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ART. XX.—The Caves Known as " Isis Parles." By the 
REV. ARTHUR JOHN HEELIS, M.A. 

Read at Penrith, September 5th, 1912, with additions read 
at Seascale, June 19th, 1913. 

IN John Leland's Itinerary, vol. viii., part 2, written 
about 1539,  occurs the following notice :— 

Ther be about half e a Mile lower then Brougham on the West. 
Ripe of Aymote Ryver hard by the Ripe certeyne Caves withein. 
a Rokke, as Haul Chaumbers and other necesary Romes. 

Seemingly based on the above is a passage in Harrison's 
Description of England, in Holinshed, 1577 :- 

Is it any woonder (thinke you) to tell of sundrie caves neere ta 
Browham, on the West side of the river Aimote, wherein are halles, 
chambers, and all offices of houshold cut out of the hard rocke ? 

Camden, in his earlier editions, does not mention the 
caves, but in that of 1600 inserts an allusion while 
describing the Eamont as boundary of Cumberland and 
Westmorland ; the following English rendering of the 
passage is from Philemon Hollands' Camden (161o) :- 

When Eimot , hath served a good while for a limit betweene this 
shire (Westmorland) and Cumberland, nere unto Isan- iarles, 
a rocke full well knowne unto the neighbour inhabitants, where-
unto nature hath left difficult passage, and there framed sundry 
caues and those full of winding crankes, a place of sure refuge, 
in time of danger : he lodgeth himselfe after some few miles both 
with his own streame and with the waters of other rivers also, 
in Eden. 

Bishop Gibson and Gough agree in giving " Isan . 

Parles," when dealing with Camden's text, but in their own 
z 
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338 	THE CAVES KNOWN AS " ISIS PARLIS." 

additions do not conform with this title. Thus Gibson,* 
in his notes on Cumberland (1725), writes :- 

Half a mile above the confluence of Eden and Einrot, on the very 
edge of the bank of the former, is a Grotto of two rooms, dug 
out of the rocks and called Isis Parlish ; to which there is a 
difficult and perillous passage. In former times it was certainly 
a place of strength and security ; for it had Iron-gates belonging 
to it, which were standing not many years since. 

And Gough, in his 1789 edition, iii., 162, mentions " Isa 
Parks, an odd rock," quoting Stukeley, Iter Borealis 
(1776), who, however, calls it " Isanparles an odd rock." 
Gough quotes Hutchinson. Again, Sandford, writing 
about 167o, says :- 

I was Told from Mr. Page himself A stranger gentleman coming 
to the Crown Inn at Peareth prayd his host to get him oth 
discret Mrs of the Town to supe with him : and he brought this 
Mr. Page the Marshall or Steward : and Scoolmr. The stranger 
said he came to see the antiquities : and drew forth a paper that 
said that Sir Hugh Cesario lived in disert place in a Rocke ; a 
marshall man : like knight errant : killing monster man and 
beast : The place he Hued in caled Isey perlis, wher a little 
from thence is 3 vaults in a rocke, zoo men may live in : and he 
was buried in the north side of the Curch ith green feild : & they 
went to the church and on the North side ther is 2 crosses distant 
the Lenth of a man one at head, and other at feet And was 
opened when I was a scoller ther:by William Turner & there found 

* Bishop Gibson is known to have been assisted with information by Dr. 
Hugh Todd, vicar of Penrith (1690-1723). 

The origin of the curious name " Isis Parlis " is extremely obscure. Writers 
have not gone beyond " the vulgar tradition of one Isis a giant " for the 
first word, and leave us to choose between " Perilous " and " Parlours " for 
the second. It has been suggested that the derivation is found in the Scotch 

Hizzies' Parlies," referring to the kegs used on " Sugar and water Sunday." 
If it could be shown that this Scotch terminology was ever in common use in 
Cumberland this would be a very probable derivation. The author of it 
instances " Honeypot," the name in use for the locality at the present day. 
From the same source comes the valuable note that " Isay," perhaps "Ishay," 
would be not far from " Esche," German for the Ash : " Odin once walking 
by the water-side formed the first man from an Ash, mating him to the 
first woman formed from an Elm." At this day, in the local vocabulary, 
" Ash " is pronounced " Esh." If we suppose the first syllable of Isis to be 
long, a derivation in accordance with popular tradition might be hazarded. 
The writer of the present paper conjectures that the word " Isis " may, in pro-
cess of time, have been derived from " Kaisar " (Caesario) ; the second word 
possibly coming from " purlieux." 
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ISIS PARLIS, "THE HERMIT'S WALK"; 
View from near Cave 3, showing the principal cave in the distance. 

Phot. by Mr. J. C. Vasty-Smith. 	 TO FACE P. 339. 
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the great Long Shank bones and other bones of a man, and a 
broad Sword besides fonde then by the Church wardens. 

Comparing these accounts we find that Camden's 
knowledge of the caves appears to have been slight, and 
such as not to preclude the conjecture that the form Isan 
Parles may have crept into his text by error, e.g., the 
mistaking of a letter " y " written by a correspondent, 
for a final " n." However this may have been, the fact 
remains that a different form was favoured by writers 
with nearer access to local sources, who were better posted 
in the description of the caves, and in local tradition 
concerning them, whose general conclusion regarding them 
may be summed up in the words of Dr. Todd :— 

The truth is that these strong subterraneous chambers have been 
first made for a hermitage (there being mention of a chapel of 
Bramwray near the place, where a poor hermit lived) or for a 
secure retreat in time of sudden danger. 

It is well known that St. Martin, friend and spiritual 
master of Ninian, formed himself a retreat in the rocks 
at a bend of the river Loire. May not some disciple 
have chosen this spot, wherein to form a similar retiring 
place ? Indeed, it is within sight of the ancient church 
dedicated to St. Ninian himself.* 

As seen to-day, the caves do not justify Camden's 
epithet " anfractuosæ," " full of winding crankes." 
They are, however, but the mutilated remains left by the 
long-continued falling away of the rock face. Bishop 
Gibson's " one grotto of two rooms," or Sandford's 
" three vaults in a rocke," do not help towards recon-
struction, but the " ioo men " who should " live in " 
the caves to-day must be content with scant elbow-room. 
There are now three separate openings, but it is extremely 

* Ninian would return from Rome by the Roman road which passed within 
a mile of this spot. He may himself have preached there and afterwards 
sent a priest. There is also a " St. Ninian's Cave " at Whithorn. 
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probable that a passage* connected caves I and 2. These 
are at a height of some 20 feet, more or less, from the river 
bed. No. 3 is distant some zoo yards or so and is not 
much above high-water level. No. i is plainly the most 
important. The walls and roof have been polished smooth 
so far as the line marked " step up " in Mr. Morton Rigg's 
plan, while those of Nos. 2 and 3 show deep rough tool-
marks. No. 2 was perhaps the sleeping place of the 
hermit. The apse-like recess on the east wall of No. r 
(see Mr. Varty Smith's successful photograph) suggests 
that here was the altar place of his oratory, while the 
chamber was large enough to do duty as a chapel. No. 
3 cave, commonly called Sir Hugh's parlour or the Giant's 
parlour, is a horse-shoe like opening, the base of the walls 
being cut to form a continuous seating. It suggests a 
" summer-house," and once contained a stone table. Ì 
The principal caves show in places fissures and circular 
holes which point to their having been first formed by 
the action of water when the river ran at a much higher 
level, or existed in the form of a lake at this point, a 
supposition to which local landmarks give considerable 
support. 

Near the site of Isis Parlis, on both sides of the river, 
have been found proofs of the existence of a considerable 
British colony, witness the Cup-marked stone found a 
few years ago (these Transactions, N.S., X., 507), and the 
tombs which previously were known to have been found 
" in the slack towards Whinfell." 

There is strong circumstantial evidence, therefore, in 
favour of the idea that these interesting caves were once 
the home of a Christian priest, and that, whatever their 
history meanwhile, as dwelling place or temporary shelter, 
they were, at a comparatively late period, adapted as a 

* Along what is now the rock face between the openings to caves i and 2, 
where much of the original face is lost. 

t From its position, this cave may have been formed to shelter a boat. 
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ISIS PARLIS, INTERIOR OF CAVE I. (East Wall). 
(The letters ABCD refer to plan.) TO FACE P. 340 Phot. by Mr. J. C. Varty-Smith. 
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ISIS PARLIS, THE LOWER CAVE (Cave 3). 
Phot. by J. C. Varty-Smith. 	 TO FACE P. 341. 
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receptacle for valuables or refugees from one or more of 
the great houses of the neighbourhood during troublous 
times, being to this end fitted with iron gates and window-
bars. Tradition has it that the gates were eventually 
carried off to Hornby Hall. This could hardly have 
happened without some acknowledged connection between 
the two places. Camden's mention of Isan Parles in his 
account of Westmorland rather than of Cumberland is 
to be explained by its being an interpolation in his descrip-
tion of the Eamont. Yet his " vicinis notissimam " 
lends some support to this view, for the most palpable 
neighbouring inhabitants of those days would be those 
of Hornby Hall. 

Walker, the historian of Penrith, has recorded that four 
successive Sundays were there observed as " Well 
Sundays." The first of these meetings was held " annu-
ally on the first Sunday in May, at Skirsgill ; the second 
on the Sunday following, at Clifton ; the third on the 
third Sunday at the Giant's Caves*; the fourth on the 
fourth Sunday of the same month at Dickey Bank Well. 
The younger people filled their bottles with water at the 
respective wells, mixed the same with Spanish juice, 
and drank with each other." 

A carved figure on the rock, perfect to this day, with 
the exception that the head has disappeared, was supposed 
to record the tradition of a maiden, who, straying too 
near the caves, was surprised by the giant, but escaped 
by a long leap across a chasm. Popular tradition would 
appear to have been onesided in connecting these caves 
with a giant as tenant, though he must have been but 

* The well is at some distance from the caves. Supposing the legend of 
"The Luck of Edenhall" to be based on fact, the fairies surprised at the well 
may have been inhabitants of the caves. Cf. (1) the theory of MacRitchie 
(see The Testimony of Tradition, 189o), held also by the late Rev. John Wharton, 
that stories of elves or fairies originated in the habits of survivors from an 
earlier race of small men (cf. Pict, Pixies), who lived in holes by day and 
issued forth by night, when, if surprised, they sometimes left behind small 
axes or other articles ; (2) the statement by a lady from America that it was 
known in that country that " The Luck of Edenhall " was the Sacramental 
Vessel of a Church called Ninekirks, not far distant. 

 
tcwaas_002_1914_vol14_0024



342 	THE CAVES KNOWN AS " ISIS PARLIS:" 

a moderate giant who was to obtain standing room. 
This giant is usually given as (1) Sir Hugh or Sir Ewen 
Cesario, a quasi-historical personage, who may be the same 
referred to as (2) " One Isis a giant " ; but in (3) one 
" Tarquin a giant " we seem to get a rival tradition. 
This, with the Round Table and Pendragon Castle, adds 
one more link in the somewhat strong apparent connection 
between Arthurian legend and the county of Westmorland.. 

The following extract from the Penrith Observer 
describes an effort to examine the floor of the caves by 
digging in June, 1913 :— 

In the largest cave a long trench was cut to lay bare a portion of 
the floor. This was reached at a depth of about 2 feet. To the 
left a larger clearance was made, to ascertain if the stone of the 
floor had been worn to an exceptional degree, as if by the feet 
of priests serving an altar above. Inspection left it possible to 
hold this idea without strongly confirming it. In the adjoining 
cave, supposed to have been the living room of the hermit, the 
rock was not found at the shallowest point till 3 feet of soil—
or rather sandstone particles—had been moved, and as in the 
other cave there was a marked fall in the level towards the mouth. 

Two points were cleared up. One was that there was nothing 
answering to layers or strata. The deposit was entirely of 
decomposing stone and vegetable matter, and there were no 
bones found, though many small bits of charcoal were dug up 
at depths of 2 feet and more. A fragment of what seems like 
a stem of a pipe, highly glazed, was dug up in almost the last 
spadeful of soil, where obviously it must have remained for a very 
long time. At the bottom cave, about a hundred yards away, 
no, attempt was made to excavate, as it is clear the cave has 
never been used as a dwelling. The searchers were disappointed 
not to find any traces of the places where ironwork is known to 
have been fixed, less than two centuries ago, for holding a door 
to the largest cave. A glance at the surroundings supplies-  the 
reason. The steady breaking away of big blocks of red sand-
stone rock above and at the sides has had the effect of increasing 
the size of the opening—possibly more than doubling it. Thus 
the shape and character of the cave is gradually being altered, 
thereby clearing up the second of the two points mentioned at 
the beginning of this paragraph. 
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