PART ONE
THE HISTORY OF THE ROAD
CHAPTER 1
FROM ANCIENT TIMES TO THE ROMANS
"The Romans started with a natural framework of ancient trackways that had served prehistoric man for more than two thousand years before they came" 

Whenever trade takes place there must be means of communication.  In the Old Stone Age, Britain had tracks connecting communities, reflecting the irregular distribution of important materials needed for weapons and implements which made some travel necessary.  Before then there had only been local hunting trails and game tracks, as early peoples gathered food and fuel.  In the New Stone Age, after 2400 BC, navigation and agriculture were beginning and a system of barter was growing up, so people travelled to exchange their wares.  The ancient routes they created were very resilient and continued to be used by packhorses well into the last century.  In the Bronze Age, from about 2000 BC, towns developed and so did roads running from the ports to the centres of population, for example from the ports on the south coast to London and on to Chester and eventually to the gold mines of Ireland.  Often the trade routes took their name from the commodity that was carried along them and they became known as saltways, rushways, flintways, tinways and so on.  By the Iron Age (about 500BC), trade routes were well established; one such track, probably making use of the water as well as the land, ran from the Thames east of London up the Lea valley to Ware, marking the way for the Roman road, Ermine Street, and the Old North Road, as we shall see. We should be in no doubt that the purpose of these routes was trade, for no one travelled for pleasure in those days.

Early man generally lived in the uplands as low lying land was often marshy, with dense vegetation, and was frequently impassable unless causeways were built.  Long distance routes ran along ridges of higher ground and are now known as ridgeways or greenways.  Often these roads ran along chalk ridges, with a firm subsoil, which dries out quickly and which does not support dense vegetation.  Every ten miles or so there were tumuli or barrows used primarily for the protection of cattle at night and secondarily as burial grounds.  River crossings were generally by ford, where the road came down off the ridge, and many of the towns which end in --ford date from ancient times; those ending in --bridge came later.   Before the Romans arrived there was in place a framework of ridgeways which converged on Salisbury Plain.  These ancient routes are now known as The North Downs Ridgeway, The South Downs Ridgeway, Icknield Way and Fosse Way, some of which were to form the basis for Roman roads, and two of which cross the path of the Great North Road. 

From 800BC, Celtic invasions brought chariots, and roads had to be improved for wheeled vehicles.  As forests were felled and marshes drained, ridgeways gave way to less arduous and windblown summerways, on the hillside above the flood level but below the ridge tops.  Often, as traffic was confined to a narrow strip, these and even lower lying roads became "hollow ways" and were worn well below the level of the surrounding countryside as described by Gilbert White

These roads, running through the malm
lands, are, by the traffick of ages, and the fretting of water, worn down through the first stratum of our freestone, and partly through the second; so that they look more like water-courses than roads; and are bedded with naked rag for furlongs together.  In many places they are reduced 16 or 18 feet beneath the level of the fields; and after floods, and in frosts, exhibit very grotesque and wild appearances, from the tangled roots that are twisted among the strata, and from the torrents rushing down their broken sides.   

One such hollow way formed part of the Great North Road and gave its name to a part of London; this is Holloway, and the Holloway Road was such an ancient track, though it became hollow from the remorseless tread of livestock on its way to Smithfield more than the action of water.  There is a vestige of another such hollow way in East Lothian, where, at Pencraig Wood just west of East Linton, the pre-turnpike Great North Road followed round the southern edge of the Garleton Hills; it is now little more than a ditch beside a hedgerow, but it was once the main road between the two capital cities of Great Britain.

These old roads, though they were once widespread, are not easy to trace today.  Hilaire Belloc explained why:

A Roman road is a definite thing.  Its known dimensions are a guide for our research: the known rules of the Roman engineers.  The strata of the material, often the embankment, remain.  Its long alignments have but to be recovered in a couple of points to establish its direction through a considerable stretch of country.....but of all the relics of antiquity the prehistoric road is the most difficult to establish.

These old tracks, British, and (if the word has any meaning) pre-British, though they must abound in the island, have become most difficult to reconstitute....

The Old Road was not paved; it was not embanked.  Wherever the plough has crossed it during the last four hundred years, the mark is lost..."

It seems certain that parts of the route of the Great North Road predated the Romans, though the greater part of the road owes its origin to their building of Ermine Street, Leeming Lane and Dere Street.
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A hollow way at Pencraig Wood, East Lothian, a few hundred yards north of the A1.  This is an ancient track which pre-dates the Romans.

The famous invasion of England by Julius Ceasar in 55-54BC – “veni, vidi, vici” - was no more than a reconnaissance and it was nearly 100 years later that four legions under Claudius mounted a serious operation.  They subdued the southern half of the country in four years but the north took a little longer. They occupied the country for 350 years with London as their capital, at the lowest practicable crossing of the Thames, and the centre of the road system.

Roman roads were 16 to 24 feet wide, to accommodate troops marching in sixes.  The four layers of paving were crowned with flagstones, gravel and lime.  The roads were raised on a causeway 6 to 7 feet high, with ditches alongside – hence "highway" or "high road” - partly to aid drainage but also for protection by providing a view of the surrounding countryside.  They often formed a boundary or border – some believe that this was part of their purpose
 - and to this day some parish boundaries coincide with the line of a Roman road.  This was especially so with the Fosse Way which divided the country in two, running from Exeter (Isca) to Lincoln (Lindum) and which for a time defined the limit of civilisation; to the south and east there was an extensive road system, while to the north and west there were only three roads.  Tacitus set the boundaries of Britain in 47AD, four years after Claudius's invasion, as the Severn and the Trent - effectively along the line of the Fosse Way.

Roman roads were straight in order to carry troops and stores as quickly as possible from the ports to the inland garrisons.  This was possible because the Romans were not inhibited by problems of land ownership and had the resources to be able to fell forests and drain marshes.  Posting stations were a day's journey or about 10 to 15 miles apart; in a system remarkably like that which was to develop centuries later, carriages, post horses and postilions were kept at these posts for conveying government papers and for the use of travellers on state business.

It was not until 71-77AD that Yorkshire was invaded.  In 78 the northern outpost of the Roman empire was moved from Lincoln to York (Eboracum), whose importance can be gauged by the fact that an emperor, Severus, and the parent of another – Constantius Chlorus, father of Constantine - died there.  45 years later Hadrian's Wall was built.  In due course the Romans pushed farther north and built the Antonine Wall between the Clyde and the Forth estuaries in 138-9 AD, but this was abandoned after less than half a century and they fell back again to Northumbria.

When the Romans left in the 5th Century, the framework of the modern trunk road system of Great Britain was in place.  One of the major routes, and the forerunner of the Great North Road, was Ermine Street, which took 35 years to build.  The origin of the name is uncertain; some say it was named after Arminius or Hermann, a Saxon hero, others that it derived from Arrington or Armingford, places on the road.

In any event, the route of Ermine Street is clear.  It left London by what is now Kingsland Road and went by way of Stoke Newington, Tottenham, Edmonton, through Theobald's Park to Cheshunt, Enfield, Broxbourne and Ware to Royston where it crossed the Icknield Way.  From there it ran through Godmanchester (Durovigutum), crossing the Ouse at Water Newton (Durobrivae), by way of Colsterworth
 and Ancaster to Lincoln, where it met the Fosse Way.  After the conquest of the north it went further north by a variety of routes.
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A section of Leeming Lane in North Yorkshire.  This roundabout, where the A61 Ripon-Thirsk road crosses the A1, was removed in 1987 and replaced by a flyover.

The direct route to York would have run through the swampy area to the west of the Humber Estuary.  The Romans preferred the high cliff of oolithic rock which runs due north from Lincoln to Winteringham Haven on the Humber where a ferry crossed to Brough (Petuaria) on the Yorkshire side. It then ran north and west to York, crossing the Derwent at Stamford Bridge.  A branch of this road runs along the line of the wolds from Brough to Malton (Derventio).

Alternatively, the road north from Lincoln avoided the marshes by running much further to the west.  It skirted Hatfield Chase, an area eventually drained for Charles I by Cornelius Vermuyden, and crossed the Trent by a paved causeway on wooden piles at Littleborough (Segelocum).  Thence it went by way of Bawtry to Doncaster (Danum), where the lowest ford over the Don was.  Then it ran to the west of the present Great North Road through Pontefract to Castleford (Lagentium) and  Bramham Moor. The Road towards York, here known as Rudgate, roughly follows the line of the present A64 from the Bramham crossroads via Tadcaster to York which it entered by the Knavesmire, where the racecourse is today, and by Micklegate Bar.  If travellers going further north did not wish to go to York, which involved a dog's leg, they turned off before Tadcaster and crossed the Wharfe at Long Brough near Newton Kyme.  Here, according to Leland, was Saint Helen's Ford, and on the north bank stood Saint Helen's Chapel.  There is now no sign of the chapel, which must be under the concrete of the Thorp Arch Trading Estate, built on a wartime airfield.  The road continued due north, through the trading estate, Cattal and Whixley to Aldborough (Isurium), then the second largest town in Yorkshire, meeting the road from York just north of Green Hammerton.

North of Aldborough, which today is almost a part of Boroughbridge, the road, here known as Leeming Lane, runs as straight as an arrow to Catterick (Cataractonium), crossing the fastest flowing river in England, the Swale, at Catterick Bridge and on to Scotch Corner, where, as now, the road divides, with the road to Carlisle forking off left.  The north road, here known as Dere Street, goes on via Piercebridge, Binchester (Vinovia), Lanchester (Longovicium) and Ebbchester (Vindomoro) to Corbridge (Corioscopitum) to the west of Newcastle in the Tyne valley.  Just north of here is Hadrian's Wall, the limit of civilisation until the Antonine Wall was built in the middle of the 2nd Century.  Dere Street went on along the route of today's A68 from Corbridge to Otterburn but then went over Otterburn Moor, crossing the Border at Chew Green, just east of Jedburgh to Newstead (Trimontium), near Melrose, and thence by an uncertain route to the Edinburgh area, where it peters out.

Nothing to match the engineering feats of the Roman roadmakers was built until the 20th Century.  It is quite remarkable that, 15 centuries after the Romans left England, their great north road is for much of its length still in use today.  Even in the early 17th Century "the only roads with any pretensions to good foundations were those made by the engineering skill of Rome more than fourteen centuries earlier."
 Speed of travel in Roman Britain was not surpassed until the railway age.  Gregory dramatically illustrates this:

When Sir Robert Peel was appointed Premier by William IV in 1834, he was found in Rome, at a ball of the Duchess of Torloia's, on 25th November, and though he travelled "post-haste" regardless of cost, the journey to London look thirteen days or the same time that it used to take a Roman official.
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The Roman Road that was the forerunner to the Great North Road.  From London to the Humber it was called Ermine Street, later becoming Rudgate, Leeming Lane and Dere Street.  The Old North Road follows the line of Ermine Street as far as the Nene at Water Newton near Peterborough.  In Yorkshire, from Boroughbridge to Catterick the modern A1 runs on top of Leeming Lane.

� Addison


� The Natural History of Selborne.


� A soft friable rock consisting largely of chalky material.  O.E.D.


� Hillaire Belloc The Old Road Constable London 1904.


� Frank Morley The Great North Road Hutchinson 1961:  “The purpose of such an extraordinary massive and durable investment in Roman military roads is hard to explain….except as, at any rate, a design for fragmentation of the islanders”


� From London to Colsterworth, Ermine Street became “the Old North Road”, a branch of the Great North Road, as we shall see.


� Parkes.


� Gregory.
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