
Kinneil Roman Fortlet 

 

Looking from here you wouldn’t know the Romans had lived here 
would you? 

 

You are looking at one of the fortlets built along the Antonine Wall.  

This wall was the most northern boundary of the Roman empire and a 
truly remarkable example of defence against the locals.  

In the year 142 AD a Roman legion, the Second Augusta, came to this 
place to build a section of what has been described as the most com-
plex and highly developed of all the frontiers. They left a “distance 
slab” to commemorate their efforts. 

 

(insert photo of Bridgeness slab? Plus encouragement to go and see a 
replica of it locally) 

 

The wall, or rampart, was around four and a half metres wide, built of 
clay and earth on a stone foundation and was perhaps three metres 
high. There may have been a wooden walkway and parapet on top of 
the rampart. No one knows as wood rots away over time. 

To attack you didn’t need to just scale the rampart you would have had 
to.. 

Navigate a bank studded with 3 foot deep spiked pits, 

Climb over an exposed outer mound 

Scramble down into a 3.6 metre deep, 12 metres wide ditch 
through thorn bushes. 

Clamber back out of the ditch 

Cross a further exposed stretch with more defensive pits  

Finally face scaling the rampart itself! 

 

By then, roman troops would have sallied out of the fort. You would be 
attacked from all sides and pinned between the rampart and the ditch.  

Along the top of the wall, there will have been observation points, and 
a road (the “military  way”) ran behind the wall. Once you were spotted, 
reinforcements could be rushed from nearby forts and fortlets. 

 

Quite a work out for anyone attacking!  



James Watt’s Cottage 

Newton saw an apple fall; James Watt watched a kettle boil and great things happened. 

How could watching a kettle boil spark an idea for a steam engine? Seeing the steam make the lid on the kettle rise when it boiled inspired 

James Watt to harness this power in an engine. He worked on the design for the modern condensing steam engine right here in this cottage. 

Dr John Roebuck leased this estate to live on. He established Carron Iron Works and was mining the coal from pits at Kinneil. The coal mines in 

Bo’ness were very wet and it was costly to remove the water from them. Luckily he was introduced to James Watt, an engineer working on refin-

ing a steam engine originally designed by John Newcommen. Dr Roebuck provided the cash and set James up in this cottage. 

Roebuck manufactured a large cylinder at the Carron Works to help condense steam and make the engine more efficient. Watt tested it here on 

site and it would have been similar in size to the large iron cylinder from a Newcomen engine which you can see beside the workshop. 

Watt had to work in great secrecy and there are stories of spies attempting to look through the house roof into his workshop. He also faced 

problems due to the lack of accuracy in parts made in Carron Iron Works it was believed he wrote “This is a clumsy Job”  

The engine failed to clear water from the pits before Roebuck went bankrupt. A manufacturer, Matthew Boulton, agreed to support Watt. After 

dismantling his equipment and moving to Birmingham his first steam engine was working the following year.  

Watt’s workshop at Kinneil was still used after his departure. The water supply for the steam engine made it ideal for a wash house! 

What do you mean there was a village here?! 

As early as the 6
th
 century, Kinneil was recognised as a religious site, and a village grew around this established place. Religion was very im-

portant to medieval life, both socially and spiritually. The church would confirm the power of the laird and this would shape how the people lived 

at places like Kinneil.  

Agriculture was vital and people would have been working the land, but it wasn’t all farming! Blacksmithing, brewing and pottery would all be 

happening. Fishing and salt production was possible as the village was above the Forth. There would have been plenty of fish and oysters in the 

villager’s diet! 

The Romans lived on site before the medieval village, and their Military Way may have been the main road through the village.  

Around the end of the Middle Ages, the laird wasn’t so keen to have the villagers so close by and the people of Kinneil’s village were moved 

down to the Forth. Our knowledge of the medieval village is surprisingly sketchy… 

Why so little information?  

During WWII’s Dig For Victory effort, the remains of the village were mistaken for bothersome rubble. Stones were cleared and the area 

ploughed to grow potatoes!  



Lady Alice Lilbourne/the White Lady 

 

Kinneil House is said to be haunted by the ghost of Lady Alice Lilbourne, otherwise known as the White Lady, a resident of the House in the 
1650s. There are many variations of the local legend, but all are based around the same real life residents of the estate. In an attempt to leave 
her abusive marriage, the stories state that Lady Alice either tried to escape through the window and flee, or jump out of the window to her 
death. Whilst the stories differ, all conclude that she did not survive the drop. Since then, her ghost is said to have haunted the House and near-
by woods. On her visit to Kinneil in 1823, renowned children’s author Maria Edgeworth wrote to her step-mother about the ghost: 

 

“Mrs. Stewart told us this morning that there were plenty of ghosts at our service belonging to Kinneil House. One in particular, Lady Lilyburn, 
who is often seen all in white, as a ghost should be, and with white wings, fluttering on the top of the castle, from whence she leaps into the sea
–a prodigious leap of three or four hundred yards, nothing for a well-bred ghost. At other times she wears boots, and stumps up and down stairs 
in them, and across passages, and through bedchambers, frightening ladies’ maids and others. We have not heard her . . . yet.” 

(https://bwl2.alexanderstreet.com/cgi-bin/BWL2/hub.py?type=getvolume&sourceid=S4593) 

 

The hauntings of Kinneil Estate have remained public interest throughout the years, including in 1968, when local TV presenter Bill Tennant 
was brought in to investigate reported noises of heavy breathing in the walls. However, it was soon discovered that the noises were being made 
by an asthmatic pigeon (!!!).  

(http://www.bo-ness.org.uk/html/history/kinneil.htm)  

Bell Pits: Method of Coal Mining  

Is it a bomb crater? Is it a old pond? No it’s a collapsed mine! 

Coal was mined at Kinneil to provide fuel for all sorts of local industry. Miners dug down from the surface and then extracted coal by digging out 

‘seams’ of it they found underground. Once the coal was extracted and just before the unsupported roof began to collapse, the pit was aban-

doned and a new one started nearby. The old pit collapsed in on itself creating the characteristic craters in the ground. Bell pits had no drainage 

so were prone to flooding. 

On 4
th
 August 1842 the Coal Mines Regulation Act finally passed into law. From the 1

st
 March 1843 it became illegal for any woman or child un-

der the age of ten to work underground in the United Kingdom.  

Did you know? The current Bo’ness Children Fair has its roots in the Miners Fair Day. 

https://bwl2.alexanderstreet.com/cgi-bin/BWL2/hub.py?type=getvolume&sourceid=S4593
http://www.bo-ness.org.uk/html/history/kinneil.htm

