
ART. II — Excavations on a Cup-and-Ring marked boulder on Tortie Hill, Midgeholme
Parish (NY 589578) and a newly discovered decorated rock in the vicinity
(NY 588578).
By COLIN RICHARDSON, B.A., M.Phil.

Tortie i

T HIS important decorated boulder was first reported to Tullie House Museum by
Mrs J. Waldron of Hallbankgate, in March 1987, and recorded by the present

writer shortly afterwards.
The carvings on the stone have been described and illustrated by Frodsham,' but

more recent work has revealed considerably more artificial markings on the surface of the
boulder than those previously noted. A series of photographs taken under varying light
conditions and in conjunction with a wax-rubbing, shows cup-marks covering much of
the surface (Fig. i). 2

Prior to excavation, the boulder appeared to be either bedded into a low turf-covered
mound, or, had functioned as a nucleus round which cairn material had accumulated. A
decision was taken to investigate this mound and its relationship to the boulder.

During earlier field-walking a large glacial erratic was recorded on the fell opposite the
Tortie Stone in August 1988. A series of surface markings are almost certainly artificial
and observations on this stone are included in this note.

The Site

The area is one of rough fell pasture which gives way to short-cropped grass in the
immediate vicinity of the Tortie Stone. There are stones of varying size lying in the field,
some almost completely buried, and it has been suggested that a number of them are
possible artificial settings and alignments.' Space forbids a detailed description of these
features, except to note the presence of one small standing stone which appears to have
an artificial cup-mark on the upper surface.

Tortie 1 is situated on a south-west facing slope and is aligned north—south on its
longitudinal axis. The rock is a creamy-yellow sandstone with the surface weathered to a
variety of hues from dull red to mid-grey with a lichen cover in many places. The
dimensions of the boulder prior to turf removal were; Max.L. 183 cm (north—south);
Max.W. i io cm (east—west); Max.Ht. above modern ground level 51 cm. The
boat-shaped mound measured 5.6 metres in length, 3.o metres in width and o.3 metres
in height. Following the removal of the turf and soil cover, the exposed stone cairn
measured i .6 metres in length and i .4 metres in width.

Limestone and fine-grained sandstone predominated amongst the rock types found on
the site with a fair sprinkling of igneous stones especially pink granite.' Fragments of
quartz were encountered at all levels in the mound and in the excavated sectors.
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The Excavation

The work was undertaken in November 1988, and an initial area measuring 3.o x 2.0

metres was stripped on the north side of the Tortie Stone where the mound material
survived to its maximum height.

The soil profile consisted of a turf cover with dense root matt and a finely textured soil
varying in colour from dark to mid-brown. Below this was a layer of dirty sandy-yellow
soil containing small stones and with some root penetration. Soil from this layer filled the
interstices in the cairn body with occasional pockets of grey soil resulting from prolonged
leaching. Yellow boulder clay containing varying sizes of water-worn stones lay below
the cairn material and was present over the whole of the excavated area at an average
depth of 16 cm below the modern turf line. In order to check that this was not
re-deposited material, test-holes were dug at various points adjacent to and up to 8
metres beyond the boulder and at depths up to 0.75 metre. This confirmed the virgin
nature of the glacial deposit.

The cairn stones in the north facing spread revealed no evidence of deliberate
construction and appeared to be the result of either gradual accumulation or surface
clearance. However, there was a tendency for larger stones to form a core with smaller
stones towards the perimeter, and it may be unwise to dismiss entirely the possibility
that the Tortie mound was a "structure" of some antiquity with the boulder as a
nucleus. s

Area stripping in the east, west and southern sectors uncovered a considerable number
of rounded and angular stones of varying sizes and rock types. Apart from a
concentration of large stones on the west and north-west sides of the boulder, there was
nothing to suggest intentional construction. Some of the more substantial angular blocks
(average size 5o x 3o x 20 cm) were well-bedded in the underlying boulder clay.

Following removal of the surrounding cairn material, it was with some surprise that a
socket-hole was discovered partly obscured by and extending beyond the northern half
of the Tortie Stone. The edge of the socket was clearly defined and contained a fill of
friable sandy-yellow and grey coloured soil with small stones and flecks of charcoal. A
series of angular stones set on edge and firmly entrenched on the north side of the hole
had functioned as packing stones. The cleaned-out socket was 4o cm deep below the old
ground surface with a rim measurement of 75 x 130 cm. The position of the socket
suggests it was the flattish north end of the boulder which had been inserted into the
ground. The boulder clay in the bottom of the socket would have provided a natural
"cushion" for the stone upright and would not have required the use of back-filled clay as
in the case of the Goggleby Stone. 6 The yellow and grey fill soil was identical to that in
the upper layers and had been used to pack the socket-hole.

There were few finds resulting from the excavation. Fragments of coal were found
immediately below the turf line and lying on the surface of the boulder clay. This
was hardly surprising in view of the coal outcrops in the locality and drift mining
along the hill slopes to the south. Flecks and small pieces of charcoal were found in
the cairn body and adjacent areas, and on the surface of the boulder clay. Two
concentrations were noted in natural depressions in the old ground surface close to
the north-east corner of the boulder, although insufficient in quantity for sampling.
Scatters of charcoal and concentrations have been recorded at a number of Cumbrian
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sites, including Birrel Sike. 7 In the present case it may well be the result of
vegetation clearance.

Two fragments of pottery were recovered from the soil and root matt below the turf
cover, one of which is a body sherd in a buff-coloured fabric with traces of yellow-green
glaze on the exterior surface and dating from the 13th-14th century A.D.

Conclusion

Rock carvings on single upright monoliths are far less common in the British Isles than
those which have been incorporated into field monuments or appear on rock outcrops.
This generality applies to both Passage Grave art and to cups-and-rings. In the Border
Counties region, cups-and-rings are primarily found on rock outcrops, cist slabs and in
burial mounds and only very rarely on single standing stones.' The scarcity of rock art
from Cumbria is well-known and is summarised by Frodsham,9 and only Asper's Field,
Goggleby Stone (?), Kirksanton and Long Meg, can be regarded as upright stones still in
situ and displaying cups or cups-and-rings.

There is insufficient archaeological evidence to chart the history of the Tortie Stone in
any great detail in the remote past. The boulder may be the sole survivor from a Late
Neolithic/Early Bronze Age circle, or, an isolated megalith which stood originally in an
upright position. Following its collapse, rock-carvers then decorated the upper surface of
the recumbent stone. Alternatively, the boulder is a glacial erratic which was decorated
by Late Neolithic or earlier Bronze Age people as it lay in the prone position. It was then
pulled upright and at a later date fell over as a result of natural subsidence or human
agency. The fact that the main carvings at the northern edge would be buried in the
socket-hole and thus obscured, does not necessarily preclude this latter theory. Many
carvings have funerary associations and are not visible, while cups-and-rings on standing
megaliths have been found buried well below ground level.

The only certain conclusion which can be drawn from the investigation, is that at some
time in remote antiquity the Tortie Stone was in an upright position. The boulder then
fell in a southerly direction and the absence of packing stones on this side of the
socket-hole can be compared with the Goggleby Stone. 10 The monolith gradually sank
into the boulder clay under its own weight and over the centuries became a nucleus for
an accumulation of stones and soil which formed the cairn.

Tortie 2

This large flat-topped sandstone block has been a favourite picnic spot for local people
over the years! The core material, where it is exposed, is a creamy-yellow in colour while
the surface is weathered to a mid-grey with patches of lichen adhering. The overall
dimensions are: Max.L. 4.3 m; Max.W. 3.o m; Max.Ht. 1.25 m.

There are no definite artificial markings on the top surface, but elsewhere there are a
number of cups and vertical channels (Fig. 1). 11 Some of the cups are situated where the
sides fall sharply away from the upper surface, especially on the east and west faces. On
the south and west sides, the cups are on the vertical rock face and can be compared to
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the rows of cups on the rock outcrop at Old Bewick, Northumberland. 12 The cups on the
east face are related to artificial grooves.

While it is possible that some of the surface markings are natural formations, the
presence of cups and grooves on the steeply-angled and vertical surfaces strongly
suggests man-made decoration.
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