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ART. III.—The Roman road from Ambleside to Raven-
glass. By I. A. RICHMOND. 

Read at Carlisle, March 29th, 1947 

THE occasion for the study here presented was 
a request from the Lakeland Preservation Society 

for a report upon the course and present state of the 
Roman road across the Wrynose and Hardknott passes, 
in view of the possibility of planting upon its line by the 
Forestry Commission, though that project was in fact 
ultimately discarded. The question of the exact line of 
the road is one which has not been wholly free from con-
troversy or dispute in the past,' and it seemed well to 
take nothing for granted but to survey all remains, 
authentic or alleged, and to present an entirely new 
account. Accordingly, a start was made in company 
with our members Miss M. C. Fair of Eskdale Green, 
and Mr Joseph Harrison of Black Hall, on 14 and 15 
May 1946, when the lengths from Butterilket to 
Cockley Beck and from Fell Foot to Cockley Beck were 
examined. A third day, 16 May, was spent with Miss 
Fair on the line between Ravenglass fort and Butterilket 
and two more by the writer later in the year between 
Ambleside and Fell Foot. The whole inquiry fell very 
quickly into three categories. The central sector, from 
Fell Foot to Butterilket, contains well preserved and 
almost continuous remains of the road, for here man's 
activity has been pastoral rather than agricultural. 

The line of the road in the upper Duddon valley is summarily discussed by 
Haverfield in CW2 xv 191-192. The course from Ravenglass to Wrynose is 
treated by C. R. B. McGilchrist in CW2 xix 17-28. The sector between 
Ambleside and Fell Foot is described by R. G. Collingwood in CW2 xxi 24-29• 
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THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 17 

From Ambleside to the Pedder Stone and from 
Butterilket to Ravenglass agriculture has been wide-
spread and intensive and there is little to see of the road. 
But no views on its course in these uninformative tracts 
can usefully be formed without knowledge of the 
engineering in the sector where remains are visible. It 
therefore seems best to describe the central sector first 
and to do so from east to west. 

I. THE ROAD FROM THE PEDDER STONE 
TO BUTTERILKET. 

The Pedder Stone' lies on the south side of the 
modern road up the Wrynose pass at Hollin Crag. It 
is a large and roughly quadrangular block of the local 
rock, deliberately set by the roadside and traditionally 
used by pedlars as a rest for their shoulder-packs; and 
it is in fact admirably suited to such a purpose. At 
this point on the pass, the hillside to north of the road 
displays a cut shelf, reduced to some four feet in width 
by weathering and hillside wash and frequently 
interrupted by the dry watercourses which seam the 
precipitous and rather loose hillside. This shelf, which 
is obviously of high antiquity, is in fact the first trace 
of the Roman road. Broken and battered, yet not to 
be mistaken, it continues up the pass at a gentle gradient 
and gradually broadens, until, on passing the rivulet 
which crosses the modern road just below B.M. 842.4, 
it becomes a broad and well-made terrace at least 18 feet 
wide. It is here high above the modern road and is 
rounding the shoulder of Great Horse Crag in order to 
cross Wrynose Beck some 75 yards upstream from the 
modern road-bridge. 	Continuing wide, it approaches 

2 Though the Pedder Stone is an old dialect form and describes an obsolete 
institution, I have been unable to trace any old reference to the stone itself. 
Perhaps a local member may be able to supply the need. 

C 
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FIG. 2. (Reproduced from the 6 inch Ordnance Survey map, with the sanction of the Controller of H.M. Stationery Office, 
and printed by Titus Wilson & Son, Limited, 28, Highgate, Kendal).  
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THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 19 

the beck at a rocky narrowing, highly suitable for 
a small bridge, though all trace of any such structure 
has long since disappeared. Once across the stream it 
follows the contours of the hillside, crossing the three 
streamlets which feed the south-western tributary of the 
beck above the point where they unite in a single ugly 
chasm. The road has now become a prominent cause-
way 18 feet wide and follows a course considerably less 
steep than that of the modern road, clinging closely to 
the hillside with a much more sensitive feeling for 
gradient. At B.M. 1040.9 it is running almost parallel 
with the modern road and continues to do so until B.M. 
1243.9. A tendency to converge then developes and at 
spot-level 1247 the two roads run close together until, 
at spot-level 1252, the modern road cuts across the 
Roman causeway, which is still 18 feet wide. The 
Roman causeway then swings in an even curve well 
south of the Three Shire Stone and is traceable all the 
way except where engulfed in a little marsh. The line 
then meets that of the modern road and may have been 
coincident with it, but reappears some eighty yards 
further on, just south of the little cairn close to spot-level 
1281. 	Some seventy yards further west the modern 
road bulges northwards round a little shoulder, but the 
Roman causeway keeps straight on as a terraced shelf, 
always to south of the modern road. At this point the 
line is dominated by the crags of Side Edge, which rise 
some seven hundred or eight hundred feet above the 
modern road. The rock face is subject to heavy erosion 
by wind and wet and tends to shed both scree and large 
boulders. 	The boulders in particular have frequently 
been trapped in their downward course by the shelf of 
the Roman road, which so provides a valuable time-scale 
for the rate of erosion. At the sheep-wall above B.M. 
982-4 the terraced causeway is 21 feet wide, but is soon 
broken by water from the hillside and only becomes 
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THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 2I 

clear as a scree-covered causeway opposite Eller Dubs. 
Here the road-mound, of which the north edge is 
particularly sharp, begins to swing northwards in order 
to cross the infant river Duddon, cutting athwart the 
modern road just east of spot-level 881. 

The precise point at which the Roman road crossed 
the Duddon is not clear, owing to erosion of the south 
bank, but the causeway soon becomes plain upon the 
north side of the stream. 	It is correctly marked as 
` ` Roman Road " upon the six-inch Ordnance Map, and 
while past observers appear to have been less fortunate,' 
Miss Fair, Mr Harrison and the writer could see a cause-
way 24 feet wide, with kerbs peeping up here and there 
on either side of it. 	Where the road is involved in 
hillside streams, no doubt once carried below it in cul-
verts, it has been buried some two feet deep in the moss, 
but can readily be felt with a stout walking-stick. Here 
and there the stone kerbing is seen and on the west side 
of Gaitscale Gill the road was visible as a solid mass of 
stone bottoming with gravel surfacing, the whole 24 feet 
wide. Through the Gaitscale intakes all traces seem to 
have been removed by former cultivation, but the south 
kerbing appears further west and the mound again 
emerges on the course marked upon the six-inch 
Ordnance Map, aiming for a second crossing of 
the Duddon in line with the modern road running east 
of Cockley Beck. The crossing point is so flat and low 
as to suggest that there was here a ford rather than a 
bridge, the mound of the Roman road being clear upon 
either side of the river : but modern appearances may 
nevertheless be quite deceptive. To south of the cross-
ing the Roman road soon falls in with the modern road, 
but leaves it again at spot-level 726, aiming to cross the 
Duddon for the last time above both the Cockley Beck 

3  Haverfield (CW2 xv 191) denied any continuation east of Gaitscale and 
evidently did not see the remains visible to us. 
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THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 23 

waterfall and the watersmeet with Moasdale Beck. 
Shortly before reaching the Duddon the metalled cause-
way again appears, 18 feet wide. 

Across the Moasdale Beck the road does not take the 
direct course for Hardknott but keeps to the valley. As 
marked on the six-inch Ordnance Map it coincides with 
the accommodation-road to Black Hall. This modern 
farm-track is about 9 feet wide, but it wanders about 
on top of a Roman road-mound some 20 feet wide,' and, 
on the south-east side of this mound, a row of eight 
quarry pits exploits the gravel-bed on which the mound 
is running. Elsewhere such features are either lost in 
bog or substituted by the technique of " ̀ cut and fill " 
on the hillside. At the crossing of Hardknott Gill, east 
of Black Hall, the Roman road, diverging from the farm-
track, still runs south-westwards, straight across the field 
to south of the farm, and crosses the Roundley Beck 
just before leaving the field. It then swings still further 
south, but very soon doubles back north-westward in a 
sweeping curve,' keeping to east of a ruined sheepfold, 
and then swings south-westward once more, reaching 
the goo-foot contour at the south boundary of the field. 
Here another turn north-westwards is made and the road 
has been much washed out by a small stream, but at 
seventy yards further uphill another and sharper zig-
zag takes the road across the 1, 000-foot contour and into 
a bold cutting through a breast in the hillside. 	The 
course now runs straight WNW for 13o yards, on the 
south-west margin of a small stream, the actual roadway 
being clear as a causeway seven paces wide. A final 
double zig-zag follows and the road swings NNW round 
the south-west shoulder of Hard Knott, attaining a 

4 This mound, but not the quarry-pits, was seen by Haverfield, who, 
however, was unable to trace its continuation west of Black Hall. 

5  This course is, somewhat perfunctorily, marked upon the map illustrating 
McGilchrist's paper, CW2 xix facing p. 17, but the details are not described. 
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24 THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 

height of 1,265 feet. It joins the modern road close to 
spot-level 1212. 

From this point westwards Roman road and modern 
road coincide for about 100 yards. 	On either side of 
B.M. 1106.2, however, the Roman road swings north-
ward, through a cutting 15 feet deep which pierces a 
rocky spur at the foot • of Raven Crag. Here the width 
of the road has been reduced to 15 feet. Then, running 
south of the modern road until that road itself turns 
sharply southwards at B.M. 1033.4, it follows a westward 
course along the shoulder of the fell. For the first part 
of this stretch the road surface is formed by the living 
rock and shows signs of heavy wear, but at the end of 
the sector a bold artificial causeway appears, at least 
15 feet wide. The Roman road then swings south, 
descending to the modern road by two small zig-zags 
and reaching it just west of B.M.  865.7 . 

The modern road south of Hardknott fort is now 
marked upon the Ordnance maps as Roman, but this 
is an error. For the mound of the Roman road is again 
seen just south of the Roman bath-house, ' west of which 
it throws out a branch to the south-east gate (porta 
praetoria) of the fort. It is thus clear that from the 
sharp bend in the modern roadway, to west of B.M. 
865.7, the Roman and modern roads were no longer 
coincident but followed a more or less parallel course, 
the Roman road lying some thirty yards higher up the 
slope, in closer proximity to the fort and its external 
buildings. West of the branch to the porta praetoria 
the main Roman road disappears in moss and rank 
vegetation, and the next visible sign of Roman work is 
a double zig-zag which brings a roadway down the rocky 
shoulder from the south-west gateway of the fort (porta 
principalis dextra). The junction of this branch with 
the main road is lost, but the branch is plain to see 
throughout and soon assumes a course which must be 
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THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 25 

that of the main road. It crosses the Butterilket 
field-wall seventy yards north of the modern road and 
then describes a double zig-zag as a bold terrace 15 feet 
wide. A second double zig-zag occurs just north of the 
modern road, involving two more inroads into the 
Butterilket enclosure. Then the road swings down 
the spur on a course parallel with and just north of the 
modern road and is last seen in the Butterilket coppice, 
a little west of B.M. 429.2. The causeway is here 16 
feet -wide. 

This completes the description of the central sector, 
from the Pedder Stone to Butterilket. It will be 
observed that the engineering of the road varies consider-
ably. On the hillsides it is a terraced road cut back as 
a shelf and it hugs the contours. In the valleys it strikes 
a bold point-to-point course on the river-terrace, in long 
straight sections. The hillside shelf is normally from 
15 to 18 feet wide. The valley causeway is consider-
ably wider, attaining 24 feet. But on the hillsides 
natural creep, on the uphill side, and erosion, on the 
downhill side, have probably somewhat reduced the 
orignal proportions, which may thus have more nearly 
approached the 24-foot standard. On the other hand, 
the rock cutting on the shoulder of Raven Crag is 
inexorably fixed at 15  feet, so that the road here 
unquestionably drops below the broad standard and 
more nearly approaches that of such roads as the Stane-
gate. Fifteen feet, however, is quite clearly a minimum 
width on the most difficult portions of the road. Those 
who are familiar with previous descriptions of the Roman 
road will also note that many parts of the course have 
hitherto remained unrecorded. That they should now 
be placed on record is largely due to the keen interest 
of Mr Harrison, deeply encouraged by Miss Fair. His 
pastures, ever since boyhood days at Butterilket and 
a more recent tenancy at Black Hall, had covered most 
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26 THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 

of the ground involved and given him a knowledge of 
the terrain such as is only acquired by one traversing it 
with keen eye in all seasons and weathers. 	Without 
his sure and unhesitating guidance much might have 
been missed, in particular the details of the zig-zag course 
south-west of Black Hall and the terrace above the 
Pedder Stone. From Eller Dubs to Butterilket, how-
ever, the course as here described was worked out on 
the same line, though in less detail, by Mr C. R. B. 
McGilchrist; and it is due to him to say that the coincid-
ence of result gives the more satisfaction as our inquiry 
was conducted independently of his. 

II. THE ROAD FROM BUTTERILKET 
TO RAVENGLASS. 

Between Butterilket and Ravenglass there are few 
clues. 	Some forty years ago Miss Fair met with an 
old inhabitant of upper Eskdale who recollected the road 
being ploughed up in the field between the modern track 
and the river Esk east of Wha House Bridge. Again, 
west of Wha House Bridge the modern road runs upon 
a heavy causeway, resembling that at Black Hall, which 
might be of Roman origin. 	The difference in width 
between the modern track and the causeway was even 
more apparent than now before the existing surface was 
laid. 	But the matter is in reality uncertain and from 
this point westwards any sound structural evidence is to 
seek. The received opinion, that the modern road 
by the Woolpack Inn and the School and Vicarage at 
Beckfoot represents the Roman line, is based only upon 
general straightness of course and may be quite illusory. 
Further west still, between the King George Inn and 
Parkhouse, the state of affairs is worse. 	Not one of 
the remains hitherto described as Roman conforms to 
Roman standards. 	The suggested course across the 
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THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 27 

bluff north of Muncaster Head is difficult and tortuous 
and exhibits not the slightest trace of Roman structure. 
Just north of the Parkhouse Roman tile-kilns again, 
the road called Roman by Mr McGilchrist' is the old 
road into Eskdale. The Roman road lay south of the 
kilns and was ploughed up during the first World 
War. Its position, on the fringe of the flats, 
is markedly similar to the section in the upper Duddon 
valley, and there seems no reason why, further east, 
the course should not have continued along the flats, 
skirting the Muncaster Head bluffs rather than climbing 
over them. Westwards, the next soundly attested 
stretch of road is that which leaves the east gate of the 
fort at Ravenglass and aims in a straight line across the 
meadows for Muncaster Home farm. It is not visible 
in the pasture except in dry summers but is well attested 
by drainers.' Doubt, however, must be expressed 
whether it was then necessary, as has been thought, for 
the road to climb another 250 feet up Muncaster Fell 
when a gradual descent through Green Wood and Chapel 
Wood on the south slope of the fell towards High 
Eskholme would have rendered the climb unnecessary. 
The ascending course exhibits no Roman work and seems 
clearly explicable as a later detour round the Mun-
caster and Chapel estates. In short, material evidence 
for the road in the eight-mile stretch from Butterilket 
to Ravenglass is confined to a well-attested length 
immediately east of Ravenglass fort, the river-terrace 
sector south of the Parkhouse tile-kilns, the possible 
causeway west of Wha House Bridge and the oral 
tradition, recorded by Miss Fair, of the removal of the 
road in the meadow east of Wha House Bridge. All 

6 CW2 xix ao: but the reference to a track six feet wide applies to post-
Roman traffic tracks of a familiar kind. It has nothing to do with the Roman 
road. 

7 CW2 xix 19. 
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28 THE ROMAN ROAD FROM AMBLESIDE TO RAVENGLASS 

the rest of the course remains conjectural and this 
emphasises the difficulty of following the road in agri-
cultural land. But when the engineering of the known 
sectors in the Duddon and Esk valleys is considered, it 
seems on general grounds unlikely that the road left the 
flats except to climb at last on to the promontory which 
accommodated its objective, the fort at Ravenglass. In 
general, then, the line seems clear : in detail, very much 
remains to be discovered. 

III. THE ROAD FROM THE PEDDER STONE 
TO AMBLESIDE FORT. 

The conditions which obscure so much of the Roman 
road in Eskdale obtain also in Little Langdale as soon 
as the agricultural area is reached. Intensive cultiva-
tion has blotted out the Roman road and there is only 
one point where evident remains of indubitably Roman 
structure have been recognised. This is the bed of the 
Brathay, where, a hundred yards downstream from the 
bridge carrying the road to Tilberthwaite, south of Birk 
Houses, the bottoming and south kerb of the road were 
observed by R. G. Collingwood.8  But it is impossible 
to accept as Roman in type or origin either the eight-
foot roadway running through Park Coppice and 
Spindle Coppice to Colwith Gills and so to High Park 
Farm and Stang End' or, on the other hand, the equally 
narrow track from Slater Bridge to High Hall Garth 
and Bridge End. Both these tracks are un-Roman in 
their choice of course and type of construction and they 
seem to represent a much more recent, though perhaps 
not immediate, precursor of the modern road. In a most 
careful examination of their whole course the writer was 

8  Cw2 XXi 28. 
9  It should be emphasised that there is no physical connexion between this 

track and the road in the Brathay (ibid.). 
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not only unable to discern any hint of Roman structure, 
but came to a very firm conclusion that no earlier 
structure had occupied their line. 	In short, it seems 
much more likely that the Roman road, as near Tilber-
thwaite bridge, kept to the valley bottom all the way 
to Ambleside and even may have held throughout to the 
south bank of the Brathay. The argument in favour of 
a course by Brathay and Rothay Bridges, based upon 
the absence of a heavy causeway across the flats east of 
Old Brathay,10  is invalidated by the fact that, in the 
flats to north of Ambleside fort, the known Roman road 
was carried not on a raised causeway but on a flat 
corduroy." What was done for one road may well 
have been done for the other. Nor need any bridge be 
expected to have survived in visible form, if bridge there 
was. 	Consequently, it is still possible to choose the 
direct line, until such time as this choice is rebutted by 
structural evidence for another course. Meanwhile, the 
sole evidence for the course of the road is the eroded 
portion in the bed of the Brathay south of Birk Houses. 
It may however be suggested that east of Skelwith Bridge 
a course slightly north of Bog Lane is possible, and it 
may be observed that to north of this modern road, in 
the bend just west of Holy Trinity Church, there are 
indications of a causeway over sixteen feet wide. Any 
course along the north bank between Skelwith and 
Clappersgate seems out of the question. The existing 
narrow road had to quarry away some heavy bluffs at 
Nanny Brow and Brunthow Crag. 

IV. GENERAL OBSERVATIONS. 
In conclusion, some general observations seem worth 

making. The existing portions of Roman road on the 

lo CW2 xxi 25-26. 
il CW2 ii 32-33. 
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line which has been described are built to a scale which 
calls for comment. Apart from the rock cutting at 
Raven Crag, where the road is narrowed to 15 feet, the 
proportions are everywhere wider, and often exceed 
twenty feet. This places the roadway in the category 
of a main road, as Roman roads go. It compares, for 
example, with the Military Way12  behind Hadrian's 
Wall, which is usually about 20 feet in width or with 
the Stanegate,13  which ranges from z8 to 20 feet wide. 
The impression conveyed is that no pains were spared 
to make this road across Wrynose and Hârdknott a first-
class line of communication. Strategically, the line is 
of considerable importance. It is open to question 
whether the Romans ever engineered a coast road 
through Furness." If they did so, then Nature dictates 
that the line must have been either tediously circuitous 
or inconveniently broken by frequent ferries or tidal 
fords.' In either case the road by Wrynose and Hard-
knott remains the sole reliable cross-country route 
barring off the south end of the Lake District or the north 
end of Furness. This device of encirclement or cordon 
as a means of breaking the power and checking the move-
ment of unruly tribes was in northern Britain an early 
and cardinal feature of Roman permanent strategy. It is 
the essential characteristic selected by Tacitus1ó when 
he wishes to epitomize Agricolan policy. This explains 
why the road was so massive and so well constructed, 
as being one of the strongest links in the chain of which 
it formed part. But there is also another side to the 
picture. 	It used to be stressed that Ravenglass, the 

12 AA3 ix 64 (so feet). 
13 AA4 xiv 189 (tot-24+ feet, at Chesterholm) : AA4 xix 196 (21 feet, at 

Corbridge) : CW2 xxxvi 186 (24 feet, at Watchclose). 
14  Watkin, Roman Lancashire, 85. 
15 Cf. CW2 xlvii 185 for John Wesley's dislike of this route because of the 

estuaries. 
16 Tacitus, Agricola, 20, civitates 	praesidiis castellisque circumdatae. 
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terminal port, was a good centre for an Irish expedition, 
and R. G. Collingwood, in a brilliant paper,17  brought 
road and port into connexion with Agricola's fifth 
campaign and the assemblage of ,troops on the coast 
which looks towards Ireland. But for this phase 
of Agricola's campaigning more recent discoveries, 
which have extended his fort-system to Ayrshire, have 
provided a newer and more attractive interpretation. 
They do not, however, weaken another aspect of the 
fort at Ravenglass, as a supply-base from which many 
of the forts of the interior could receive with minimum 
overland transport those numerous bulky goods, repre-
sentative of everyday needs, which the Roman world 
preferred to despatch by sea. 	In this respect Raven- 
glass compares with Maryport, South Shields or Carpow, 
and it is to the port as a place of unlading rather than 
of embarcation that greater attention is due. It then 
falls into place as a focus of supplies for a wide district. 
Finally, it must not be forgotten that in the Imperial 
Posting system, as recorded for us by the Antonine 
Itinerary," Ravenglass (Glannoventa) was the terminal 
point of a courier's route, provided with official postal 
and travelling facilities. This implies official recogni-
tion of the Hardknott route as an arterial link of the 
greatest value. The only other point at which the Post-
ing system penetrated to Cumbria was Carlisle, reached 
from York by the Stainmore Pass. On these considera-
tions, the scale and careful engineering of this remote 
road through the mountains accord with logical 
expectation. 

17  Archaeologia lxxi 1-16, Hardknot Castle and the Tenth Antonine Itinerary. 
18 Itinerarium Antonini Augusti (Parthey & Pinder, 1848) p. 23o, 481, 1, 

Item a Glan(n)oventa Mediolano = Itineraria Romana I (Otto Cuntz), 74. 
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