
                              Whatʼs the Latin for “Potholes”?

The discovery and deciphering of the Vindolanda writing tablets must rank as one of the 
top five archaeological achievements of the past fifty years. In these we hear the authentic 
voice of a segment of Roman society that is normally mute, spoken not in the high-falutinʼ 
poetic language of an Ovid or Virgil,  obsessed with Gods and mythical heroes, but the 
everyday language of people coping with the banal problems of daily existence in a 
remote corner of the Empire, - the price of corn,the need for warm clothing in a hostile 
environment and the little treat of a birthday party to look forward.

But a comment on one of the tablets comes as something of a surprise, even shock:

........”and write to me what is with that wagon. I would already have been to collect 
them except that I did not care to injure the animals while the roads are so bad.”

“while the roads are so bad”!  Are we not in the great Roman Empire, larger than the 
United States, held together by thousands of miles of state-of-the-art highways?  Roads in 
such bad condition that harm could come to animals? Not possible, surely? Well, yes, it 
probably is. It is one thing to construct a road to a high technical standard. It is quite a 
different challenge to maintain that road in tip-top condition when it is on the receiving end 
of a relentless pounding from the hooves of horses, mules and oxen,often pulling heavily 
laden wagons. (It is a reality familiar  to all motorists and cyclists on the roads of Kirklees.)

When the HDAS excavated several sections of the Roman road on Wholestone Moor near 
Slack such wear and tear was immediately obvious, -deep wheel ruts and evidence of 
repair work where the draught animals had pounded the surface. Whether this wear was 
Roman or later is immaterial. The road surface could and did deteriorate.



And it is a problem which is still with us. On the inside lane of many of our motorways 
rutting caused by the impact of heavy trucks is becoming increasingly noticeable. An 
extreme form of this was experienced by the present writer on a trip into the newly 
liberated East Germany in 1990. Under 40 years of communist rule in East Germany 
virtually nothing had been spent on maintaining the infrastructure. Crossing the border at 
Helmstedt and driving on the pre-war Autobahn eastwards towards Weimar the ruts were 
so deep that it was scarcely necessary to steer the car. It was like riding on an inverted 
railway line. Might this be the future fate of motorways in austerity Britain?

The complaints about the poor state of British roads on the Vindolanda tablet is one which 
has found an echo repeatedly down the centuries and shows no sign of abating today. 
Where would the letter page of the “Examiner” be without them?
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