Discuss in detail the information from the Vindolanda writing tablets that provide 
information on army organisation and logistics.

The Vindolanda writing tablets, although incomplete and relying on interpretation, 
provide considerable insights into the workings of the Roman units garrisoned at the 
fort near the northern frontier with Scotland. 

In considering the evidence from the tablets it helps to understand the purpose of the 
fort. Vindolanda was one of several forts along the Stanegate, which formed a line of 
defence across the country against incursions from the north and troublemakers to 
the south[footnoteRef:1]. Auxiliary troops patrolled the roads, aided by a signalling system at the  [1:  Sheldon 2005: 210; Birley, R. 2009: 14; Birley 2011: 54                 ] 

forts, and could be combined to form a larger army if necessary[footnoteRef:2]. This helps to  [2:  Sheldon 2005: 210;  Bowman 1994: 21 and 96  ] 

explain the absences identified in the strength report (154), to be examined later. It is 
likely that the fort was there for communication access and to monitor the area, not 
for signs of an enemy force so much as ‘raiding parties, smugglers and subversives’, 
and, later, as the economy expanded, for the collection of taxes[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Quote from Sheldon 2005: 210] 


Particular units were stationed at the fort for a reason. The First Cohort of Tungrians 
(c.92 - c.97/100) were identified with their prefect Iulius Verecundus:  [co]h(ortis) i/    
Tungro-   /rum cui prae<e>st Iulius Vere-/ cundus praef(ectus)[footnoteRef:4]. They were followed  [4:  Tab.Vindol.154.1-3. Also see 210, 211 and 212] 

by the Ninth cohort of Batavians, commanded, at least part of this period, by Flavius 
Cerialis: viii Bat(auorum)/ [a] Flavio Ceriale[footnoteRef:5]. The First Cohort of Tungrians returned  [5:  Tab.Vindol.242] 

c.105-120/30, Priscinus at some time being their commander[footnoteRef:6]. A letter refers to him  [6:  Dates are from Birley, A 2009: 267] 

dispatching letters from the First Tungrians to the governor, thus indicating his rank: 
Oppius Niger Priscino [suo]/ s[alutem   /Crispum et…ex coh(orte)/ I Tungrorum quos 
cum/ epistulis ad consularem nostrum[footnoteRef:7]. The salutation also refers to Priscino as  [7:  Tab.Vindol.295i1-5] 

domine, ‘master’[footnoteRef:8]. Both the Tungrians and the Batavians were probably milliaria,  [8:  Tab.Vindol.295ii9] 

therefore units large enough to split and assign to different duties. The Batavians 
were equitata, well-known for their riding skills, and suited to patrolling the hilly 
terrain on horseback. The Tungrians, essentially an infantry unit, may have been 
joined by a detachment of cavalry from the First Cohort fida Vardullorum equitata in 
98 and 105[footnoteRef:9]. An account listing equites Vardulli also refers to Tagamatis vexillari, a  [9:  Birley, A 2009: 267] 

soldier who may have been serving in the cavalry detachment (though equally he 
may have been a standard-bearer for the infantry)[footnoteRef:10]. Unit size and skills would have  [10:  Tab.Vindol.181.13-15 A. Birley and R. Birley, however, both emphasise that the presence of the equites Vardulli is not conclusive (1994: 439-440). ] 

been important considerations for selection to serve at Vindolanda.

The tablets suggest a spectrum of ranks and military roles of those associated with 
the fort. Verecundus and Cerialis were titled prefects, though as commanders of 
milliary cohorts, they should have been called tribunes[footnoteRef:11]. Ferox, a legatus is  [11:  Birley 2011: 46 and 62 ] 

mentioned in 154, as well as references to a governor[footnoteRef:12]. Reporting to the prefect  [12:  Tab.Vindol.154.46-47] 

would have been the centuriones to whom there are many references, several by 
name (for example, Exomnius and Felicio, Ucenius and Tullio[footnoteRef:13]. References to a  [13:  Tab.Vindol.182 and 184] 

decurio who served in cavalry units also appear: Masc(u)lus, in 586, Masclus (the 
same person?) in 628, and Vitalis in 263. 

Optiones, second in command after the centurions, appear in many of the tablets, for 
example, in a report of the Ninth Cohort of Batavians (127), Candidus optio (148), 
Arquittius optio of the centuriae Crescentis (128), Iustinus optio (129). Next in rank 
may have been the curatores (127 and 128) though the role they performed is not 
clear. Birley ventures that the curator was responsible for horses and their 
equipment, which also suggests the presence of cavalry[footnoteRef:14]. Other specific roles  [14:  Birley 2011: 47] 

identified include a signifer (standard-bearer) of the First Cohort of Tungrians, a 
beneficiarus (possibly bodyguard), and an aquilifer (eagle-bearer) named Vittius 
Adiutor of the 2nd Augustan legion[footnoteRef:15]. There are also several references to legionary  [15:  Stylus tab inv 836 names Montanus as the signifer; Tab.Vindol.180.18 and 344i10 refers to beneficiarus;  Tab.Vindol.214 refers to aquilifer] 

soldiers and centurions, presumably brought to help build Hadrian’s Wall during the 
latter period of occupation at Vindolanda[footnoteRef:16]. A cornicen or bugler is mentioned in 182  [16:   Tab.Vindol.180, for example] 

and Valentinus, another vexillarius in 670. Birley also suggests that local conscripts 
may have been present and cites the sneering reference to Bruttunculi in 164 as a 
reference to raw recruits, rather than skirmishes with local Britons[footnoteRef:17]. The presence of  [17:  Birley 2011: 50 and 95-96; Dobson and Mann 1973: 199 and 205, also conclude that Britons were recruited to serve in Britain from Agricola’s time; Bowman 1994: 29] 

censors, counting heads for the purpose of recruitment as well as collecting taxes, 
could also support this assertion[footnoteRef:18].  [18:  Tab.Vindol.304] 


The First Cohort of Tungrians is thought to be an auxiliary infantry unit with a full 
strength of about 800 men[footnoteRef:19]. The military strength report (154) gives information  [19:  Birley 2011: 46] 

about how and where their men were deployed. The report gives the net p(urus) 
number of personnel as 752, including 6 centurions, low by normal standards.[footnoteRef:20]. The  [20:  Bowman and Thomas 1991: 67] 

report lists the activities of those absent from the fort, a total of 456 (summa 
absentes cccclvi ) A significant number of men (46) were assigned as guards to the  
governor, (singulares leg(ati). A large number, 337, possibly including 2 centurions, 
were sent to Coria (probably Corbridge) the reason for which is unknown[footnoteRef:21]. This  [21:  Tab.Vindol.154.1-8] 

amounts to 45% of the entire unit strength, a greater number than the 296 left (reliqui 
praesentes) at Vindolanda. Of those remaining 15 were sick (aegri), six wounded 
(volnerati), and 10 suffering from conjunctivitis (lippientes), leaving only 265 fit for 
duty, including one centurion. The total percentage of those therefore either absent 
or unfit for duty is 64%, and raises the question as to whether the fort was left 
sufficiently manned (though if all the men had been present the fort may have been 
too small)[footnoteRef:22]. Perhaps there was little need to defend the fort at that time or the men  [22:  Birley,R 2009: 47; Birley, A 2011: 61] 

may have been needed more at Coria for training, fighting or building duties. The six 
volnerati (l.23), whose injuries are dismissed by Birley as likely resulting from work or 
training, imply there was little active fighting in the area[footnoteRef:23]. A reasonable explanation  [23:  Birley 2011: 79] 

is provided by Bowman and Sheldon who suggest that troops needed to provide 
additional manpower could be drawn from any of the units stationed in the area[footnoteRef:24].  [24:   Sheldon 2005: 210;  Bowman 1994: 21 and 96                       ] 

This would indicate a flexible and pragmatic response by the Romans to changing 
needs along the frontier.

The report hints at an interesting use of centurions. An entry appears to list one 
centurion who has been sent to London, presumably on a mission important enough 
to merit his use. By contrast, only two centurions were dispatched to Coria in 
command of 337 troops.  Further entries list two groups of 6 and 9, each including a 
centurion. The reasons for allocating a centurion to some groups and not others, 
regardless of size are unknown but surely lie in the nature of the activities 
undertaken and the experience of the troops, both for which there is insufficient 
information. 

Eleven men, including a centurion, may have gone to collect the unit’s pay 
(stipendiatum?)[footnoteRef:25]. Birley cites 242, which mentions payment (of or to centurions or  [25:  Tab.Vindol.154.14] 

the century?), as strengthening this interpretation: cras bene mane Vindol-/landum 
ueni ut/ numerationi cen- [footnoteRef:26]. However, numerationi could also mean ‘calculation’ or  [26:  Tab.Vindol.242i1-4 in Birley 2011: 79] 

‘reckoning’ (OLD s.v.1) and refer to a head count (cen- by centurions or of the 
century?). There is insufficient evidence to confirm either interpretation, though both 
seem plausible. 

The many references to soldiers by name and trade also add to the impression of 
Vindolanda as a fully functioning fort supported by skilled personnel. There are 
references, for example, to Alio the vet, Alione ueterinario; a doctor, Marcus medico; 
Vitalis the bathman, Vitale balniatore; Atrectus, the brewer, Atrectus ceruesar[ius; 
and the shield-maker Lucius scutarius[footnoteRef:27].  The work assignments report (155), dated  [27:  Tab.Vindol.181, 155, 181, 182, 184.] 

c.100-105, lists 343 men in the workshops. That there are 12 shoemakers (sutores 
indicates that some sort of footwear, for manufacture or repair, was available at the 
fort[footnoteRef:28]. Another account listing 100 nails for soldiers’ boots ‘clauos caligares’  [28:  Tab.Vindol.155.2] 

strengthens this assumption[footnoteRef:29]. The 18 builders assigned to the bath house  [29:  Tab.Vindol.186.7-8] 

(balneum) would confirm that there were soldiers skilled enough to undertake the 
work. Another detail was assigned to what is taken to be the hospital 
valetudinar(ium). In addition there are references to building materials (lead, clay), 
kilns, plasterers (tectores), rubble and possibly tents, all of which indicate building 
work being carried out at the fort[footnoteRef:30]. Thirty men were assigned to building a hospitium,  [30:  Tab.Vindol. 155.3-9] 

19 to work the lime kilns and an unknown number to getting clay for making fences 
at the camp[footnoteRef:31]. Tablet 160, though fragmentary, appears to be a list of the number of  [31:  Tab.Vindol.156.2-5] 

soldiers working in the fabrica, their trades, (faber appears several times) and the 
centuries to which they belong. It appears that this type of building work was routine 
for the soldiers at the camp which needed to be maintained and expanded. 

Another important activity was ensuring the supply of food and goods such as 
clothing and equipment to the fort, and the tablets refer to the movement and 
distribution of these as well as financial transactions. It can be assumed that the fort 
was partly self-sufficient, growing small crops and perhaps keeping animals for fresh 
meat, but additional supplies would have been needed to feed the troops and the 
officers, particularly grain[footnoteRef:32]. In 180 there is mention of the distribution of wheat, to  [32:  Tab.Vindol.180.27 and 33 mention pigs and oxen (ad porcos, ad iuuencos), presumably kept by soldiers or civilians for fresh meat.] 

numerous individuals, many in the army (on the order of Spectatus iussi Spectati, 
and of Firmus iussi Firmi, both probably optiones. Another letter refers to the 
transportation of a large quantity of cereal using the wagons of local Britons: recipies 
de carris Brittonum/…bracis/ …m(odios) trecentos octo-/ginta unum (‘you will receive 
out of the Britons’ carts…381 modii of grain’)[footnoteRef:33]. [33:  Tab.Vindol.649i2-5] 


There was also a plentiful supply of wood in the area as well as coal, clay, lead, 
ironstone and sandstone needed for building. Water from nearby springs was 
needed for brewing the beer. Beer was clearly important to the soldiers, especially 
those away from the fort, as demonstrated by Masclus who wrote to Cerialis, adding 
a request for beer to be sent for his men: ceruesam commilitones/ non habunt quam/ 
rogo iubeas mitti (‘My fellow-soldiers have no beer. Please order some to be sent’)[footnoteRef:34].  [34:  Tab.Vindol.628ii4-6] 

Beer gets a mention several times in 190, along with barley, wine for the officers, 
probably imported, sour wine (aceti) for the soldiers, and fish sauce possibly 
destined for the praetorium. Tablet 191 is an account which relates to foodstuffs for 
the commander’s residence, rather than the rank and file, as it includes ‘luxury’ items 
such as ‘spices, roe-deer…young pig, ham…venison…roe-deer’: condiment-/ 
capream/…porcellum/ pernam… ceruinam/… caprea[footnoteRef:35]. Other tablets contain lists of  [35:  Tab.Vindol.191.3-13] 

household goods, also probably for the praetorium: tosseas (bedspreads), mellis (of 
honey); ouaria (eggcups)[footnoteRef:36]. Tablet 184 further demonstrates the variety of goods  [36:  Tab.Vindol.192.6-7; 194.5] 

supplied to the fort including personal items such as sudarium (a towel), ampullam (a 
flask), sebum (tallow) and corrigia (thongs)[footnoteRef:37]. The interesting question is how it was  [37:  Tab.Vindol. 184.6-32] 

that such a diverse range of goods were available at the fort.

Some tablets suggest the involvement of at least one civilian trader who may have 
been selling or distributing goods to the army. In letter 309 the large quantities of 
goods (modiola, hubs: 34; axses carrarios, axles for carts: 38; radia, spokes: 300), 
sent via an agent, Saco (per Saconem), suggest the sender and recipient were 
civilian traders supplying the army[footnoteRef:38]. The lengthy wheat distribution account appears  [38:  Tab.Vindol.309i3-8] 

to be a record written by a civilian trader, perhaps to another family member 
(suggested by the familiar tone of mihi and tibi) of wheat, issued primarily to army 
personnel , but also to a family member (patri). Though individual quantities are 
generally not large (Macrinus gets 7 modii, approximately 60 litres), the total of 320½ 
or 2,762 litres is[footnoteRef:39]. This suggests that merchants, having acquired goods in bulk from  [39:  Tab.Vindol.180] 

producers or markets, probably further south, were trading with the army. Tablet 344 
also introduces the possibility of foreign traders in the area. The author, writing an 
appeal against being beaten, refers to goods mercem l.2 and calls himself ‘a man 
from overseas’ hominem trasmarinum (ii 15)[footnoteRef:40]. An account of Gavo lists clothing  [40:  Tab.Vindol.344i2 and 344ii15] 

items including cloaks (saga, sagaciae), mantles with hoods (palliola, 17 in total) and 
tunics, presumably intended for military personnel because of the number[footnoteRef:41]. The  [41:  Tab.Vindol.207] 

identity of Gavo is unknown: he may have been another merchant, an army official 
responsible for distribution or even a slave doing the accounts. 

Further evidence of a developing market economy can be found in 343 in which 
Octavius, probably a merchant, describes his dealings in detail. The letter (thought to 
be written quickly by Octavius rather than a scribe, showing him to be used to this 
form of communication), demonstrates the busy life of a trader.  The large amounts 
of money (500 denarii) and quantities of goods, such as nerui pondo centum, sinew, 
presumably for military catapults (a hundred pounds), spicas, ears of grain (5,000 
modii), coria, hides (170) and bracis excussi m(odios), threshed bracis (119 modii) 
suggest that Octavius had a contract to supply the army. The letter mentions money 
eight times, to pay for grain, to avoid losing a deposit, to complain about a sum not 
being credited to his account, another request for cash, about a sale of hides which 
has not taken place and again complaining about the price of goods offered for sale 
by another trader[footnoteRef:42]. The quantities of goods again indicate bulk purchase and supply  [42:  Tab.Vindol.343] 

to the army and the references to financial transactions indicate a market economy 
where goods were bought and sold. 

Another letter, dated c104-120, from Major (possibly a merchant), to Maritimus 
(possibly his agent), specifically refers to financial transactions with government 
officials: de fussa quod spica gessisti/ negotium cum Caesaria (‘concerning the 
spilled grain, which business you have carried out with the imperial officials’)[footnoteRef:43]. If the  [43:  Tab.Vindol.inv.91/1022] 

Roman army were dealing with civilian traders, it would indicate a deepening level of 
engagement with the local economy, as might be expected over an extended period 
of occupation. This interaction is further demonstrated by evidence of the army not 
only buying but selling supplies: an account of income to the fort (reditus castelli) 
details daily income from 27th – 31st July, totalling more than 80 denarii[footnoteRef:44].  [44:  Tab.Vindol.178] 


Another important aspect of the organisation of the fort was administration and 
reporting. The tablets demonstrate the detailed monitoring of personnel, goods and 
monies (there are 32 accounts tablets, some presumably written by military 
personnel), demonstrating a sophisticated administrative system.  For example, 154, 
thought to be an interim report, would be used to compile the monthly report to the 
prefect. There are also several routine reports (renuntia), such as 127, made by an 
optio, probably to his centurion, confirming all are at their posts. The accounts, 
tending to follow a particular format and arrangement, demonstrate the use of 
conventions in business communication,. Leave requests, for example, are 
formulaic: r[ogo/ dig[num me habeas/cui des commeatum/ Ulicio (‘I ask that you 
consider me a worthy person to whom to grant leave/ at Ulucium’)[footnoteRef:45]. Another tablet  [45:  Tab.Vindol.174] 

contains similar wording: [.]ha[b]eas cui /des commeatum/ Coris Messicus t[../ rogo 
domine (‘I Messicus …, ask, my lord, that you consider me a worthy person to whom 
to grant leave at Coria’)[footnoteRef:46]. Frye sees this as revealing ‘Rome’s insistence on  [46:  Tab.Vindol.175] 

precision and information[footnoteRef:47]. However, Bowman pragmatically views the use of  [47:  Frye 2004: 89] 

effective communication as enabling the efficient administration and responsiveness 
of the frontier force[footnoteRef:48]. An example of the latter is the use of soldiers as couriers: in  [48:  Bowman 1994: 96] 

295 two soldiers from the First Cohort of Tungrians are mentioned quos cum 
epistulis ad consularem n(ostrum), ‘whom you [Priscinus] had sent with letters to our 
governor’[footnoteRef:49].  [49:  Tab.Vindol.295i3-5] 


In summary, the tablets provide detailed insights into the organisation and workings 
of the fort and indicate an efficient and orderly administration. They also reveal an 
army of occupation becoming an integral part of the local economy. 
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