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Introduction 

Vindolanda. It was once a strong, sturdy and impressive Roman settlement and fort placed 

in the north-east of the UK. More specifically, it was placed beside the intimidating and 

patronising, Hadrian’s Wall. These forts were used to house Roman soldiers and they were 

also designed to control the movements of the tribes to regulate the trade between Roman 

Britain and the barbarians located next to them. But now, laying in defeat, Vindolanda is 

stuck in a grave of its own rubble and destruction. Although, this doesn’t make it lose its 

significance in any way – if anything, the very fact that Vindolanda is not fully lost forever to 

the wrath of time makes anything found at the site even more special and important. It is 

estimated that it will take more than 100 years until all the secrets of Vindolanda have been 

found. But as we discover more and more about the time of the Romans, we come up with 

more and more questions. Whenever we find remains like the forts along Hadrians Wall, 

these questions are easier to answer and Vindolanda is a key factor in answering some of 

them. 

What is Vindolanda?   

As I said previously, Vindolanda was a fort placed along the site of Hadrian’s Wall. The name 

‘Vindolanda’ can actually be translated to mean ‘white moor’ or ‘white field’ and from this, 

we can gather what the landscape surrounding this place was actually like in the 1st century, 

which is extremely significant to us today because not many places can tell us what they 

looked like in the past – this is mainly due to building over the land or maybe just naturally, 

the landscape has changed and it no longer looks the same as it did before. But the fort was 

actually there before the actual wall was built. Hadrian’s Wall was designed to control the 

newly won land in Britain and more specifically, especially in the north, the wall was used to 

protect Roman Britain from the ‘barbarian’ Celtic tribes who were located on the other side 

of the wall, but the individual forts were used to hold garrisons of over 1000 soldiers to 

defend Roman Britain when they were first built – they were then reduced in size by the 

end of the second century and instead made of stone.  

Like many Roman forts at this time, Vindolanda underwent several stages of construction to 

improve its stability and strength. When it was first built, it was probably a rampart situated 

on the ground. It was most likely built around the time of Agricola (Agricola was a Roman 

soldier who conquered large areas of northern England, Scotland and Wales and was the 

governor of Britain). Then, by the late 80s AD, it was now a sturdier, permanent fort made 

of timber and was now in the classic shape that the Romans liked to use: the playing card 

shape. It was situated east-west and it now had a stone headquarters building and an 

officer’s house (along with a small bathhouse placed on the slope of the eastern side). 

However, during the Hadrianic period, the fort was unfortunately destroyed and a new 

structure had to be built to take its place.  It now had a small civilian settlement (called a 

vicus) attached to the west of the Hadrianic fort. It was now extended and had an improved 

bath house and a newly added guest house. However, this guesthouse only held six people 



and it was only used for people travelling on official business. This is what is left behind and 

is the ground plan we are able to see today. But even with it being destroyed, why did 

someone choose to rebuild it? What importance did it hold in order for it to be rebuilt?   

Why is Vindolanda important?  

Firstly, because of how well the site is preserved, it gives us an insight into what life was like 

for the people (the Roman soldiers, the Celtic tribes, the businessmen and the families) who 

inhabited this fort and the areas around it. This is extremely important because any insight 

into the past, not just in the form of Vindolanda, helps future generations to understand 

how we, as a society and a species as a whole, have developed. Whether this is 

development in technology or opinions, whatever information we can get from the past is 

extremely significant to our studies. But going back to Vindolanda, the fort itself gives us 

information such as the stages of archaeology that it went through during the times it was 

used. It also shows the development of usage, for example, it went from having little 

luxuries i.e. a small bathhouse, an officer’s house and a stone headquarters building to 

eventually expanding and having a fine bathhouse and also a guesthouse which could house 

up to 6 residents – these are the things that we are able to see today.  

However, as much as the remains of the fort are important, the Vindolanda tablets found 

around the site themselves also give a unique and interesting perspective into the past. The 

Vindolanda tablets were found extremely well preserved around the area of the fort. There 

are over 400 tablets and they are made from thinly cut pieces of wood which are between 1 

and 3mm thick. But what’s even more incredible is that people have written on these pieces 

of wood and the tablets have been so well preserved that the writing is still legible. The 

reason for this preservation is that they were found, mainly, in a rubbish heap which was 

waterlogged and in anaerobic conditions therefore no oxygen could decay the wood slates 

and so they have been sitting there waiting to be discovered for almost 20 centuries.  

The tablets not only tell us about the military aspect of the romans but they also give insight 

into life in Britain at the time. Found on some of the tablets were shopping lists, letters to 

complain about the lack of a reply from another person and even requests for more beer. 

However, one of the most famous transcripts was an invitation to a birthday party and it is 

dated around 100 AD. These texts make us all realise that even centuries before our time, 

people were just like us and did things we do even now and it also shows that Vindolanda 

was more than a fort: it was a home to many roman soldiers and even to civilians living near 

this settlement. Another reason Vindolanda is important is because it is an amazing and rare 

existing example of how multicultural the Roman army was. Around 120AD, the garrison 

was made up of a combination of people from many different places including men from 

Belgium and also men from northern Spain (it is likely that these men were with the Roman 

army as freedmen or slaves). Vindolanda actually represents one of the most multicultural 

and dynamic communities used by the Roman Empire at the time.  

Finally, the last reason for this fort’s importance, that I will include as there are many more, 

is that Hadrian’s wall and the forts placed along it benefitted the ordinary people more than 

it benefitted the Roman Empire. It did this through boosting the economy for the civilians 



surrounding the forts and walls – instead of the Romans destroying any other settlement, 

they instead left them and in turn, these farms or businesses began to flourish. This is 

important because it shows that the Romans weren’t just ruthless soldiers sent to conquer 

lands – and Vindolanda proves this.  

To conclude 

Vindolanda had a very important role to play in the past. Vindolanda has a very important 

role to play now. But the only difference is that in the past, Vindolanda was used as a 

protection against any enemies, specifically the tribes located on the north of the wall. But 

now this garrison is used as a way of looking back into the past and seeing how these people 

went about their lives, whether it’s found within the texts of the Vindolanda Tablets or in 

the archaeology of how the fort was actually built. More and more treasures keep being 

discovered about the jobs, habits or just the day to day life of the soldiers, businessmen or 

civilians in the area, and as I said in the introduction, it will take over 100 years to fully find 

all the secrets hidden by time at Vindolanda. So, in conclusion, Vindolanda has always held 

some sort of significance; it astoundingly hid roughly 400 tablets in pristine condition, the 

fort was a home to people from all over the world – showing how diverse the roman army 

was and it benefitted more than the army itself and it also helped the civilians around it. 

Vindolanda represents more than a fort placed along Hadrian’s Wall; it represents a glimpse 

back into the past and that is something that should never be taken for granted. 
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