(go)

ART. VIII.—The Roman Road over Whinfell.
WILSON, Hon. Secretary to the Society.

By Mr. T.

Read at Low Borrow Bridge Camp, June 27, 1883.
recently very little was known of Borrow Bridge
TILL
as a Roman station. Dr. Whitaker mentions it as a
place for which he feels no concern ; and Rauthmell, who
gives a very full and exhaustive description of Overborough,
the next station south, is altogether silent about Borrow
Bridge. Mr. John Just,* an eminent authority, ventures
to describe Borrow Bridge as "Alone," a station of the
Tenth Iter, and hazards an opinion about the direction of
the Roman road from thence to the south, differing altogether from succeeding authorities. Mr. C. Nicholson, in
a paper read before the members of the Kendal Literary
and Scientific Society,+ also identifies this station as
"Alauna," minutely describes the size and position of the
camp, and gives us the date of its foundation and its fall,
but leaves the route southwards a matter of speculation
and uncertainty, and to this time there is no conclusive
evidence as to the exact track of the road between this
station and Overborough. It is therefore fitting and appropriate that this Society should meet here to-day in pursuit
of information, and endeavour, by an examination of the
camp and its surroundings, to throw some new light on
subjects which have given rise to many different opinions.
The station at Borrow Bridge was one of great strategic
importance ; it commanded two very important passes : one
to the north, by the valley of the Lune, at the Tebay gorge ;
the other to the west, by the valley of the Borrow ; and
it was practically the only direct route for inland corn* Cited ante pp. 79, 80.
+ Printed in Nicholson's Annals of Kendal,

p. 377.
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munication between the Roman legion at Chester and
the different garrisons on a great portion of the Roman
wall. Streams of Roman soldiers, with their stores and
baggage, must have been continually passing through ; and
a large body of fighting men would constantly be on duty
to guard and defend the stronghold in case of attack. The
ancient inhabitants of the country, driven from their peaceful homes in the valleys, would here, amidst the wild
rugged mountains, make a last desperate struggle for freedom. Of this there are numerous evidences on the almost
inaccessible fells which surround us. Frequent traces of
hut-circles and earthworks, formerly the dwellings and
defences of the half-savage Britain, still exist, and are met
with on the hills around wherever the slightest advantage
could be gained or resistance offered, giving proof of the
persistency and stubbornness of the stand that the natives
made against the hated Roman invasion.
To a camp, surrounded by such a numerous body of
hostile natives, and subject to such frequent incursions, it
was necessary, in case of need, that there should be speedy
means of succour. Rapid communications with their
reserves, in all seasons, was a matter of the utmost importance; and bodies of armed men, trained to march in regular
order, would soon find out the uselessness of the existing
tracks and the necessity of forming good roads, suitable to
their mode of marching, and available in all seasons.
These, as times passed, would be gradually improved, till
at length the substantial and durable military roads—paved,
channelled, and drained—which, after a lapse of 1600 years,
still leave their traces in this neighbourhood, were the
result.
Beside the great through route from Borrow Bridge to
Overborough, the track of which is obscure and uncertain,
more from the want of exploration than the absence of
evidence, there was evidently a vicinal way to Watercrook,
the
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the site of the station south of Kendal. This road I am
about to describe ; it was first pointed out by Mr. Nicholson,
but he does not appear to have closely examined it, and
gives no detailed description of its route and formation.
Mr. watkin seems to be unaware of its existence, and,
when speaking of the Roman road pointing towards Kirkby
Thore, says : " This is the only road which is known to
issue from this station" (Borrow Bridge), and gives us no
further account of what must have been a very important
channel of communication. Though very little known,
this road is well defined and cannot easily be missed ; it
starts from the west of the camp, and, keeping south
of Borrow Beck, points towards Whinfell Beacon. For
about a mile or more it is used as an occupation
road leading to the higher end of the valley. Turning
here a little to the left, and gradually ascending, the
route passes a boggy hillside through a plantation now
covered with alder trees, where the long accumulation
of decayed vegetable matter has filled up the roadway
between the agger on each side to a depth of about 20
inches, and rendered the surface soft and spongy. On
probing the soil with a walking-stick, the bottom was quite
hard, and sounded in places as if it might have been paved
or flagged. Further on, the roadway has been carried
upward on the slope of the hillside, the higher portion
being cut away in some places as much as 18 inches, and
laid to the lower side. The width of the road is here four
yards and a half wide ; in some places it is in a very dilapidated condition, owing to the rain having washed the soil
on to it from the higher part, and damaged the foundation
at the lower side. There are traces of drains which have
crossed underneath the road in different places, formed so
as to intercept and carry the water from the surface, but
these are all now useless. Rising at a gradient of about
1in6wegradulychtsmi,eroufacnsiderable distance having been perfectly straight, and the
incline
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incline quite regular, and the gradient never too steep
for the passage of wheeled vehicles. The summit of the
pass is about 1,500 feet above the sea level, and about a
mile to the east of Whinfell Beacon. Here the rock shows
a bare weather-worn surface, the road-material having been
long ago washed away, and all marks of actual traffic quite
obliterated. The track is still discernable, but looks as if
it had, at various times, been interfered with. From this,
the highest point of the pass, there is an extensive view
to the south—the fertile valley at the foot of Whinfell,
with Patton Heights a little beyond, is immediately below
us ; further on is the town of Kendal with its castlecrowned hill keeping guard over it ; whilst in the distance
Arnside Knot and Morecambe Bay are prominent objects ;
and Carnforth can easily be discerned by the smoke from
its lofty chimney. On the south side of the hill the road
can easily be traced, but towards the summit, it is not
in a good state of preservation. The descent from the
upper part is through coarse reedy grass, by a curve
which follows the inclination of the hill ; and after the
steepest part is passed, the road is perfectly straight and
distinctly traceable to the valley below. It seems here to
have been thoroughly renovated at the time the common
was inclosed, and is at this point in good repair, in great
part channelled to keep the water off the surface, and
at places there are conduits to carry the water from
the upper to the lower side. These conduits are mostly
modern, having been either newly built or repaired at the
time of the inclosure ; but in one or two places there are
remains of the stone foundations which are ancient, and
from the way in which some of the stones show diagonal
hammer marks, are evidently the remains of Roman work.
The surface of the road way here is firm and hard, and
covered over with a fine short herbage which makes it at
the present time very pleasant to walk upon ; it is raised
up from the level of the adjoining land, which on each
side
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side is soft and springy. Towards the base of the hill
where the moorland ceases, and the process of agriculture
commences, the road branches a little to the right from
the present modern occupation road, and begins to be
rather faint, and in a short time all visible signs of it are
lost. A farmhouse on the route is called Cochin, another
Debbett, and another, on the edge of Whinfell Tarn, is
named Borrans. In repairing the road here, it was found
to be raised above the height of the land adjoining, and
roughly formed in a very substantial way of large stones
According to tradition Borrans was the
and gravel.
half way halting place of the Roman soldiers between
Watercrook and Borrow Bridge; and Whinfell Tarn, close
by, was a watering place for their horses. Proceeding
onwards we pass through a pleasant country lane to Patton
Bridge, and over Patton Heights, without finding any
further traces of the road either in place-names or appearances, and forward over Laverock Bridge to Spital. Here
about fifteen years ago a very fine Roman quern was found
in an old tree stump ; and recently another was discovered
doing duty as a cover over a drain. Both of these are
strong evidence of the Roman occupation, and it is probable that the road passed here on its route to Watercrook.
In the absence of any indications of Roman remains
having been discovered during the carrying out of the
main drainage works in Kendal, I am inclined to think
that the road did not pass through the town, but went
eastward of the river, and most likely east of the castle
hill, but the exact track has disappeared, and is now a
matter of conjecture.
In appearance and formation this road over Whinfell
much resembles the Roman road over High street, and is
formed quite differently from the modern mountain passes
or the driving roads across some of our uninclosed fells.
It has evidently been laid out and planned by a skilled
engineer, and its execution has been carried out without
regard
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regard to cost. Our ordinary mountain roads and passes
such as Gatescarth at the head of Longsleddale ; Breast
High, between High Borrow Bridge and Bretherdale, and
many others, could never be mistaken for Roman work.
They are passable with conveyances, but with great
dificulty and only in fine weather; and in the rainy season
they are little better than mountain torrents; they have
grown only from the necessity of neighbourly communication between the dwellers of adjacent valleys, and show
no sign of having been planned or executed for accommodating much traffic. But the road I have described is
formed in a very durable and substantial manner, it is
raised above the ordinary level of the surrounding ground;
it has been paved, channelled, and thoroughly drained, and
has been dry and hard, and available for a rapid and
heavy traffic in all weathers. The width is uniform
throughout, except in one or two places where it descends
rapidly round a curve, and then it widens, so as to make
the ascent or descent easier and safer for laden vehicles.
It is wider than an ordinary township road, a proof that
it has been designed for a far more extensive traffic that
would ever have been necessary between one valley and
another, and it takes the shortest and most direct route
between the two points that it was designed to connect.
In concluding these remarks, I must acknowledge the
valuable assistance I have received from my friend Mr.
Thomas Long. His great experience, and his intimate
knowledge of every nook and corner in this district,
whether ancient or modern, gives weight and authority
to his information, and I am indebted to him for many
hints and much practical advice.
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