the 80s and the construction of Hadrian’s Wall 
around AD 122 at the northern limit of the Empire 
in Britain. The new border took twelve years to 
complete, despite the fact that it was made of turf 
on stone footings rather than entirely of stone. Only 

Ardoch Roman Fort, Perthshire
The Romans were only fleeting visitors to Scotland, but they 
had planned to stay. This fort is one of the largest remaining 
examples of their military endeavours in Scotland.  
HES, DP229032 

Rough Castle Fort, Antonine Wall, Stirlingshire
The Antonine Wall, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
was a major border and communication route, linking the 
Clyde to the Forth.  
HES, DP0014298
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eight years later, however, the legions were again 
pulled back beyond the southern wall, trashing 
the Antonine forts and taking anything portable 
or valuable away with them (but turfing into wells 
some of the things they couldn’t carry, to be found 
eventually by grateful archaeologists).4

Later writers were rather sniffy, as well as 
confused, about the crucial difference between 
the two great barriers. Bede, the eighth century 
Northumbrian historian, commenting on the 
northern one, states that it was the Emperor Severus5 
who built not a wall, for that should have been in 
stone, but a rampart, which was made of sods ‘cut 
out of the earth’, with a great ditch (handily  
made from digging out the sods) in front and  
strong timber stakes of wood set above it.  
‘Thus Severus drew a great trench and strong 
rampart, fortified with several towers, from  
sea to sea.’

Seven chapters later, however, to confuse things 
still further, Bede asserts that, once the Romans 
finally left, the native Britons, suffering the 
onslaughts of Picts and Scots from the north, sent to 
Rome for help. A legion duly arrived, sent the Picts 
and the Scots packing and advised the Britons to put 
up a wall. ‘But the islanders building the wall which 
they had been told to raise, not of stone, since they 
had no workmen capable of such a work, but of sods, 
made it of no use.’6

Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People 
was hugely influential over succeeding centuries and, 
having erroneously ascribed the wall’s construction 
not once but twice, he confused many future 
historians.7 It was perhaps easier to credit the use of 
such flimsy materials to the natives rather than the 
Romans and there is no doubt that, despite some of 
the Antonine Wall having survived the best part of 
two millennia, it has not done as well as Hadrian’s. 
It has also been pointed out that: ‘Perhaps one of 
the surprising features about the Wall is that it has 
not dominated the later landscape layout except in a 
few areas where the ground is now utilised as rough 
grazing, such as at Croy Hill in Stirlingshire, or as 
recreational areas such as Bar Hill, Dunbartonshire, 
and Kinneil in West Lothian.’8 It may be that 
its largely organic construction material proved 
relatively easy to ignore or destroy, the more 
equivocal nature of the Antonine Wall, certainly 
compared to its southern predecessor, perhaps 

providing us with a metaphor for the Roman 
presence in Scotland more generally.

Nevertheless, it certainly contained some 
enduring aspects, though the one that most excited 
earlier antiquarians is no longer with us. The 
monument later known as ‘Arthur’s O’on’ (Oven) 
was first discussed in the fourteenth century (though 
there was a reference to it as early as 1293) when 
John of Fordun gathered together a number of 
stories about it:

Caesar determined to sail across to Gaul, but being 
uncertain as to his return, he hastily caused a small 
round chamber, like a pigeon house, and of no use, 
apparently, but as a landmark, to be built, of large 
smooth stones, without mortar, not far from the mouth 
of the river Carron; and he wanted to build this little 
chamber as marking the extreme limit of the Roman 
possessions to the north-west, almost at the world’s end, 
and as a lasting monument of his military renown … 
Another version, especially of common report, is that 
Julius Caesar had this chamber carried about with 
him by the troops, with each stone separate, and built 
up again from day to day, wherever they halted, that 
he might rest therein more safely than in a tent; but 
that when he was in a hurry to return to Gaul, he left 
it behind, with the intention of coming back without 
delay; and it was built up with one stone merely laid 
upon another, as can be seen to this day. On the east 
side of this chamber, there is an entrance so large that 
an armed soldier on horseback can pass in, without 
touching the top of the doorway with the crested helmet 
on his head.9

In the sixteenth century, the historian Hector 
Boece acknowledged the general belief in Caesar’s 
connection to Arthur’s O’on, remarking that the 
alleged portable headquarters mentioned in the last 
story ‘was supposedly called Iulis hoff, or Julius’ 
Palace, a name that has come down to us, since the 
locals call it such’. He himself, having read books 
based on the Commentaries, Caesar’s own works, 
which make no mention of the great Roman general 
fighting against the Scots and the Picts, preferred 
‘to pass over in silence an expedition of this kind 
and the things which are commonly said to have 
transpired in its course, including nothing here that 
can justly be refuted’. But he did think that it looked 
more like a temple than anything military, a view 

corroborated by more recent scholarship, which also 
asserts that ‘the building is unique’.10

By the time Thomas Pennant was in the vicinity in 
1772, however, Arthur’s O’on had been gone for nearly 
40 years – ‘its barbarous owner [Sir Michael Bruce of 
Stenhouse in Stirlingshire], a Gothic knight, caused it 
to be demolished, in order to make a mill-dam with 
the materials, within less than a year, the Naiades, 
in resentment of the sacrilege, came down in a flood 
and entirely swept it away’.11 Some 50 years later, the 
local minister provides some insight into Sir Michael’s 
reasons for sweeping away 1,500 years of history:

He certainly was no dilettante, neither real nor 
pretended. He was not one of the admirers of the 
beautiful and of the rare in the material world, but a 
country gentleman who had other things to mind, and 
never moved much out of the parish where he was born 
and died there an octogenarian. Notwithstanding all 
this, the building might have escaped demolition had he 
not been poor, possessed of a numerous family of children, 
his income small, and a considerable amount of it derived 
from the mill. These circumstances moved him to employ 
the stones, and turn them to profit in repairing his dam 
… that he might avoid the expense of quarrying stones 
from the sandstone rock, only two or three miles distant.12

This certainly sheds some light into the financial 
circumstances and the mindset of a small Scottish 
landowner and, lest we imagine that Sir Michael 
was an unfortunate aberration, the scholar George 
Buchanan mentions as early as 1582 that other Roman 
remains in the area ‘are now rendered indistinct, 
partly in consequence of the progress of agricultural 
improvement, and partly by gentlemen carrying away 
the square stones for the construction of villas in the 
neighbourhood’.13

Sir James Clerk of Penicuik, on the other hand, 
was so incensed by Sir Michael’s philistine act of 
barbarism that he built a dovecot on top of the stable 
block on his own estates south of Edinburgh in 1763 
based on drawings of the lost temple. The replica was 
preserved when the stable block was converted into 
a mansion house in 1900.14 Progress has not always 
been kind to the relics of the past, especially during 
the centuries of Improvement and Industrialisation, 
ancient landmarks that would have been familiar to 
generation upon generation of Scots often swept away 
in a rising tide of activity.

Arthur’s O’on, Stenhouse, Stirlingshire
Demolished by the landowner in 1743, Arthur’s O’on was a 
rare surviving example of a Roman temple in Britain.  
HES, DP266263


