ARCHAEOLOGY

THE FRONTIER WATCHTOWER
FROM POROLISSUM - POIANA
MOIGRADANILOR | LA MAJE

(MIRSID COM. SALAJ COUNTY)

Abstract: Known since the beginning of the 20th century, the circular
frontier watchtower from Porolissum-Poiana Mogrdidanilor was the subject
of two archaeological excavations that took place in 1970 and 1997, made
by Nicolae Gudea and Alexandru V. Matei, in a larger research frame of the
North-Wester frontier of Dacia Porolissensis. Resuming the older accounts of
A.Buday, A. Radnéti, I. Ferenczi and N. Gudea, Alexandru V. Matei took a step
forward and excavated this particular watchtower. The purpose of this study is
to capitalize his archaeological documentation resulted from the excavation.
Unfortunately, the archaeological material was not identified, except for a
drawing of two signacula of legio XIII Gemina. More than that, Alexandru V.
Matei identified the building technique of the linear fortification that lies
in front of the watchtower. The excavation journal is also missing, the only
available info being a plan of the structure and a profile. Connecting this data,
we tried to create a coherent image of this particular minor fortification. In
order to fulfil it, several geostatistical analyses and a new topographical survey
were used.

Keywords: Roman frontier, Dacia Porolissensis, frontier watchtower, military
stamps, GIS analyses.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND.
he Roman frontier from the North-Western side of Dacia Porolissensis
represented in the past decades a research field that produced
an impressive amount of studies with various topics, from field
surveys', aerial photos/scanning and geophysical surveys? to archaeological
excavation® and frontier (functionality) interpretations® with direct focus
on the minor limes installations. The watchtower discussed here took part
in a wider research carried out during the past century. However, the only

! For example TORMA 1880; TEGLAS 1906 393-410; TEGLAS 1907, 565-580; BUDAY 1912, 103-
118; BUDAY 1914, 95-105; FERENCZI 1941, 189-214; FERENCZI 1967, 143-162; MATEI/LAKO
1979, 121-135; MATEI 1996, 63-73; MATEI 2007, 250-269; MARCU/CUPCEA 2013, 569-589.

> For example RADNOTI 1945, 137-168; SCURTU 1997, 361-372; SCURTU 2003, 257-279;
FRANZEN/MATEI/MARCU 2007, 161-177; OPREANU/LAZARESCU/STEFAN 2013, 83-106;
OPREANU/LAZARESCU/STEFAN 2013a, 509-524.0PREANU et alii; 2014, 71-86; ROMAN et
alii 2016, 238-261; OPREANU/LAZARESCU 2016, 49-115.

> For example FINAY 1904 9-15; DAICOVICIU 1935, 240-256; FERENCZI 1941, 189-214;
MOGA 1950, 131-135; GUDEA 1985, 143-218; GUDEA 1997; MATEI 2005, 293-311; MATEI
2007, 250-269.
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2016, 41-75.
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one who truly excavated this structure was the
former archaeologist Alexandru V. Matei.

The first possible account of the
watchtower from Poiana Moigrddanilor or La
Maje was made by the Hungarian scholar Buday
Apéd, in 1912.° Later, in 1945, when Radnéti
Aladar with the help of the Hungarian aviation
made the first batch of aerial photos on the
North-Western frontier area,® the structure
was visible on one of them (Plate I a),” together
with the linear fortification and the aqueductus
from the specified area.? Integrated is his large
surveys,’ the next mention of the tower was
made by L. Ferenczi in 1967.1°

The first systematic archaeological
research carried out within the chain line of
watchtowers from the Meses Muntains and
Porolissum areas was the contribution of N.
Gudea. Excavating almost 70 watchtowers,'* he
provided the clearest archaeological picture of these minor
installation up to now. The envisaged watchtower was not
quite excavated but more cleaned.

In 1970 he identified the objective which was at that
moment in a forested area (Figure 1). The ruins were quite
deteriorated and affected by modern interventions;*? it is
described a structure with a diameter of 15 m and height
of 1.5-2 m. Inside the tower there were clear marks of
modern interventions (probably stone removing or treasure
hunters). Within the tower and its proximity, there were
scattered potsherds, tegulae, imbrices, bricks, stones and
mortar. In the same year N. Gudea cleaned the interior of
the structure noting that he found only a few potsherds, the
majority being scattered outside.’® Until Alexandru V. Matei
excavated it, this was the last account of the watchtower.

THE EXCAVATION FROM 1997.%4

Alexandru V. Matei and his archaeological team
excavated in the late 90s several watchtowers and linear
fortification.’ Some of them are mentioned in various
studies, but most of them, including the archaeological
material and documentation are unpublished.’® The
watchtower from Poiana Moigradanilor is such a case.””

° BUDAY 1912, 114.

¢ RADNOTI 1945, 144.

7 RADNOTI 1945, PL. LXVI.

8 See in this direction COCIS 2016, 44-45, Pl. VIL

° For example FERENCZI 1941, 189-214; FERENCZI 1959, 337-354;
FERENCZI 1967, 143-162; FERENCZI 1973, 79-105; FERENCZI 1974, 181-
189; FERENCZI 1975, 285-289; FERENCZI 1976, 107-133; FERENCZI 1988,
251-289; FERENCZI 1991, 127-151.

10 FERENCZI 1967, 147.

"' GUDEA 1985, 143-218; GUDEA 1997.

2 GUDEA 1985, 175-176, nr. IV.49; GUDEA 1997, 70-71, nr. IV.49; GUDEA/
LUCA 2010, 122, nr. 3,a.

3 GUDEA 1997, 71.

4 The research team was composed of Alexandru V. Matei, Sanda Bacuet-
Crisan and Dan Bacuet-Crisan. I would like to express my gratitude to my
colleagues Dan Bicuet-Crisan and Sanda Bacuet-Crisan for providing
me useful info about the excavation and to Horea Pop for the photo
documentation.

' MATEI 2005, 293-311; MATEI 2007, 250-269; See the wider context in
COCIS 2016, 48-49.

¢ See COCIS 2018, 21-25.

7" The site was shortly mentioned in MATEI 2007, 251.
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Fig. 1. The watcthower from Poiana Moigradanilor = La Maje in 1976 (ZCMHA archive).

In1997, after the field survey undertook in this area,®
he decided to excavate the tower alltogether with the fossa-
vallum system that lies in front of it.* In order to do that,
him and his team performed a trench of 45 x 2 m orientated
NW-SE, overlapping the structure of the watchtower and the
linear fortification (Plate III).

- The watchtower

The structure is located on a dominant emplacement
at the selvage, being integrated within the linear fortification
that goes from Poiana Moigrddanilor to the custom house
of Porolissum. (Plate I). The watchtower belongs to the
circular type, having a diameter of 7.5 m.” It is built in the
opus incertum technique; the raw material used is the local
limestone, some of the stones being faceted. The width of
the wall varies between 1-1.3 m with 7 observable layers of
stones, on a height of 1.3 m. The foundation has a height of
30 cm.

The stratigraphic sequence inside the tower reveals
several interesting aspects. Under the top soil and the
demolition layer (dark soil mixed with gravel and stones) a
sandy yellowish soil was observed, belonging probably to the
building process of the foundation. The layer was observed
also outside the tower. In this layer, a dark feature was
found, belonging as the ground plan reveals to a wooden
beam of 1.6 x 32 cm used probably in the building process
of the floor. Under this layer, another brownish layer mixed
with smashed limestone appeared, most probably a leveling
process. Near the walls, inside and outside the tower, two
post holes and a wooden bean appeared. Based on their
depth and relation with the stone structure, we advance the
hypothesis according to witch these contexts are belonging
to a timber phase of the watchtower.

'8 The field surveys were carried out starting with 1976; COCIS 2016, 48.

' For this segment see COCIS 2016, 41-54, P1. XIV.

» See direct analogies of circular watchtower at Cornu Vlasinului I (TORMA
1880, 61; BUDAY 1912, 108; TIR L34, 119; GUDEA 1985, 164-165; GUDEA
1997, 45-46); Dealu Mare (BUDAY 1912, 110; GUDEA 1985, 166; GUDEA
1997, 48-49); Sumanda (TORMA 1880, 74; BUDAY 1912, 111; GUDEA 1985,
166-167; GUDEA 1997, 50-51); Dealu Cozli (TORMA 1880, 73; FERENCZI
1967, 147; GUDEA 1985, 165; GUDEA 1997, 47-48), Salhiger (GUDEA 1985,
165-166; GUDEA 1997, 48); Coasta Ciungii I (FERENCZI 1968, 80; GUDEA
1985, 171); see also two recently studied circular watchtowers in COCIS/
BACUET-CRISAN/BEJINARIU 2018, fortcoming; COCIS 25-21,2018.



The defensive ditch was identified in the NW and
(probably in the) SE side of the trench at a variable distance
of 3-6 m; its structure is not uniform, the opening of the ditch
varying from 1.2-0.9 m, with a depth between 1.2-0.2 m.

Based on the CBM identified within the excavation
one can conclude the fact that the structure of the watchtower
was built using a foundation of limestone, at least the first
level being constructed using a such technique. The large
number of bricks, tegulae and imbrices identified on the spot
indicates a mixed building technique for the elevation and
a rooftop covered with the mentioned material.** Regarding
the timber phase, the reduced amount of data is for now an
impediment in understanding this early context.?

- The linear fortification.

Set 6 m North-West of the tower, the linear
fortification composed of a wvallum, a palisade and two
ditches was included in the trench. The stratigraphic
sequence recorded by Alexandru V. Matei reveals both the
inner structure of the linear features and the chronological
relation with the watchtower. As we can read on the profile
and the ground plan (Plate IV), wooden beams placed on the
virgin soil were used to strengthen the vallum;* five such
beams were uncovered (Plate VII, a-c).

The chronological relation with the watchtower is
given by the next context. A leveling layer (dark brownish
loam mixed with small stones) is overlapping the wooden
beams but also the defensive ditch of the watchtower. We
conclude that at least on this side the defensive ditch of
the watchtower is disaffected by the palisade construction;
another theory, yet with a high degree of speculation, is
that the defensive ditch belonged to the timber phase of the
watchtower, being disaffected by the palisade, contemporary
action with the making of the stone structure.

The vallum core, a grey loam layer mixed with gravel,
is overlapped by a consistent layer of charcoal, the remaining
marks of a timber palisade. All these elements are covered
by a thick demolition layer containing also bricks and stones
from the stone watchtower. As it is normal, the palisade is
accompanied by a defensive ditch, only in this case we have
two of them belonging to different phases. The defensive
ditch from the first phase is located 2.3 m in front of the
palisade. It has an opening of 2.2 m and a U-shaped profile
with a depth of 1.8 m. Based on the stratigraphy, it has a
multiple fill consisting (from the bottom to the top) of a dark
soil, dark brown soil and an open grey soil.

Cutting the first defensive ditch and being interposed
between it and the palisade, a second ditch was identified,
belonging to a subsequent phase. It has a larger opening of
3.4 m and a U-shaped profile with depth of 1.3 m. The fill is
composed of open grey soil. According to the available date,
the archaeological situation of a double phase defensive
ditch is quite common in the North-Western frontier area®
and Porolissum,”® due to the fact that the frontiers are

2 See COCIS/BACUET-CRISNA/BEJINARIU 2018, forthcoming.

2 COCIS 2018, 23.

»  Similar situation at the frontier system from Vitinal Hill (MATEI 2007,
253, 264, PL. VII).

# See COCIS 2016, 65, P1. XI.

»  See MATEI 1996, 73, Fig. 5.b; the digitalized profiles in COCIS 2016, 70,
PL. XVI.

developing in time,? as we can see in several other frontier
areas such Germania Superior” or Britannia.?®
- The military stamps.

Timber watchtower

O Stone watchtower
O Stone watchtower
C

Fig. 2. Chronological layers of the frontier system from Poiana
Moigrddanilor based on Matei’s documentation: a-timber phase,
b-stone phase, palisade with defensive ditch, phase 1 and c- stone
phase, palisade with defensive ditch, phase 2.

Ditch-phase [

Ditch-phase 1T

We mentioned already that the only archaeological
material recorded by Alexandru V. Matei were two military
stamps of legio XIII Gemina®. Unfortunately he did not
mention if they are bricks or tiles; instead of that, the
find spot within the trench is recorded quite accurate: the
1%t stamp at m 19, -1.8 m and the 2" one at m 27, -1.6 m.
Correlating the info with the ground plan and the profile, we
observed that the find spot of the stamps is basically under
the levelling layer of the stone phase, near the postholes
and the wooden beam; this particular aspect place them
in an early archaeological context-the timber phase of the
watchtower.

In support of this hypothesis we bring into discussion
the analogies (military stamps) found within the auxiliary
fort from Porolissum-Pomet locate only 2.4 km East of
the watchtower.*® There are two main types of signacula
belonging to the 13™ legion found at Porolissum,® the
stamps from the watchtower being framed within the first
category>? (Plate VIII).

The presence of the 13" legion is attested throughout
the existence of the province Dacia,*® the mentioned stamps

% BREEZE 2011, 5.

¥ BAATZ 1976, 9-13;

% BREEZE/DOBSON 1970, 109-121; BREEZE 2011, 81.

»  The stamps were previously published in a recent study concerning the
military stamps from the frontier watchtowers of Dacia Porolissensis. The
description of the stamps in COCIS$ 2018a, 403: Both of the stamps have a
rectangular signaculum, most probably the letters from the cartridge are in
positive and the name of the legion is flanked by ansae in relief. The first stamp
has two horizontal hastae, above and below XIII. The dimension of the stamp
are 10.3 x 2.8 cm and the letters varies between 1.4-1.7 cm (fragmented)....
The second stamp is very similar with the first one. This type has an L with an
oblique bar in lower side. Also, the XIII has only a hasta on the upper side. The
dimensions of the stamp are 10.2 x 2.8 cm and the letters reach 1.4-1.7 cm.

2 COCIS 2018a, 405.

3 PISO/DEAC 2016, 31-33.

3 Type 1: PISO/DEAC 2016, 31-32, IX/1-2.

¥ RITTERLING 1925, 1716-1728; MOGA 1985, passim; GUDEA 1997a,
107-108; PISO 2000, 220-224; PISO 2005, 422-427.
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being quite similar with the types found at Apulum.* Based
on the archaeological evidence found in the auxiliary fort
of Porolissum-Pomet has been advance the hypothesis that
a vexillatio was garrisoned here in the reign of Trajan and
Hadrian, in the early phases of the fort® (and the frontier).
In our opinion, the stamps identified in an early context of
the watchtower strengthens the fact that legio XIII Gemina
is actively involved in the building process of the frontier®
in the time of the aforementioned emperors;*” we must also
consider that the linear fortifications setup on large areas, in
the frontier zones, is a Hadrianic concept.®®

-Topographic survey and GIS analyses.

A necessity of every excavation is the topographic
survey of the research area altogether with the excavated
trenches, contexts and small finds. Unfortunately, in the
late 90s this methodology was no a trend. Due to this fact
we pursued a brand new topographic survey of the visible
ruins and the archaeological trench in order to have a clear
and correct image of the site situation.® The date was
processed being created a Digital Terrain Model (DTM)
with a resolution of 0.5 m, overlapped by the georeferenced
archaeological ground plan (Plate III).

Already a classic method,* we applied as the last
part of the study, analyses from the geostatistic sphere:
Cumulative Viewshed Anlayses (CVA), Line of Sight profiles
(LOS) and Least Cost Path (LCP) in order to observe the inter-
visibility pattern of the watchtower with the neighboring
installations, the visible area from the site and the shortest
ways to reach it from other sites.

From the visibility point of interest,*! the covered area
is quite reduced, the visual field being orientated towards
the province as in several cases from this area.*” The inter-
visibility pattern is also quite limited:*® direct line of sight
with the auxiliary fort from Porolissum-Pomet, the auxiliary
fort from Porolissum-Citera, the watchtower from Ferice
Hill, the custom house and the watchtower from Dealu Mare.
Based on the SRTM evaluation, it seems that the access
ways follows a well know pattern, the most accessible routes
toward the tower being mainly the ridge roads* (Plate IX).

We finish the pages concerning this particular
watchtower by adding to the general view of the frontier
several new aspects regarding the chronology and the
functionality of the limes in this area. The reduced but

* PISO/DEAC 2016, 31.

» PISO 2000. 200-201; MARCU 2009, 99 with older bibliography; PISO/
DEAC 2016, 31.

% The epigraphic presence of the legion in another early context was
attested at the auxiliary fort from Tihdu-Cetate (PROTASE 1960, 385, fig. 24;
WOLLMANN/BOT 1974, 27-28, fig. 54; GUDEA/LUCACEL 1975, 27-28, nr.
54, fig. 54; PROTASE 1994, 94, fig. 10; PROTASE 1995, 324; AE 1994, 484;
ILD 760; text after ILD 760: Vexillat(io) / leg(ionis) XIII / Gem(inae).

7 PISO/DEAC 2016, 31.

3 See mainly WHITTAKER 1994, 60-98; BREEZE 2012, 55-91.

¥ The topographical points have been achieved using a GPS RTK Hi-Target
V90 Plus; © Zalau County Museum of History and Art.

“ See mainly GUDEA 1979, 63-87; GUDEA 1985, 197, fig. 15; GUDEA
1997, 102, fig. 10, 113, fig. 21; 126, fig. 34; MARCU/CUPCEA 2013, passim;
LAZARESCU/BILASCO/VESCAN 2016, 275-304; TEODOR 2016, 67-96;
COCIS 2018b, 76-74, P1. X-XII.

41 Parameters: SRTM 1.5 arc/sec; T.e =8 m, R.e =2 m, R=10 km.

2 COCIS/BACUET-CRISAN/BEJINARIU 2018, forthcoming.

# Parameters: SRTM 1.5 arc/sec; T.e =8 m,R.e =8 m.

# See the discussion in COCI$ 2018Db, passim.
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important data coming from this archaeological excavation
could set a starting point for a larger research focused on
the early phases of the minor installations from Dacia
Porolissensis.
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Studies

b.

Plate Il. Aerial photos made by Radnéti A; a-the watchtower from Poiana Moigradanilor, the linear fortifications and the aqueductus, b-the
auxiliary fort from Porolissum-Pomet (after RADNOTI 1945, LXVI/2. LXVII/2)

52




451.5m
451.0m
450.5m
450.0m
4495m

449.0m

Plate Ill. DTM resulted from topographic survey overlapped by the archaeological features and the 1997 georeferenced trench.
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Studies

Plate V. Photos of the excavation: a-b, general view of the trench from East; c, stratigraphy inside the watchtower; d, the wall of the
watchtower, Est (photos by Al. V. Matei, © Zaldu County Museum of History and Art).
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Plate VI. Photos of the excavation: a-c, the walls of the watchtower; d. the palisade ditches (photos by Al. V. Matei, © Zaldu County Museum of
History and Art).
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Plate VII. Photos of the excavation: a-c, the palisade (photos by Al. V. Matei, © Zaldu County Museum of History and Art).

JournalofAncientHistoryandArchaeology No.6.1/2019 57



Plate VIII. a-b: the stamps discovered within the watchtower from Poiana Moigradanilor (redrawn after the originals);
c: analogy from Porolissum (after PISO/DEAC 2016, 32).
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