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John Skinner: 1825 

Introduction 

John Skinner (1772-1839) was vicar of Camerton in Somerset from 1800 until his death in 

1839. He travelled widely and visited Hadrian’s Wall in 1801. On his journeys he kept 

extensive notes and executed numerous sketches. Some of these were reproduced in the 

account of Skinner’s trip to the Antonine by Keppie in the Proceedngs of the Society of 

Antiquaries of Scotland. That account continues beyond the confines of the Falkirk district. 

The original journals are now held in the British Library.  

Text 
 

“Having induced my former guide to accompany me to Bowness, where the Vallum, here 

called Grimes Dyke, is first visible, I proceeded thither, taking in my progress an interesting 

view of the Palace and Lake of Linlithgow, to the left of the road: afterwards I traversed some 

extensive Corn lands called Borough fields. Their vicinity to the Vallum, in connection with 

the name they retain, would induce one to suppose the Romans had established an outpost 

on the spot, but after careful examination of the soil, I discovered no pottery, or building 

stones, to confirm the idea I entertained; but it seemed as though some bank or dorsum of a 

road ran in a strait line towards Walton Farm, the occupier of which informed me, he had 

heard, the Vallum passed through his grounds, which the name Walton seems to indicate. 

 

 A little to the East of Walton there is a place called Caer ridden, situate near a Bay on the 

Coast: this there can be little doubt it was a Roman Post, and port for their shipping. Caer in 

the composition of a word, every where signifying a stronghold, and ryold, a settlement near 

the water passage: vide, Rydlan Castle, Writhlington, etc etc.  Had time permitted, I should 

have examined the soil in the immediate neighbourhood. Continuing my course towards the 

Forth, I noticed the ruins of Blackness Castle and Harbour; and beyond that of Bridgeness: 

these are small seaports, situate on a Ness or projecting point of land, being on the Forth, 

which is here about four miles in width: principally used by the Collieries for the exportation 

of Coal, though formerly a considerable import was made through them to Linlithgow. 

Approaching Grange House I obtained the first view of what is called Grimes Dyke, a bank 

rising about five feet above the Corn lands, and pointing towards Bridgeness, or the Coast 

between that place and the Grange House; but as it is lost in some thick plantations, I could 

not decide whether it went strait forwards, or made a curve, which I should be inclined to 

think it did, towards Bridgeness: since we know the dyke was thrown up to connect stations 

previously occupied by the army under Agricola, who established a chain of forts from the 

Forth to the Clyde; in the same manner as he had previously done from Tynesmouth to 

Bowness, eighty miles more to the southward. While inquiring whether any Roman remains 

had been found in the neighbourhood, a man informed me that not long since he had 

assisted in digging up some stone Coffins contiguous to the line of Grimes Dyke, and 

pointed to the spot. I rather think the cemetery was near the military road which ran within 

the boundary: and a strait line still visible seems to mark the line it took across the ploughed 

field which I have shown in my sketch of Grimes House and Dyke; but all the paving of the 

road, if this was indeed the road, has been removed. A woman also informed me, a 
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companion of her’s now at work, found a silver coin, as large as half a crown, the other day, 

near the Dyke, and she thought it was a Roman Coin; but the size of the piece induces me 

to believe it is much more modern. I told the woman if it were brought to me at the Inn at 

Burrow Stones on the morrow, I would reward her for her trouble. I found this but a sorry 

place, and had some hesitation whether I should not return again to Linlithgow to sleep; but 

feeling somewhat fatigued, having been on my feet almost the whole of the day, I was 

constrained to make the best of accommodations, and after tea, was fully occupied till bed 

time with my journals. etc etc etc. 

September 8  

Soon after breakfast I prepared to take leave of Bowness, alias Borough Stones, although 

mine hostess did every thing in her power to improve her accommodations; they were hardly 

bearable, and what is worse, the sheets were so damp, I was obliged to sleep in my clothes. 

The charges however were equal to what I paid at the Hotel at Edinburgh; I believe I have to 

thank my guide in part for these extra charges; the honest Sergeant being pleased with the 

donation I gave him, of course magnified the merits of the donor: he himself had justly 

merited the five shillings I gave him, for his day’s attendance, and carrying my Portmanteau 

to Bowness: but the guide who supplied his place to Falkirk, was a very different personage; 

a sulky, surly, ignorant sailor, and probably a smuggler. He bargained for four shillings 

before he set off from Bowness, and pretended to know every step of the line I wished to 

take, but instead of this, I was obliged to fee other people for information. We first walked 

along the shore of the Bay of Bowness, passing the Kirk; and a little beyond, a whisky 

distillery. I here made two sketches, one of the town of Bowness, jutting out into the Bay; the 

other of the Channel into the Frith, three miles and a half in width, extending from Culcross 

on the opposite side of the water towards Kincardine. etc, etc. At Culcross (which as the 

name implies, is situate on a winding shore;), there is an Abbey, but I did not visit it, as a 

boatman informed me the roof had just been taken off to convert it into a ruin. Leaving the 

shore in the course of half a mile, we proceeded to Kenneil House, where my notes taught 

me to expect traces of the Dyke, but my guide knew nothing, and wanted to proceed strait 

forward to Falkirk; but this by no means suiting my purpose, I induced an old man at work on 

the steward’s premises at Kenneil to show me the line it took from thence to Bowness. I find 

the Parish road going to that place is carried on the Dyke, and what my conductor imagined 

to be the boundary was in fact the Military road, running about thirty or forty feet to the South 

of it, following its course in a strait line, as he assured me, while ploughing, he had found the 

paving stones, about the width of a road, continuing through the fields called Kenniel Parks, 

and Borough Stone Crofts, in the direction of Grimes Dyke bank on the other side of 

Bowness. This line is perfectly strait, but if the Dyke went from Grimes House above 

Blackness Castle, to Caeridden Kirk beyond Walton, it must have made a considerable 

curviture. As the local appellation of Caeridden evidently implies the Caer or strong hold on 

the Rydd or place of passage; and so Graham or Grime may indicate the inclosure of the 

curvature, instead of the name of a Highland Chieftain: but I shall see in the course of my 

proceeding whether this conjecture be well founded.  

 

Returning after half an hour’s walk to my guide, whom I left at Kenneil. I walked through the 

avenue to the mansion, which has nothing very particular to recommend it to the notice of 

the traveller, although belonging to the great Duke of Hamilton. The sketch I took will best 

describe the place. The Dyke evidently ran through the garden at the back of the house, and 

there is every appearance of a station to the South of the line in a plantation of young trees, 

surrounded by a wall, as I noticed a strong bank, and squared stones, apparently the 

https://falkirklocalhistory.club/around-the-area/places/kinneil-and-boness/
https://falkirklocalhistory.club/around-the-area/houses-and-estates/kinneil/
https://falkirklocalhistory.club/around-the-area/churches/boness-parish/carriden-parish-church/
https://falkirklocalhistory.club/around-the-area/places/bonnybridge/elves-saints-and-distilleries/


Antonine Wall Antiquarian Reports: 1825 
 

Falkirk Local History Society Page 3 
 

foundations of a strong wall well cemented. I also saw a piece of Roman masonry over a 

ravine, probably a Bridge Pier within a stone’s throw of Kenneil garden wall. General Roy 

supposes a station was here, and he is every way warranted in his supposition, from the 

evidence of the remains. There are no traces of the Dyke in the Corn fields beyond Kenneil 

House for nearly a mile, but at Kenneil Farm, I observed the road running on its bank, and 

the Farmer said he had ploughed up numbers of Causeway stones a little to the southward 

of it. At Glenmont Farm, a little beyond, I observed the same appearance; the parish road 

keeping on the Dyke and the causeway within it: as the Farmer agreed in his account of 

having ploughed up quantities of the paving stones of the Causeway as he called it, between 

Glenmont and Inneravon, the military way is clearly ascertained: I here noticed the Fosse 

very visible outside the Dyke which is not less than six feet in height; the military way still 

keeps the interior, but not visible otherwise than by the turning up of the paving stones; this 

piece of the bank and dyke may be an hundred and fifty yards in length, and is the most 

perfect I have yet seen. Descending the hill where the bank has been removed, I noticed 

some large stones pitched on end from three to four feet in length, apparently the 

foundations of the bank where the earth has been removed. At Inneravon, where the 

boundary passes the Avon at the Ford, I noticed on the high ground near the Farm House, a 

circular Tower or Speculum, called the Castle: this I am inclined to think was a Roman work; 

if not so, it was certainly built on the site of an outpost, as it must have been a very important 

situation on the line. The tower is roofed with stone like a Norman Crypt but without groins or 

pillars, and reminds me of what was called Arthur’s bun on the Carron. By the bye, the name 

Arthur identifies its original intention, and this might have been one of the same kind, and for 

the same purpose.  

 

After crossing the Avon the Dyke ascended the hill which was secured by an agger: on the 

East side it seems to have kept the line of hills to Polmont Church, but I understand there is 

not the least trace of it till you come to that point where it is visible for a short distance 

pointing towards Falkirk. Polmont implies the Hill of the passage. A violent storm coming on 

just as we got to Polmont, we were obliged to relinquish all idea of tracing it there, and I 

hastened my steps to Falkirk, where I arrived about three o’clock, so wet, I was obliged to 

change my dress. On dismissing my guide, and paying him the four shillings I had 

covenanted for, he was very sulky, and asked for more, I told him in England a much 

cleverer fellow than he was would have performed the walk for half the money, and thanked 

me too, and I would not give him a farthing more, so ended our conference.  

 

After dinner I was directed to Callender House, which I had passed in the rain: the Dyke here 

assumes its original magnitude, being not less than twenty feet high taken on the slope, and 

the trench as many in width. It runs in front of the house, and has in one part been cut 

through, in order to afford a view of the distant country. I sketched the Mansion which is very 

capacious and surrounded by fine woods. The Dyke is not to be traced beyond these 

premises to the East, as a long straggling village, almost joining Falkirk called Lauriston 

seems entirely to have defaced all appearance of it. Wishing to view the Town of Falkirk, and 

the country beyond, of which my Tour Book speaks so much, I proceeded through a wood at 

the back of Callender House, and made my first sketch near the Mausoleum, in which the 

late Laird of Callender, Mr Forbes, was interred a few years since. It is a circular stone 

edifice, supported by Corinthian Pillars; the flat, on the borders of the Frith, and the 

mountainous Country beyond are seen to good effect from this point above the wood. The 

second sketch shows part of the Town, and indeed the best part, namely, the roofs of the 

houses, surmounted by the Towers of the Church and Town house; the meadows stretching 
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beyond, and the Carron Iron Works conspicuous for their train of dingy smoke, closed the 

scene: the distant view was involved in the Veil of Ossian. Finding it would profit me nothing 

if I climbed the hill, which commands the Frith, on account of the mist and rain, and feeling 

wet and uncomfortable, I retraced my steps through the grounds into the Town, and visited 

the Kirk which has been lately erected, and its old monuments discarded.  

 

Falkirk derives is name from Fal, the same as Dal and Val, and Cerig, pronounced Kirk. I am 

decidedly of opinion that the British Cerig (stone) which also indicated a building or Fortress 

of stone was the origin of the term Kirk, now used to signify a Church. Castle Carey is the 

Cadsle, or stronghold built of stone. The Roman stations which were walled in, were thus 

denominated by the Britons; Kirk Patrick, Kirk Caerridin, etc. etc, were doubtless walled 

stations the same as Castle Carey. Falkirk or Falcerig, was the fortress at the place of 

passage (surrounded by a barrier of stone) in other words, a Roman Post on the line. Having 

finished my observations and penned in my sketches, I went to bed at eleven o’clock.  

 

September 9  

The town of Falkirk, like Linlithgow, is dirty and ill paved; if my feet suffer considerably by 

walking over the rough stones, what must be the state of those who have no shoes; I 

counted no less than four girls quite lame, and I have noticed in Edinburgh and other places, 

more lame people than ever I have seen in England: not only the stones, but thorns, pieces 

of glass, etc, etc. must add their share to the annoyance. They do not seem to want the 

means to purchase the necessary article called shoes, since their dress in other respects is 

good; but it is the custom to go without; and this with another custom a hundred times worse, 

which shall be nameless, I wish were abolished, if not by Act of Parliament, by an Act of the 

Common Cryer prohibiting it, through the streets.  

 

Having made an arrangement with my Host, who was going to Kilsyth, to take my 

Portmanteau thither, as this was the only place where I could procure a comfortable bed; 

having also agreed with an intelligent person as guide, I left Falkirk a little after eight; the day 

was by no means promising, we marched with alacrity through the rain to the celebrated 

Tunnel which has lately been cut on the line of the Canal. It perforates the rock seven 

hundred and fifty yards, and has been completed under the direction of Mr Mitchell the 

proprieter of the little Inn I had just quitted, a very intelligent person and good engineer. I 

took a sketch of it, and another from the banks of the Canal, as soon as we had quitted the 

Tunnel, of the Vallum, running from Falkirk towards Bentasker House (Ben et ask er). The 

third sketch I made, shows the Dyke, after having passed through the Plantations of 

Bentasker, issuing into a meadow, where it is seen in as perfect a state as I have yet noticed 

it, the bank being from twelve to fourteen feet in height above the bottom of the ditch. In 

forming this vallum the earth thrown out from the Fosse formed the bank on each side; so 

that there was a double guard. A road transects the Dyke a little beyond this meadow, and 

houses and inclosures prevented our following the line; but it is seen very strongly marked 

from the basin of the Clyde Canal, where a junction is formed by the upper line running from 

Falkirk. We here left the Dyke awhile, to visit the site of Old Camelon, about a mile 

northwards. I saw traces of the Pictish Town, but ascertained the curviture which the Carron 

river here made gave name to the settlement, as well as to Camalodunum a Square Camp 

situate on the high ground above the old bed of the Carron is undoubtedly a Roman Castrum 

or outpost to defend the military road which passed through the midst of it, in the direction of 

Stirling. The area between the banks of the station may contain from eight to ten acres, as it 
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was not under tillage; I found no pottery. Returning along the Roman road, now a lane 

leading through the fields towards Bentasker, I noticed its junction with the Dyke beyond the 

Canal; its traces are here very faint, but on passing some plantations, and taking the higher 

ground to the left of the direction of Gilmore’s Seat and Rough Castle, it is seen in its pristine 

form and strength. As we walked on the Canal bank, the line of the Dyke accompanied it to 

the left: I here sketched a vessel towing along the Canal; my guide informed me that some 

sloops above a hundred tons in burthen pass along this cut, which unites the Clyde with the 

Forth. In the course of a mile or a little more, we ascended the height to visit Gilmore’s Seat, 

to the South of the Dyke, the Roman work is seen in all its glory; the ditch being upwards of 

thirty feet in width, and twenty in depth; taking the slope. The country being here overgrown 

with heath and furze, it was with some difficulty I discovered the outpost: the etymon of 

Gilmore’s Seat is still more difficult to discover, at any rate it was only a small fort or 

Castellum, projecting thirty two paces to the South of the Dyke by thirty five in width; the 

military road which followed the line, touched the southern boundary of the fort, its dorsum 

apparently about ten feet across.  

 

Continuing to force our way among the heath and furze, half a mile further, which fatigued 

me more than five times the distance would have done on plain ground, we arrived at what is 

denominated Rough Castle; merely the aggers of a Camp are here seen; but as to giving the 

exact plan, I could not have done it, without the assistance of the General Roy, whose 

Survey I copied. The line of the Dyke is here very perfect, passing through some extensive 

plantations of Firs belonging to Mr Forbes of Callender House. Crossing the Moor, which 

indeed is a work of difficulty, and I may add of danger, as it is in parts very boggy; we gained 

once more the Canal bank, during a violent storm of rain, which completely soaked me, my 

Umbrella being of little use on account of the wind. Hence we proceeded under the Canal by 

a Tunnel, to a small Public House near Bonny Bridge, where we remained upwards of an 

hour drying our clothes, and refreshing ourselves with bread and cheese, eggs and whisky; 

the weather holding up, we continued our course, under the guidance of the man of the 

Public House to the Dyke, where I noticed a large tumulus of an oval form, measuring twenty 

two paces in length, close to the Vallum. This seems to have been a British burying place 

before the Roman occupancy. Continuing along the line of the Dyke, which in places is very 

perfect, we arrived at Sebeg House, where we procured shelter during another heavy 

shower; this indicates the remain of a Mansion of former consequence, and probably in still 

more ancient times, it was a Fort on the Dyke, as I have observed wherever the road passed 

the Vallum, a Castellum or small Fort was constructed between the stations. Sebeg implies 

the eg or stronghold of the eb or passage to the se or winding water. During our walk, I 

remarked the doors of several houses formed in two divisions, like what is termed folding 

doors, which was undoubtedly a custom derived from the Romans, pulsare foras in Terence 

and Plautus evidently implying this; and the stone threshhold I discovered in the foundations 

of Roman walls at Camerton retains a bolt hole in the middle, between the door posts for 

fastening the valve. I mention this circumstance as collateral evidence to prove that the 

Romans afforded the model of imitation to contemporary Britons, as well as to their 

successors the Saxons and Normans: but of this more hereafter. The Dyke and Canal pass 

close to Sebeg House, and a cross road joins the Falkirk, within a stone’s throw of it. The 

Dyke continues very visible on the higher ground to the South of the Canal from Sebeg to 

the station called Castle Cary, but here we may truly affirm heic etiam periere ruinae!! not a 

vestige of this formerly large station can now be traced: the aggers and fosses are levelled, 

and the whole surface furrowed by the plough, and had it not been for the square building 

stones employed in the walls which form the division of the field, I should almost have 
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doubted the spot pointed out to me by the farmer who occupied it as having been that of the 

Cadsle Cerig, or stronghold defended by stone walls. The town of Castle Carey in 

Somersetshire, though upwards of five hundred miles distant, owns the same origin: also 

Capel Cerig in North Wales; and we may also add too Craig Castle which I passed on the 

road to Durham. General Roy supposes this station, Castle Cary, or, rather I should say the 

shadow of Castle Cerig was the Curia Damniorium of Ptolemy, and states this is the only 

one per lineam valli to which he would venture to assign any of the names mentioned in the 

Itineraries. Altars and Inscriptions have been found here; also the foundations of a Roman 

residence, with a Bath, but now “Seges ubi Troja fuit.” The proprietor of the soil, Lord 

Dundas, might indeed methinks have preserved this memorial better, since the lines of the 

station were nearly perfect when General Roy took his survey, and though the plough, like 

time, is edas rerum; the course of one we may arrest, that of the other we cannot. A military 

way, according to Roy, ran northwards from the Dyke at Castle Carey, but no traces of it are 

visible; but I have again to remark that wherever there was a fort or station on the Vallum, 

there is every reason to expect to find a road communicating with the country beyond. These 

roads were the trackways of the original settlers before the Romans conquered the country, 

and were still retained on suffrage.  

 

Just beyond Castle Carey, the Dyke passes a stream called Redbourne (that is, the stream 

of the Rydd or passage) over which a lofty arch has been constructed, and keeps the higher 

ground, where it appears in a very perfect state, ascending the slope to the North of 

Garenhaig Farm (Guer en Hay, the Hay or inclosure of the Gaer, the same as Caer, a strong 

hold): probably there was a small fort here, as it is contiguous to a crossroad: but Roy does 

not notice it as such. From hence to Old Toll House, near the former road to Glasgow, the 

Dyke is very perfect…”  
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