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Note on the Roman Road at Fall Kneesend,
South Lanarkshire

Jane Downes
with Lawrence Keppie, and contributions from Stephen Carter and Camilla Dickson

Background
The presumed Roman road, scheduled under

the terms of the Ancient Monuments and
Archaeological Areas Act, at Fall Kneesend (also
referred to as Paddy's Rickle Bridge), South
Lanarkshire, was subject to two recent episodes of
archaeological investigation. The first of these
was undertaken in 1987 by Dr Lawrence Keppie,
Hunterian Museum (Frere 1988). This excavation
took place ahead of the construction of a new

access road from the A74 to serve the farm of
Little Clyde, and was funded by the Historic
Buildings and Monuments Directorate of the
Scottish Development Department (now Historic
Scotland). Further investigations of the road and
a quarry pit took place in 1992 directed by Jane
Downes of GUARD (Keppie 1993). The latter
excavations were part of the investigations of a

cairnfield and later structures ahead of the
construction of the M74 (Downes forthcoming).
These excavations were funded by the National
Roads Directorate of the Scottish Office
Development Department and managed on their
behalf by Historic Scodand.

Site Description and Location
Prior to excavation the road was visible as a

broad cambered mound running north west-
south east at NS 9800 1615. The road was

presumed to be a main arterial route of the
Roman road system, running from Annandale
to Clydesdale (RCAHMS 1978). As the road
runs northward from Redshaw Burn fortlet it
passes very close to the north east of the
Roman watch tower at Beattock Summit, and to
the south of the neighbouring temporary camp
at Little Clyde before turning westwards where
it crosses the cairnfield at Fall Kneesend. At
this point the road was thought to be overlain
by an 18th century metalled road (ibid, 140).
Running along the northerly side of the road a

series of quarry pits could be discerned which

appeared to be associated with the construction
of the road.

Excavation Results
The Road

The road was investigated by the cutting of five
transverse sections in the 1987 excavations and
one section in the 1992 excavation (Fig 1, Area
1). A quarry pit was also investigated in the 1992
excavations (Fig 1, Area 2) as was a part of the
road surface (Fig 1, Area la). All sections were

machine cut.

Buried Soil
Underlying the road in the section cut in 1992

(Fig 1), a thin black organic layer was discovered
which overlay a grey silty clay. The clay in turn

overlay and intermittent dark silty loam and
subsoil. These layers were sampled in two places
and thin sectioned for micromorphological
analysis. Samples were also taken for chemical
analysis. The pedofeatures within the thin
sections showed the distribution and nature of
iron depletion hypocoatings (bleached stone rims) to
indicate that the grey silty clay was the top
mineral horizon of a buried soil. Together the
silty clay and underlying darker layer may have
represented the the upper eluvial horizons of a

weakly developed Iron Podzol. The results of
chemical analysis were in agreement with this
interpretation.

The black organic layer represented the
surface organic horizon of this buried soil. This
layer comprised a complex mixture of plant
residues which had experienced considerable
decomposition since burial with the result that it
was not possible to reconstruct the original
nature of the of the vegetation cover in any detail.
The surviving lignified tissues suggest plants with
considerable secondary thickening in their stems
and therefore woody rather than herbaceous
vegetation. The survival of recognisable plant
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tissues in the organic surface indicates that it
formed a horizon of fresh plant litter, rather than
the highly decomposed peaty surface horizon
typical of the area today.

The plant macrofossil analysis of the buried soil
profile produced a fragment of Corylus (hazel)
nut shell and seed of Luvula sp. (woodrush). Rare
Betula (birch), Quercus (oak) and Corylus charcoal
were also found. The Qaercus charcoal indicates
that the oak had not all been removed before the
road was constructed, but it was not possible to
determine the composition of local woodlands
from the small quantity of charcoal preserved.

A radiocarbon date was obtained from the
organic surface of the buried soil. This date has
been calibrated to one sigma at 354-116 BC, and
at 2 sigma to 380-90 BC (uncalibrated 2150 +/-
50 bp, GU-3939).

Road Make Up
Overlying the organic layer was a thick layer or

dump of sediment containing irregularly spaced
large and medium sized rounded and angular
stones (Fig 1). This layer comprised the body of
the road, and could be seen in other sections to
have contained variable quantities of large stones
and sand. The material was laid down in such a

way to compensate for the slope upon which the
road was positioned. This can be seen in section
where more material is placed on the downslope
side to create a level surface.

The road was metalled with a finer, looser
matrix than that of the sand and stone dump,
which contained small stones. The road
measured 11m wide across this surface. The
metalled surface survived intact only a few
centimetres beneath the modern turf. It is
possible that this metalling was later than the
original road, and was perhaps the surface of the
18th century road.

In the sections of the road cut in both 1987 and
1992 a ditch running parallel to the easterly,
upslope side of the road could be seen. This ditch
was fairly narrow and had been recut. It was not
clear whether the ditch was contemporary with
the Roman road or the later use of the road.
From the 1992 excavated section (Fig 1), it would
appear that the Roman road did have a narrow

ditch along one side, and it is possible that the
recut was also contemporary with the Roman
road. However, in the 1987 excavations, the road
appeared to have been almost totally robbed, and
a feature much wider than the ditch but on the
same alignment as the ditch appeared to be a

gully or ditch 1.9m wide. This feature had not
been recut, and lying against the side of the
feature, underneath silt infill, was a George II
shilling which, from the degree of wear, was lost
cAD 1800. This is interpreted as evidence of the
later use and probable metalling of the road, and
suggests that the ditch or a least a recut may
belong to this later phase.
The Quarry Pit

A section was cut through a hollow to the north
east of the road, one of a series of such hollows
thought to be quarry pits. The pit was 4.50m at
the section and and 0.85m deep with gently
sloping sides and a Cattish bottom. It had been
cut into what was at this point compact grey clay
as the underlying drift. The lower infills
comprised stony silts and the the pit had
subsequently filled with a succession of peat layers
and lenses (Fig 1).

Through soil analysis of the make up of the
road and the nature of the buried soil, it was

possible to identify the make up as being similar
to the buried soil and underlying subsoil. The
material for the road therefore derived from a

quarry hole excavated through the lower parts of
the soil profile, which is a firm indication that the
quarry pits such as the one excavated are

associated with the building of the Roman road.

Conclusions
The date of 4th-lst centuries BC obtained from

the top of the buried soil would accord with a

date of construction of 1st or 2nd centuries AD
for the Roman road, given the residue time of the
organic matter from which the date derives.
Having assigned a broad period to the road, and
ascertained the nature of the construction of a

road of this period, it should be possible to
reassess the evidence from the many other small
investigations and excavations of putative Roman
roads from the area (eg Terry 1991).
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