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ART. II. —The Roman Road in Eskdale. By C. R. B.
MCGILCHRIST, F. S. A. Scot.
Read at Carlisle, May 7th, 1918.

S

TRICTLY speaking there are two roads in the dale
one, coming from the south by the cross lane in
Waberthwaite parish, crosses the Esk estuary at a narrow
part close to the church, skirts round the slope below the
beacon on Newtown Knott, passes through the garden
at Walls House, past the great fort there, parallel and
close to the east rampart, along the edge of the large
annexe to the north, very clearly marked in its course
through the plantation, merging later into the line of the
present drive, and eventually, no doubt, crossing the
Mite estuary, at a point where the two sides approach
each other, and connecting with the next fort on the
coast at Moresby.* But it is of the road up the dale,
on its way to the fort at Waterhead, Windermere, that
I have to deal. Having spent many months during
several years in Eskdale, I have given a good deal of
time to the decipherment of the road along its entire
course till it crosses the watershed between Esk and
Duddon—and even beyond, into Little Langdale, where
any clue has, so far, eluded me. The work has been as
puzzling as it has been fascinating, and in many places
the ultimate decision has been reached only by a. process
of exclusion of alternatives. That there was a road, in
regular use for at least two or three centuries, is of course
obvious—the mid-way fort on Hardknott demands it.
The excellent harbour of Ravenglass, sheltered as it is
* I know that all authorities do not agree as to the Roman origin of this
road, partly owing to the difficulties presented by the estuaries to the eastward,
but there must have been some access to the fort at Ravenglass from the
south-east, as there certainly was from the north-west ; and I am content to
follow the late Chancellor Ferguson.
C
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by the overlapping sand dunes, and probably so much
freer of silt in Roman days as to enable the light-draught
vessels of the time to enter at most states of the tide
and to reach the wharf which we may believe to have
been built at the edge of the north annexe, also demanded
the service of a road for the distribution of imports and
for the gathering of up-country produce. But in many
places the road has disappeared under the growth of
vegetation and the accumulation of soil ; in others it
shows as a faint track, scarcely as good as a sheep walk ;
and in still others (but not much more than in one out
of the first five miles) the modern road runs along it.
Among the dale's folk I have found extremely little
knowledge, or even interest in it, excepting in the case
of one intelligent shepherd. But I have had the advantage of an occasional and useful interchange of views
with the late Dr. Parker of Park Nook, and Mr. Alexander
Watt of Ravenglass, whose kindness in imparting what
they knew I am glad to acknowledge.
The distance in direct line between Ravenglass and
the top of the pass is about io miles, but the road does
not take the direct line, which "would carry it over the
Esk where it is not fordable and across country too steep
and difficult. In some places it is a full mile off the
straight, so that its course runs to about ii miles altogether.
If Professor Haverfield's conjecture is sound—and he
makes what one must admit to be a fairly good case,
following similar conjectures by Chancellor Ferguson and
Mr. R. H. Forster—then the station at Ravenglass was
the Glannibanta of Iter X. But no name can be assigned
to the fort at Hardknott.
Leaving the east gate of the fort, a little south of "Walls
Castle," the bath-house of the station, and wrongly described as " Roman Villa," the road, though not visible
now, started east by a little north, along the crown of

.
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the gentle ridge leading up to the park of Muncaster
Castle. There can be no question that this is the line,
for Mr. Watt tells me that in the fields through which
it passes the road has been exposed once and again in
the course of draining operations. Immediately beyond
the park wall, a short straight bit of road runs to the
Home Farm, which, being on the true line, I take to be
the original Roman track. Dr. Parker had a theory that
the Decoy Pond lying immediately to the right in the
wood is artificial and that it was constructed as a reservoir
for the supply of the baths. This is very probable, for
there is no stream large enough near the fort to afford
a sufficient supply of water without impounding, of which
there is no trace. Possibly excavation between the pond
and the baths would reveal a channel or conduit.
From the Home Farm the line follows the main road
up the steep brow to Muncaster Chase (the vicarage),
where the main road bends sharply to the right ; but the
Roman track heads straight on uphill for a good half
mile along Fell Lane, which is unmistakably the original
line. At the far end, beyond the gate leading into one
of the private drives, though enclosed within walls, it
is completely disused and is so overgrown as to be practically impassable. It has been steadily mounting, and
after crossing the 500 feet contour line, where the bounding walls cease, it passes into moorland and turns
suddenly to the right, round the deep gully of a small
stream, the existence of which at once explains the long
climb and the détour. From this point the road, now a
mere footwalk, and not always very visible, meanders
downhill as the rough fellside permits, until it reaches
the cottages at Chapels. Thence there is a clearly marked
and well built terraced road skirting the hillside obliquely
until it joins the private road at the foot. I understand
that this section, beginning at Muncaster Chase, preserves
its old right of way, though traffic along it long ago ceased.
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But it was part of " the old road to Ravenglass," of which
people still speak, and it is an item in the evidence of
antiquity which has its value. Roman roads were certainly used long after Roman times, as they are used in
all parts of the country to-day, and a mere right of way
may be a very important link in the chain of evidence.
Once down on the level—or rather on the second
terrace above the river, the road runs up the valley for
the next two miles, always on this terrace, in as straight
a line as the steep bank on the left will allow, partly on
the line of the private road and never more than a few
feet away from it. When the two roads separate, the
older one is invariably the straighter, even though it
has to mount and dip over bulges in the bank. For
instance, the track from Chapels ran right on, cutting
across the slight bulge between its present exit and High
Eskholme. Then again about a quarter of a mile beyond
High Eskholme, where the modern road (running on the
old line) clears the wood, affording a fine view of Muncaster Fell, it deviates slightly to the left, but the old
road went straight on in a line indicated by an ancient
dilapidated stone wall. Where the two lines converge
again a hundred yards further on, the modern road takes
a pronounced turn to the right, but the Roman track
holds straight on and can be easily followed in its course
of half a mile through Birks Coppice. Until about fifty
years ago this was the main road, but it had too many
ups and downs, and the late Lord Muncaster took his
private drive along the level surface a little lower down.
This section is particularly interesting, as it determines
the original width, which is only six feet in one or two
places where outcrops of rock have been cut through.
Shortly before the point where the old merges again with
the new, the site of the Roman Tile Kilns at Parkhouse
is passed. Beyond this for a couple of hundred yards
there can be no question about the line, for the modern
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road runs on the only track that is possible. Then it
swings round to the right, making for Muncaster Head
and so on across the Esk by the Lord's Bridge and the
Forge Bridge. But it is fairly obvious that the Romans
would not make such a detour involving two crossings
of a deep and frequently flooded river. Neither could
they continue the direct line, for that would have landed
them in the deep swamp in the curious hollow behind
Muncaster Head. They carried their track, therefore,
up the edge of the fell to the left, still keeping wonderfully
well to the straight line. A stile in the wall marks the
point of departure and gives right of way to the track,
still used as a foot-way, which climbs the steep ridge,
crossing it at about the zoo feet level. Having done so
it turns sharply to the right, though here in the soft
ground it is not possible to determine the exact line,
and avoids the swamp behind Muncaster Head by running
along the hard, level ground above it. The track is quite
visible here.
From this point on for half a mile or so (after which
there can be no manner of doubt that the main road as
it passes Fisher Ground is on the original line) I was
much perplexed for a long time as to its exact route.
It looked as if the true course might be through the
Thwaite Wood and across the low-lying meadow on
the right bank of the Esk, almost in a line with the King
George Inn. There was nothing to prevent a straight
course being drawn : but there was no surface trace of
any kind, and I could scarcely bring myself to believe
the Roman engineers would take their road through wet
meadows, scarcely above the river level, if there was any
alternative. They are often under water to-day, and
no doubt they would be less practicable then. Fortunately the late Mr. Rea, of Gatehouse, decided to have
these meadows extensively drained two years ago. My
friend, Jonathan Porter, was employed, and I asked him
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to keep a careful lookout and inform me if he came upon
any indication of a made road. His drains were run in
every direction and were cut three feet deep. Not a
trace did he find anywhere. Clearly this shifted the road
to the higher ground, and on the old second terrace of
the river there is only one possible line it could have
taken, namely that by which an ancient and almost
abandoned lane dips down a hollow to cross the Mere
Beck, runs along behind Eskdale Green Station and
disappears in the main road at the cottage known as
Green Lodge. I am convinced this is the Roman road.
It goes in as straight a line as the rough rocky slope will
allow and, if I am not mistaken, it shows still some of the
original pitching. This is another part of " the old road
to Ravenglass."
At Green Lodge there was a further puzzle. Right
ahead is the gap leading to Hollinghow, through which
the little railway runs. Its easy gradient seems to invite
the road, and there are indications of some terracing in
the field beyond, as if a track of some kind had been
made there ; but to accept it as the correct line would
be to admit far too abrupt a turn to the right to join
what is undoubtedly the original line up the open valley,
at a bend in the main road at the far corner of the field
a little beyond the King George Inn. But on careful
examination of the trend of the lane as it approaches
Green Lodge, it is seen to curve gradually away from the
direction of the Hollinghow gap and to come at last,
still keeping its curve, into line with the main road, with
which it merges. To have made straight for the gap it
would have had to cut through some rocks, which have
not been disturbed. Locally I have heard it stated that
the lane used to take this course before the railway was
-constructed ; but old people who remember the lane before there was any railway are positive the lane to-day is
as it always was. Clearly then the Roman road ran on
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over the rise to the right, between the two rocky knotts.
The hollow between them may have been artificially
deepened to ease the climb on both sides. But the track
must have parted company with the line the modern road
takes at the angle before the King George Inn is reached.
If it continued its straight course beyond that angle, as I
believe it did, it would come almost directly into line
with what we know to be the true course up the valley,
on which the modern road runs.
From this point onwards the modern road, as far as
the foot of the pass, runs almost invariably on the old
line, which is wonderfully direct. In the two stages of
two miles each up to and beyond the steep rise. past Boot,
in no case does it deviate more than 15o yards from a
straight line. There are parts where the modern road
takes an independent line—always to follow an easier
course, or to avoid a rise. One may always be sure,
wherever a prominent curve appears, that he will find
the Roman track cutting across the bend, and in places
its course is quite distinct. An interesting example
occurs immediately beyond Fisher Ground where the
road to-day swings round an outstanding rock and soon
has to make a right angle turn to resume its direction.
But where the swerve begins, the Roman track is clearly
seen mounting the knott, between two outcrops of rock,
and resuming its proper direction where the sharp turn
comes, by a much easier angle. Again the swerve to
the left at Stanley Ghyl Guest House is obviously made
to get a clean run over the bridge that crosses the Whillan
Beck, beyond which the present road has been cut deeply
out of the bank. The Roman road kept straight as usual,
crossed the beck below the bridge, mounted the bank
on which the vicarage stands and ran along the crest of
it, absorbed once more into the modern road where the
gate into the vicarage grounds stands. The track is very
visible in the field to the right before the Guest House is
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reached, and again in the vicarage meadow as it runs up
the bank. My friend, the Rev. J. Banks, may meet, in
the glimpses of the moon, the ghosts of the legionaries
who marched i800 years ago, long before the Evangel
had reached the rude north, along his private drive—
for that is the actual route.
Beyond the High School there is a straight and perfectly level stretch, known as the " Soldiers' Mile "
(though it is only half a mile). Dr. Parker thought the
name might enshrine a tradition from Roman times, but
this I doubt. The use of the* term " street," so often
met with elsewhere, would be more helpful ; but I have
never met with that term anywhere in the dale.
Other divergences are noticeable, one shortly after the
ruined cottage at Low Wood Nook is passed, where the
road curves to the right to avoid a hollow, which the old
track cut across. Another occurs at the Woolpack,
near which the modern road takes a dip and bend to the
right, probably for convenient connection with the road
leading down to Doctor Bridge ; but the Roman road
can be seen taking the slight rise and running straight
past the Woolpack, where again the modern road appropriates it.
One or two other slight deviations may be observed
beyond Bleabeck Bridge ; but there is a very distinct
one as we approach Wha House Bridge, near which the
Roman road made its solitary crossing of the Esk. There
was no bridge, however, in Roman times. The building
of that necessitated a straight crossing of the river and
carrying the road rather higher along the slope. The
Roman crossing was by a ford a little lower down, where
the banks are easy on both sides. Beyond the river, and
maintaining a direct line from the point of divergence at
the top of the terrace above Wha House, is a most interesting part of the road. Between the river and the
bottom of the pass there are low-lying marshy meadows,
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which had to be crossed, there being no alternative.
Doubtless they would be more troublesome in Roman
days and were probably covered with sodden thickets.
Across this marsh they raised a wide causeway, well
banked up, with side ditches, which is best seen in the
section cutting across the big bend of the river immediately above the bridge. The return bend forces the road
a little to the right, but • it quickly resumes its direct
course, forming for a short distance the boundary of the
ancient parish of Birker and Austhwaite—a sure evidence
of the antiquity of the track. Passing on, it bends, by
a very obtuse angle, to face the pass. It is difficult to
account for its not going straight from the river towards
the pass, for the ground is quite level, probably alluvium
filling up the bed of an old lake. The explanation
perhaps is that by the route followed a firmer bottom
was found. Ten miles though the road has come from
Ravenglass, the elevation here is only 30o feet above sea
level. Thus a climb of a further woo feet faces us within
the next mile. The bridge over the Hardknott Beck is
not on the line, and the road cut out of the side of the
ghyl beyond is not the Roman road, which crossed the
beck nearer Brotherilkeld and went straight up the slope
beyond, after surmounting the steep bank of the stream
by an oblique turn, then passing through the wood above,
where there are still faint but reliable indications of it.
Beyond the wood the traces of it become a little confusing. The ascent to the plateau on which the fort
stands is steep, and a winding course would be required
for the laden pack-horses. The use of wheeled vehicles
in face of the toilsome ascents and descents from this
point onwards I am much inclined to doubt. Some of
the windings are traceable solely by remaining bits of
the under-side built up, and there at least there does not
seem any probability of wheeled traffic having been in
use. Still higher up the pass the track is altogether too
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narrow and rocky for wheels. I am disposed to think
there may have been a choice of roads between the 500
and boo feet levels, for there are windings crossing the
dry stone wall at several points, and not always seeming
to connect. One thing, however, is clear, that the present
road coincides with the Roman track between the crossing
of the beck down below and the point where it at last
surmounts the first steep ascent—just about the 700 feet
level—in one stretch only, namely, the short straight
bit immediately beyond the second bend above the wood.
At the higher end of that the Roman track bends sharply
back to the left, just at the corner of the wall, and by
another equally sharp return bend higher up shows itself
conspicuously on the fell side in a terrace leading straight
into the modern road. From this point onwards for
about half a mile the two roads are identical. The line
is fairly straight—as straight as the lie of the land will
allow--and there is a rise of little more than zoo feet.
Meanwhile the fort has been visible, perched on its rocky
plateau to the left, the nearest point being ioo yards
away from the road and 100 feet above it.
Beyond the fort the road continues more or less straight,
until it approaches the final steep rise. There it zigzags,
as it did lower down, the present road (if it can be so
called) running only occasionally on the old line. Where
they diverge half way up, the old track, which keeps to
the left, takes the more direct line.
People who scan the Hardknott Pass from below and
are pleased to picture the Roman 'troops marching
through that nick in the ridge that has been so distinct
a feature in the view all the way up the valley, are under
a delusion. The modern road goes through that nick,
but the Roman road did not. As everybody who has
tramped up from Cockley Beck knows, the ascent is
decidedly toilsome, in 'spite of all its twists, and the
Roman engineers found a better way. Immediately
,
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to the south of the Hardknott Pass is another gap, not
visible from down the valley, varying not more than a
foot or two in altitude from the other ; and it was through
this gap that the Romans took their road. About 250
yards before the summit is reached, the old track takes
a series of spiral twists, first to the right and then to the
left of the present road, eventually crossing the latter
at a right angle and making straight for the gap above
mentioned. By an easy incline it passes the crag to the
left and soon gains the watershed at an altitude of about
1270 feet, the highest point it reaches in all its course
from Ravenglass to Waterhead, though the Wrynose
runs it very close. At this point also it leaves Eskdale
and passes into Duddon, so that my limit is reached.
But a few words more may be relevant. The reason
why the more southerly gap was chosen is that it leads
to a more easy gradient into the Duddon valley. I have
traced it without difficulty, in parts, as it runs down the
ridge between two small becks towards Black Hall,
bearing away to the right to avoid a steeper slope on the
direct line. It reaches the level a few hundred yards
below Black Hall, where it is remembered as " the old
cart road into Eskdale," though it is now crossed by
high stone dykes. If this be the true line, as I think it
is, then the long and perfectly straight causéway and
road now in use between Black Hall and Cockley Beck
cannot be any other than the Roman road. It crosses
the Mosedale Beck and the Duddon at Cockley Beck—
not of course where the bridge is, but a few feet above
it—cuts across the bend of the river beyond (the present
track being upon it), crosses the stream again and runs
up the Wrynose Bottom on the right bank of the stream
almost the whole way, being occasionally distinguishable
in portions, and preserving a remarkably straight course
all the way from Black Hall. I know this is not the view
of Professor Haverfield, whose authority is supreme, and
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from whom I differ with extreme reluctance. On what
appears to have been a cursory examination, he pronounced for the left bank and discarded the track I have
here outlined as a disused farm roadway. But if he
grants my diversion at the top of the Hardknott—which
he may not have studied—I think he cannot but accept
my line from Black Hall onwards.
Beyond the Wrynose, as I said—or rather beyond Fell
Foot, to which the only possible line is that taken by
the road now—I cannot go. Nor do I know if the route
between that and Waterhead has been minutely studied.
If not, it deserves to be, for it is by such means that
many problems connected with the Roman occupation
of the country can be best elucidated.
I am indebted to Mr. W. G. Collingwood for the admirable map he has prepared from my notes to illustrate my
paper : but it is right to add that he regards the conclusions reached as only tentative, pending exploration
by digging, which this society will no doubt attempt
when circumstances permit.

NOTE.
I have read the above paper with much interest, in particular
that portion of it which relates to the stretch between Muncaster
and the ` Woolpack.' With regard to the eastern portion near
the Duddon, I am not convinced. Mr. McGilchrist thinks my
examination to have been cursory." No doubt it was, but
the fact with which I was concerned needed no more ; whether
a particular track does nor does not turn to the right or left at
a certain point and run visibly into a derelict steading, can be
settled in three or four minutes if (as in this case) the road is
clear on the surface and on the map. Besides, I believe that I
should be justified in calling Mr. McGilchrist's own examination
also " cursory." It does not seem that he used the spade, and
any exploration of a Roman road must be called cursory which
omits the spade. Even with the spade it is not always easy to
prove that a grass-grown track can safely be called Roman ; in
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general, the proof that a trail is of Roman origin depends on a
balance of probabilities, and the combination of a number of
clues which a ff ect different minds differently. In the present
case, one piece of straight road which Mr. McGilchrist takes to
be clearly Roman, seemed to me when I walked along it twice
to be exceedingly unlikely to be Roman, and almost overwhelmingly likely to be of more or less modern date. Certainly the
first thing to be done here is to dig. Few finds may result, and
the evidence may be apparently negative, neither proving nor
disproving, but that possibility does not excuse us from the work
of digging when peace lets us resume such archaeological activity.
F. HAVERFIELD.
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