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ART. XVI.—Caerthannoc or Maidencastle, Soulby Fell. 
By the Rev. HECTOR MACLEAN, B.A. 

Read at the site, July 13th, 1911. 

REMARKABLY little is known about the place. The 
only direct allusion to it in the older county his-

tories is that in Hutchinson's Cumberland : — 

At the foot of the lake [Ullswater], near the summit of one of 
the hills of Soulby Fell, on the southern declination, is an ancient 
fort, or encampment, called Caer-Thannock. The country people 
give it the name of Maiden Castle. It forms an oblong square, 
zo paces in length and 15 in breadth ; this is surrounded with a 
circular mound of earth 8o paces in diameter, defended by a ditch 
on the outside which remains 6 paces wide. We do not find this 
fortification, or that on. Dunmallet, noticed by any of our his-
torians. Caer Thannock seems more calculated for concealment 
than defence, being overlooked by two adjoining eminences, and 
lying under a gradual descent of the hill where it is placed. 

The actual measurements may be given as—circum-
ference 85o feet, diameter 283 feet, and ditch 18 feet. 

Dr. Burn in the introduction to his History of Westmor-
land dealt generally with the subject of Maiden Ways :- 

There is also a Roman Way called Maiden Way, branching out 
from the other at Kirkby Thore, and stretching northwards over 
the low end of Cross Fell to where it joined with the Picts' Wall 
in Northumberland . . . . At its first entrance upon Stanemore 
it passeth a place called Maiden Castle, which was a small square 
fort of Roman structure, as appeared by the mortar found therein 
(Machel) . . . . In Northumberland this same military road bears 
the same name of the Maiden Way. Under the castle of Wark, 
in the said county, there is a walk called the Maiden Walk. And 
at Cattle Well, near Wooler, in the same county, is an intrench-
ment called by this same name of the Maiden Castle. So, nigh 

 
tcwaas_002_1912_vol12_0019



144 CAERTHANNOC OR MAIDENCASTLE, SOULBY FELL. 

Dorchester, there is a camp of a square form, called Maiden 
Castle, which takes in the whole summit of a great hill, having 
a double ditch and rampart, and, in some places, treble. (N. & B., 
i., p. 8). 

Mr. R. H. Forster, F.S.A., a member of the well-known 
Wreay (Watermillock) family, has written to me 'a valuable 
letter which I am allowed to give in full :- 

Maiden Castle is a ring fort (prehistoric) of an ordinary type. 
Its most remarkable feature is its position, which seems to have 
been chosen for the sake of concealment ; for defence the top of 
either Soulby Fell or Carthannock Height would have been 
better, but the actual site of the camp cannot be seen from any 
distance, and must have been completely hidden from marauders 
working their way by the natural line of invasion, i.e., up the 
valley of the Eamont. I fancy the ditch has been a good deal 
filled up since Hutchinson's time. The late Chancellor Ferguson 
in his Archæological Survey of Cumberland and Westmorland notes 
the traces of the foundations of a building in the middle of the 
camp. Some years ago my brother and I had a small dig here, 
and found that nothing of the sort existed. The appearance of 
foundations was caused by a rather square-shaped hummock of 
the conglomerate of which the hill is formed, which here comes 
close to the surface. It is probable that Carthannock was an 
early name of the camp. So far as I know names of that kind 
are not pre-Roman, the Celtic " caer " being a corruption or 
abbreviation of " castra." The name " Maiden Castle " is pro-
bably later, as I believe no instance of its occurrence has been 
traced further back than the tenth century. I do not believe in 
any of the theories which make the " Maiden " a corruption of 
Celtic words. I am inclined to think with Mr. A. R. Goddard 
that the name arose from such old forts, etc., being used as places 
of refuge during the Danish invasions—and our Maiden Castle 
would be very suitable—but the matter is not yet free from doubt, 
though the theory is the only one I have come across which fits 
in with the differing features of the places bearing the name, and 
also explains the term " Maiden Way." The latter term should, 
I think, be confined to the stretch of Roman road running from 
Kirkby Thore over the fells to Alston, and so on to Carvoran on 
the Roman Wall. Alston would be a likely refuge for people 
from the Eden Valley. The best known Maiden Castles are the 
rock on which Edinburgh Castle stands, and the huge earthwork 
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beside Dorchester. There is the one near Wooler, which, like 
our Maiden Castle, is very well concealed. The name also occurs 
in the form " Maiden Bower," originally " broche," or " burgh." 
An instance of this was on the top of Gilligate Hill, Durham, 
which I believe to be the Wardelaw of the St. Cuthbert story. 
If so, it may be a case of two names arising from the same use. 

With regard to Edinburgh, there is a reference in the Chronicon 
de Lanercost, under the year 1296, which is interesting as showing 
a medieval theory, or possibly two theories, about the origin of 
the name. 

Itaque, absente rege, post quindenam obsidionis redditum 
est Castrum Puellarum in manu domini Johannis Dispensatoris, 
locus qui nusquam in antiquioribus gestis legitur prius expug-
nari propter sui eminentiam ac firmitatem, qui, a conditore suo 
monarcho, rege Edwyno, Edwynesburgh dictus est antiquitus, 
ubi, ut dicitur, septem filias suas posuit conservandas." 

My grandfather, the Rev. Isaac Todd, who was born at Wreay 
in 1797, used to tell the following story of the Soulby Maiden 
Castle : it was originally, according to his account, a tower, built 
by a king for the preservation of his daughter, whose death by 
drowning had been prophesied by a malignant fairy godmother. 
The princess grew up in safety, but as she was in the act of 
eloping with a lover, by means of a window, she slipped and fell 
into the water-butt. 	• 

Mr. William Castlehow of Watermillock, reminds me 
of the following lines in one of Richard Cumberland's 
poems :— 

Where Benedictine monks of old 
Their beads in Maiden Castle told, 
And sought to win the heavenly sphere 
By sheer neglect of duty here. 

On this Mr. Forster remarks :— 

Possibly Cumberland confused two traditions, as formerly an idea 
was prevalent that the name Carthannock indicated a Carthusian 
house, while the Benedictines were said to have been established 
at Bennet Head, a little to the west. Probably both ideas are 
erroneous. 

L 
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