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36. EARLY ROMAN CAMPS ON THE KOPS PLATEAU AT NIJMEGEN (NL)

W J.H. Willems

In 1986 the Dutch State Archaeological Service (ROB) started a
long-term excavation project on the Kops Plateau at Nijmegen.
The work is part of the Institute's Eastern River Area (ERA)
project, which studies the eastern part of the Rhine-Meuse delta
during the Roman period (Bloemers, Hulst & Willems 1980;
Willems 1981). Early-Roman occupation on the plateau was
established by Dr J.H. Holwerda from the State Museum of
Antiquities at Leyden, during his excavations between 1915 and
1921. Holwerda believed he had found the site of Tacitus's
OppidumBatavorwn, an approximately triangular area of over 4 ha
on top of the Kops Plateau (Holwerda 1920; 1921; 1943; Breuer
1931 ). This identification has remained a problem in our understanding
of the early-Roman occupation of Nijmegen, especially during the
last ten to fifteen years when new discoveries allowed a better
interpretation of the extent and nature of this occupation.
The most prominent early-Roman site in Nijmegen is that of the
large Augustan legionary camp on the so-called Hunerberg (Fig.

f

L

36.1). It measures over 42 ha and could easily accommodate two
legions (Bloemers, Bogaers et al. 1979,25-7, with further literature).
The area was already occupied before 12 BC. A cemetery is located
to the west of the camp, undoubtedly along a road leading to the
river Waal, a branch of the Rhine. Very early in the 1 st century a
civilian settlement developed between the cemetery and the river.
Eventually, this settlement extended eastward over the site of a
small, early-Tiberian camp west of the cemetery. The civilian
settlement continued until AD 70 and can be identified as the town
of Batavodurum mentioned by Tacitus and Ptolemy (Willems
1984,73-6; Bloemers 1989,183-4). As has repeatedly been argued
in recent years (Bloemers, Bogaers et al. 1979,31; Willems 1984,
76), this Batavodurum is probably identical to Tacitus's Oppidum
Batavorum, but that conclusion left the problem of the Kops
Plateau unsolved.
Holwerda dug alargenumberof small trenches there (Fig. 36.2),
in which he found various features such as post-holes and various
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Fig. 36.1. Roman Nijmegen from 12 BC - AD
30: 1-Augustan legionary camp on the Hunerberg, 2-Augustan and
Tiberian camps on the
Kops Plateau, 3-civilian
settlement, 4-cemetery,
5-early-Tiberian camp,
6-civilian settlement
(Batavodurum).
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sorts of ditches and post trenches. From his very first interim report
(Holwerda 1917) it is clear that he was convinced he had discovered
an oppidum, which in that case must be the Oppidum Batavorum.
He was able to establish the perimeter of the site by tracing the
linear features. Trenches, ditches and post-holes were combined in
the reconstruction of an imposing hillfort on top of the plateau,,
with ramparts up to 16 m wide. Final proof for the interpretation
came from the finds which indicated early-Roman occupation
ending in AD 70, precisely as was to be expected from the oppidum
of the Batavians.
Holwerda's interpretation did notremain unchallenged. Various
scholars expressed doubts as to the accuracy of the reconstruction
and pointed out problems, such as the overwhelming proportion of
early-Roman pottery among the finds (e.g. Byvanck 1943, 373-4;
Glasbergen 1947, 311). Native material was almost completely
lacking, which is rather curious for anative hillfort. Unfortunately,
the documentation of the excavation did not allow rcinterpretation.
In 1971, however, a small excavation on the slope of the plateau
yielded a well preserved stratigraphy of refuse layers and the finds
reinforced earlier suspicions (Bogaers & Haalebos 1975).
The opportunity for new work at the site itself came when its
protection under the Dutch Monuments Act was limited to a period
of 15 years by the Council of State in 1980. In June 1989, an area
of 8700 square metres in the south-western part of Holwerda's
hillfort was excavated. As was tobe expected, the oppidumwas not
found (Fig. 36.3).

The massive ramparts reconstructed by Holwerda have turned
out to be a whole series of regular, V-shaped military ditches
accompanied by earth-and-timber ramparts. As is evident from
Fig. 36.3, these can be divided into 3 main periods of occupation.
The earliest camp (Fig. 36.3, I) is definitely Augustan, and a
provisional analysis of the finds indicates that the dating corresponds
well with that established for the lower levels of the stratigraphy
on the slope of the plateau (Bogaers & Haalebos 1975): approximately
12 BC to AD 10. The first camp was succeeded by a second and
slightly larger one (Fig. 36.3, II). The finds include late-Arretine
and early-South Gaulish sigillata, and indicate a general dating
under Tiberius. Finally, a (probably) smaller camp was built inside
the previous one. This third camp (Fig. 36.3, III) must have been
in use under Claudius and Nero. In addition, and in contrast to the
(published) results of earlier excavations, there are now also
Flavian finds from the plateau. These can, however, be attributed
to a road and other features belonging to the outskirts of the
canabae legionis from the fortress of the 1 Oth legion further to the
west.
The occupation history of the plateau is rather complicated. In
addition to the Roman features there is also a Middle Iron Age
village with an urnfield, but neither this nor the Flavian habitation
need concern us here. They are mentioned only because they
overlap with traces of occupation south of the military installations,
presumably the location of the camp-followers (see Fig. 36.1). An
analysis of this settlement, which is Holwerda's so-called Batavian

Fig. 362. General plan
of the 1915 - 1921
excavations on the Kops
Plateau (after Holwerda 1921, f,g. 1). The
alleged walls of the
oppidum are shaded; A :
ROB excavations 1986 June, 1989, B: excavation in the slope of the
plateau (Bogaers &
Haalebos 1975).
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village, will be rather complicated as a result (Holwerda 1943).
That is not to say that the analysis of the camps themselves is
simple. So far, excavations have concentrated on the perimeter
where the best information on the stratigraphy and chronology can
be obtained. It has become clear that the defences of each of the
camps have a number of different phases which, at least in some
cases, must be paralleled by changes in the internal layout.
The perimeter of the first camp under Augustus has four
different phases. It starts with a single, small 'Haltern-type' ditch

with steep slopes which must have silted up very quickly indeed in
the coarse sand of the plateau. Perhaps this is the reason why no
rampart has been found. The small ditch was replaced by a doubleditch and a rampart 3.25 m wide with double timber revetment
(box-rampart) and a simple, bridge-type gate. Presumably there
were towers built flush within the line of the rampart All subsequent
gates excavated so far are of similar design. The ditches are
separated by a bank c. 5 m wide.
The third phase is characterised by a similar system of two

Fig. 36.3. Simplified plan of
the excavation with linear
features (ditches and foundation trenches). The location
of the plan is indicated on Fig.
36.2. Ditches are shaded,
interrupted lines indicate
later (Roman or modern)
disturbances.
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ditches and various repairs and alterations to the rampart. In this
phase, there is a second entrance at the western side of the camp in
addition to the southern entrance which remained in use during the
entire occupation of the plateau. Although the road-ditches all
belong to the camps of period 3, it is clear that the road remained
in use from the very beginning.
Finally, a fourth phase is characterized by a single, rather wide
and deep ditch and presumably a new rampart. The fill of this ditch
indicates that this final camp of the first period may have been
destroyed by fire.
The larger camp of the second period shows less extensive
alterations. There are two phases in the defences, both with a single
ditch and a box-rampart 3.5 m wide. In the second phase the front
revetment was at least partially renewed and a new ditch was dug
at a time when the first one was nearly completely siltcd-up.
The smaller camp of the third period resembles the second camp
in that it has only one ditch with a 3.75 m wide box rampart. There
arc at least three phases, the second one reflecting minor repairs
while the third phase is constituted by an entirely new ditch and a
complete renewal of the front revetment of the rampart. In addition
there are two very shallow parallel V-shaped ditches around this
camp, the significance of which has not yet been established.
In conclusion, the evidence indicates that in the 80 years of
in Hilary occupation of the Kops Plateau three different camps were
built with no less than nine or ten different phases in the defences.
Only two or three of these can be interpreted as normal maintenance
or the rapid replacement of provisional by more permanent structures.
In addition to the two occasions on which the existing camp was
replaced by a completely new one there are, thus, at least four
instances where the defences of an existing camp had fallen into
disrepair and needed extensive refurbishment.
This can only mean that, while the occupation of the plateau is
continuous from a general perspective, in reality there arc likely to
have been several interruptions of a year or more. It also means that
the military installations were probably used by various, perhaps
even many, different units. It is not yet possible to present definite
conclusions on the nature of these units, but some observations can
be made.
Although the size of the camps is not yet known, Holwcrda's
excavation plan gives an indication. His interpretation of the
features may have been faulty but his recording of them was
exemplary and now that we know what they mean a partial rcintcrprctation is possible. A provisional conclusion is that the first
two camps were polygonal, the largest one measuring around 4 ha.
The size of the small Claudio-Ncronian camp cannot be reliably
estimated. Presumably it is between 2 and 3 ha, but it might have
been larger.
Even though the camps arc not nearly large enough to have
housed a legion, there is some evidence for legionary soldiers,
notably in the Augustan period. An increasing number of graffiti
on Arrctinc sigillata is witness to the presence of Italian soldiers,
and there is evidence for imported Mediterranean luxury objects
and foodstuffs. Moreover, last year a sigillata dish of type Haltern
Ib was found which has a unique stamp (Fig. 36.4). The stamp
reads LEG XIII / VERN.FE. So far, there is only one other instance
of Augustan sigillata with legionary stamps. These arc the stamps
of L. Terent(iux) L(egionis) 1111 Ma(cedonicae) from Hcrrera dc
Pisucrga in Spain (Garcia y Bcllido 1960. For other references to
military stamps on pottery, see von Schnurbcin 1986, 56-7, note
47). Apparently in Nijmegen we are dealing with a legionary potter
Vcrna ('slave') from the 13th legion. The ware of the dish indicates
that it may have been a local product. The same has been found in
Spain and it also fits into the model of local sigillata-production in
Haltern by the potter P. Flos proposed by von Schnurbcin (1986).

Fig. 36.4 Stamp LEG XIIII VERN.FE onArretine sigillata dish of
type Hallern Ib. Scale 2:1.

The Nijmegen excavation has, incidentally, yielded a quite significant
number of these probably locally produced 'Arretine' wares,
although the stamp so far remains unique.
It is, therefore, premature to assume that the 13th legion, or part
of it, actually stayed in Nijmegen. But this is at least a possibility.
There have been various assumptions as to the whereabouts of this
legion under Augustus (Ritterling 1925, 1711-2; Schönbergcr
1985, 343^) but the only reliable information (Tacitus, Annals
1.37) places it in Upper Germany from AD 14 onwards.
Apart from the possibility of legionary troops in the Augustan
period, the camps on the Kops Plateau arc likely to have housed
auxiliary units. It is possible that the earliest camp was contemporary
with the huge double legionary camp situated less than 300 m to the
west, and that it housed the auxiliaries attached to the legions
garrisoned there. The area of the legionary camp was probably in
use before 12 BC. The initial occupation is therefore older than the
camp on the plateau, but there is also contemporary material from
the two sites. The metal objects from the plateau include a very
large proportion of finds indicating cavalry: literally dozens of
phalerac and bells, two bronze hackamorcs, parts of iron bits, and
numerous hangers and barnacles. In addition, horse-bones have
been found and there is at least one graffito on the handle of a
saucepan or strainer indicating cavalry (Fig. 36.5). It reads T(urmac)
VILO(nix) VE(ri or -ecundi). It is, therefore, possible that the Kops
Plateau, during at least part of its military history, served as a base
for one ormorc cavalry units, among which may well have been the
ala Batavorum which was stationed in the Batavian area (Tacitus,
Histories 4.12; Alföldy 1968, 13-4). If its base was indeed the
camp on the Kops Plateau, Holwcrda's original interpretation of
the site will in retrospect be at least slightly closer to the mark!
For the moment, the discovery of the camps on the plateau has
not only terminated the mystery of the alleged oppidum, il has also
shed light on the Roman military presence in pre-Flavian Nijmegen.
It fills the chronological gap between the early legionary camp and
the fortress of the 1 Olh legion built after AD 70, for which we could
previously only point to the small early-Tibcrian camp close to the

Fig. 36.5 Graffito T(urmae) VILO(nis) VF.fri or -ecundi) on the handle of a
bronze saucepan or strainer Scale 2:1.
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river Waal. As mentioned above, the occupation of the plateau was
probably not without interruptions and we may yet find other preFlavian camps in Nijmegen. But in a general sense the gap, which
was rather curious for a military and tribal centre such as Nijmegen,
has been bridged.
A provisional interpretation of the role of the successive camps
in the context of early-Roman Nijmegen can also be proposed.
Obviously, the Augustan camps must have functioned somehow in
relation to the campaigns in Germany. As shown by pollen analysis
from samples from the slope of the hill, the environment of the
plateau was drastically altered in this phase (Teunissen & TeunissenVan Oorschot 1980). The plateau, which was originally covered
with fairly thick and little disturbed oak and birch woods, was
almost completely cleared. The reason for this clearance cannot
only have been the use of wood and military considerations. There
is indisputable evidence for large scale grain production in the
pollen diagrams, indicating local production for - and in all
probability by! - the army.
The camps of the second period can perhaps best be seen as the
garrison of Batavodurum, the frontier town that was gradually
transformed into the central place for the Batavian tribal area. The
plateau may have been the major military centre in this region
during the crucial period when the tribal area was transformed into
a civitas. The environment was changed again in a rather drastic
way after AD 10. The Tiberian camps were not surrounded by
cornfields but by pastureland. This palynological evidence for
prata can probably be connected to the evidence for cavalry in the
fort. It may also illustrate a development whereby, from the second
decade AD onwards, direct army involvement with arable was no
longer necessary. There were fewer troops in Nijmegen needing to
be fed, production by the local population may have increased so
that the surplus could be bought, and supply-routes from Gaul may
have been more firmly established.
When, under Claudius, the limes was constructed along the
lower Rhine, the situation on the plateau altered once more. The
garrison was apparently reduced in size because the last camps are
much smaller, but the site remained in use until AD 70. Apart from
a slight increase in arable farming, its surroundings did not alter
greatly.
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