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ART. X X IV .—Explorations in Ravenstonedale.^By
EDWARD PERCY FRANKLAND, B.A., PH.D., M.Sc.

Read at Grange-over-Sands, September 18th, 1928.

B

EFORE describing the excavations which have been
made in Ravenstonedale churchyard, it will be
convenient to summarise briefly the past records of
church and manor, as these afford valuable clues to the
nature of the buildings and other remains which have been
unearthed.
Ravenstonedale does not figure in Domesday Book,
which stops short at Sedbergh and other manors adjacent
on the south side of the fells. North Westmorland with
its predominantly Scandinavian population was then part
of Cumbria/and administered by a nominee of the Scottish
King. Dolphin, son of Gospatrick, Earl of Dunbar, was
the last of these semi-independent rulers, being driven
out by William Rufus in 1092. At that time the wilderness of high fells and deep woody gills on the boundary of
Ravenstonedale must have been the frontier between the
two kingdoms, and possibly Dolphin has left his name in
Dolphinsty, the pass from Ravenstonedale into Mallerstang, and in Dovengill, on the old road or " Street," said
to be of Roman origin, that traverses the pass towards
Sedbergh.
At an unspecified date, but apparently in the reign of
Henry II, when English influence had become paramount,
Ravenstonedale manor and advowson were assigned by
one Torphin, son of Robert, son of Copsus (Copsi ?) to the
Priory of Watton in Yorkshire.
The canons of Watton were Gilbertines of the order of
Sempringham, and their possessions enjoyed rights of
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sanctuary. This is attested in the popular traditions of
Ravenstonedale, as we shall see presently. The existence
of a church at this period may be inferred from a springer
or corbel on which is carved a wolf's head, now preserved
in the tower of the present church, and considered by
Professor Hamilton Thompson to be twelfth century work.
That the Prior of Watton was in possession of Ravenstonedale and its parish church in the thirteenth century is
proved by a dispute as to the paying of obedience to
Bishop Robert Chause of Carlisle, 1258-1278 (Bishop
Halton's Register). Further, in 1282, there is a reference
to trespass in the free chase in Ravenstonedale belonging
to the Prior of Watton (Patent Rolls) . The grant of
Ravenstonedale to Watton appears to be recited in 1336,
when the rector, Gilbert de Wiggeton, resigned and the
church is mentioned as appropriated to the priory.
In 1405 there was an enquiry into the maintenance by
Watton of the cell in Ravenstonedale with a Master and
three Canons, it being alleged that for some considerable
time the three Canons had not been in residence.
The dissolution of Watton Priory took place in 1539,
Archbishop Holgate of York taking possession for six
years, after which Ravenstonedale was sold to Sir Thomas
Wharton, of the neighbouring Wharton Hall. There is
no mention of the Whartons residing in Ravenstonedale,
but a deer park was enclosed in 1560, taking within a new
nine foot wall what seems to be a smaller, earlier enclosure
protected by an earthen dyke on both sides of the Scandal
Beck. All privileg, s of sanctuary were abolished by law
in 1624; according to tradition a murderer had obtained
sanctuary in Ravenstonedale and lived there unmolested
somewhere about this time.
In 1677 the curate of Ravenstonedale and Geo. ffothergill stated in reply to some enquiry : " The whole parish is
but one manor of the Lord Wharton, who hath the
privilege of keeping Court Leet and Court Baron, and
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probate of will. There is adjoining the back side of the
church some vaults and ruins of old buildings which (as is
said) did belong to the Sanctuary."
In 1681 Machell writes: " An old conventual church
with a row of three substantial round pillars,* and four
arches just in the middle. On the south side of the altar
was a piece alloted by dispensation of Bishop Potter for
teaching a school, and on the north side has been a large
quadrangle, the inner court being twenty yards square,
as may yet be seen by the ruins, and the breadth of the
rooms about six or seven yards, with vaults underneath
them, some of which are yet very visible next to the ruins
with ribbed arches, and a door upwards on the outside
of the church where they had an entrance." (Cited these
Trans. N.s., ii, pp. 402, 403).
The next description of the church comes from the pen
of Bishop Nicolson in 1703. " Here's a large and handsome church : the quire part the worst, but all repaired
(as one continued pile of building) at the common charge
of the parish. The altar has no rails, and stands at a
distance from ye east window, having two rows of seats or
benches, betwixt it and that for the scholars. They have
a tradition that ye steward and jury of ye mannour sate
formerly on these benches in judgment (of life and
death) t upon such malefactors as were arraign'd for any
capital crime, who were imprison'd in a hollow vault
(some part whereof is still to be seen) on the north side of
the church. They have three good bells and a clock in
the tower, besides the saint's bell, which hangs near that
part of the south isle which is appropriated to the use of
a school." The Bishop further remarks that " the body of
the church looks pretty well, and will appear better when
* The bases of these pillars have been seen during alterations in the
church.—E.F.
fi The place of execution is said to have been on Gallows Hill, a green
knoll in the park. A very long nail was found here lately, immediately
under the turf.—E.F.
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they have gotten it whitened." He commends the reading
pew and pulpit and " the late addition of a wainscot seat
for the clark," and he describes two " blew marble "
gravestones to George Fothergill of Tarn House and his
wife (d. 1681) at the east end of the south aisle (History
and Traditions of Ravenstonedale, by the Rev. W. Nicholls) .
In 1729 the Wharton estates were forfeited to the
Crown, and Ravenstonedale was purchased by the
Lowthers, who remained lords of the Manor until a few
years ago, owning the Park House farm enclosed within
the walls of the old deer park.
In 1738 part of the church tower or ` steeple ' had
apparently fallen down, and according to the contracts it
was rebuilt " in the middle of the west side of the church,"
the battlements and some yards of masonry below them,
the windows, and staircase being incorporated in the new
tower. Likewise the tower arch was re-erected but
narrowed somewhat. It seems evident from the tenor
of the contracts that the old tower was attached to the
church but was not at the west end and was rather more
probably on the north side.
The rebuilding of the rest of the church followed in
1744, the foundations being taken down to the rock. As
the tower now stands in the centre of the west end of the
new church it is quite clear that the church was rebuilt
more or less upon the lines of the old building and there
was, as a matter of fact, no re-consecration.
In 1777 Nicolson and Burn refer to the church as having
been rebuilt " in an elegant manner " and state that the
ruins of the prison for malefactors, a hollow arched vault,
could still be seen on the north side of the church.
After the lapse of a hundred years the Rev. W. Nicholls
collected some local traditions of the old church. He
states : " There is a tradition that the earlier steeple stood
apart from the church and rested upon pillars at intervals
of distance, while from the centre hung the rope of the
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refuge bell," " The tower stood alone and on the town
road side of the path," and " The south porch was built
stone by stone the same as the south porch in the old
church." He also quotes the builder's account for
Sep. 8, 1738, stating that part of the church wall was
pulled down and re-erected during the rebuilding of the
tower, thus showing that the present tower was incorporated with the old church, and apparently in the centre
of the west front.
Mr. D. Scott in these Trans. N.S. xxiii, mentions the
hollow vault, saying : " This was uncovered some years
ago (about 1892) when improvements were being made in
the chancel and it was found to contain skulls and other
human remains, which were afterwards replaced and the
vault cemented in."
To-day no one seems to know whether this vault was
discovered under the chancel or in the ground outside,
north of the church, through which a pipe line was dug to
a stoke-hole. Nearly the whole of this pipe line has lately
been taken up and relaid in fresh ground, but no vault has
come to light. Presumably it is under the chancel, and in
that case can hardly be the ruined prison described by
Bishop Nicolson and later by Nicolson and Burn.
In 1927 Professor Hamilton Thompson examined the
church and considered the carved corbel or springer in the
tower to be undoubtedly of Norman date. He assigned
the south porch to 1260-1280 and the north belfry window,
of three pointed lights with spandrels, to about 1500. The
single light east window may also be medieval, but the
south belfry window, in which the central light is higher
than the other two, is obviously a good deal later. Besides
the excellent woodwork (gallery, pews and three-decker
pulpit) dating from the rebuilding of the church, there is
also some older panelling which Professor Hamilton
Thompson thought might be Elizabethan or earlier.
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RAVENSTONEDALE MANOR
HOUSE.
AUTUMN, 1928.
Scale : 27 feet to 1 inch.

)
North Wing.
Passage from East Wing
to North Wing. Later
Prison ?
E.E. Steps.
F. Fireplace.
G. Grave Slab.
H. Garderobe Turret.
J.^Millstone.
H.
I.

EXCAVATIONS.

A faculty to make excavations in Ravenstonedale
churchyard was granted by the Chancellor in 1927 to Mr.
William Potter and the writer, who have been assisted
throughout the summer of 1928 by volunteers on Saturday
afternoons. In the autumn of 1928 the Cumberland and
Westmorland Antiquarian Society made a grant of 5
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towards the continuance of the work and the preservation
of what has been uncovered. We have also to thank the
Rev. J. C. Turner (formerly vicar of Ravenstonedale),
Professor Percy Frankland, C.B.E., F.R.S., R. Pexton,
Esq., of Watton Abbey, and R. Scott MacFie, Esq., for
donations to the funds.
The site excavated lies on the north side of the church
and is bounded on the east by a steep slope to the limestone floor of the Scandal Beck and on the north by a
pasture called the Church Orchard, from which this
portion of the churchyard has lately been enclosed. Some
low rectangular mounds were locally supposed to cover the
site of the old church, but in view of what has been summarised above this is clearly not the case.
The ruins uncovered so far comprise the base of a tower,
evidently attached on the south side to the church and On
the east and north to two other blocks of buildings. Of
these the north block is bonded into and probably contemporaneous with the tower; the east block we have
reason for thinking may be of earlier date.
The walls of the tower are from 3 ft. 9 ins. to 4 ft. 3 ins.
in thickness and still stand to a height of five or six feet
above the floor level of the east block. They are built of
limestone rubble and were faced with coursed red sandstone on the west front, and probably such part of the east
front as is not covered by the east block, where there are
remains of , a splayed plinth. The entrance is by a well
wrought doorway 3 ft. i in. wide at the north end of the
west face, with plain chamfered cheeks, rebate and iron
crook, and a step down from the level of a paved walk
outside. The interior is subdivided into two compartments by a 2 ft. 7 ins. partition wall on an east and west
axis with a 2 ft. 2 ins. doorway through it. The larger
compartment, on the south side, is further partitioned
unevenly on a north and south axis. The walls are broken
away at a distance of two to three feet from the present
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north wall of the church, but for various reasons it seems
evident that the original church wall stood a few feet
further south, leaving room, very probably, for a staircase
in the south-west angle of the tower and a doorway in the
wall between the two southern chambers. It is noteworthy that the east wall of the tower is in line with the
return of the nave wall towards the chancel. There is a
buttress with a splayed and undercut plinth next the
doorway at the north-west corner of the tower, and
possibly a corresponding buttress, now destroyed,
covered a staircase in the south-west angle adjoining the
church.
The external measurements of the tower are 25 ft.
(E.W.) by 25 ft. 3 ins. (N.S.), but reckoning in the thickness of the destroyed south wall and the width of a doorway contiguous to it we should probably add five or six
feet to arrive at the original N.S. measurement.
The East Block is slightly unsymmetrical and the south
wall diverges markedly from the axis of the tower and the
present church. It overlaps the tower on the north and
measures about 32 ft. long by 19 ft. wide with a projecting
double-shafted garderobe turret at the east end with
drain towards the beck. There is no communication with
the basement of the tower, but there is a much weathered
doorway, chamfered and splayed, with iron crook and
shallow socket for bolt, in the north wall. The interior
has had a stone flagged floor at a level below the roughly
built plinth of the tower, adjacent to which were found
charred wood and the newel of a staircase. The floor
level seems to have been raised with clay to cover this
plinth which was evidently not intended to be exposed.
A two foot partition wall divides the east block into two
connecting chambers, of which the easternmost contains
the garderobe, still tolerably perfect, and a fireplace recess,
6 ft. io ins. wide, with a sandstone curb. It is covered by
a thick projecting buttress which doubtless also contained
a flue from the floor above.
.
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The south wall is breached and in part demolished to
the foundations. It has had a paved walk outside in
which, slightly let into the wall, is a red sandstone graveslab, 6 ft. 8 ins. long, with incised cross head, of interlacing
circles, shaft and stepped base. Professor Hamilton
Thompson and Mr. W. G. Collingwood consider this stone
to be of 13th century workmanship.
The western chamber, adjoining the tower, has originally
communicated with a small room (about 5 ft. by 3 ft. 9 ins.,
internal measurement) flanking the outer doorway with a
single light double-barred window of which the sill
remains. From this room another wider opening, now
walled up, led into the basement of the North Block,
thus affording communication between the two blocks
without the necessity of having openings in the basement
wall of the tower. In the thickened north wall of the
small chamber or passage is the beginning of a steep
flight of sandstone steps which seem to have led over the
roof to the upper floors of either block. These steps have
been accessible through a door from a paved terrace outside and they also communicate with the basement of the
North Block, immediately within which is a circular
millstone, 4 ft. 4 ins. in diameter, set as a paving stone in
the floor. This entry to the North Block seems to be a
later alteration.
The North Block, which covers the whole of the north
face of the tower, measures about 3o ft. by 25 ft. 6 ins.
As in the case of the tower, the north wall (3 ft. 2 ins.) is
thicker than the west wall (2 ft. 6 ins.). Here both are
faced with red sandstone. The interior has not been fully
explored, but contains several compartments with floor
levels considerably below that of the outer paved walk
let into the western wall. Not far from the tower buttress
is the sill of a low, splayed window and in the middle of
the north wall is an internal projection pierced by a
shaft, and stoke hole, possibly a furnace for smelting

tcwaas_002_1929_vol29_0026

EXPLORATIONS IN RAVENSTONEDALE. 287
lead. Close by are two similar structures, obviously of
later date than the main walls. North-west of this
group of buildings, and divided from it by the curbed
threshold of a doorway, another block seems to have
extended parallel to the church towards a noticeable
mound by the churchyard gate. Part of a doorway has
been found facing south, but exploration has so far been
confined chiefly to the substantial and well preserved
eastern wall, parallel to the beck. In this is a blocked
doorway which, surprisingly, is splayed as though intended to give access to buildings still further east, and
on the other side of the wall is the beginning of a flight
of steps. Near to this, and partly under the wall, is a
deposit of grey ash in which was found a lump of lead.
It had evidently been withdrawn molten from the furnace
on a rod, the socket of which remains. Near by are some
lines of rough wall on another axis with paved and cobbled
floors at a higher level, apparently belonging to buildings
of much later date. Here and there adjoining the outer
walls of both east and north blocks are some other
accretions, notably a small triangular building attached
at one corner to the great chimney buttress. This is very
likely the base of a furnace.
There is every reason to suppose that the ` eastern wall '
referred to above is continued under a bank into the
Church Orchard.
FINDS.
In clearing out the east block and such part of the north
block as has been explored a great amount of dressed stone
was found heaped up both inside and outside the walls.
Besides the ashlar facing there were chamfered or moulded
jambs, ribs, plinth and arch stones, sills of windows,
parts of battlements, and other fragments, mostly of red
sandstone from Ash Fell. Mingled with the debris were
cockle, mussel and oyster shells, great numbers of broken
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A.^

B.

GRAVE SLABS.
A.—Found in the North Wing. It has been used as the threshold of a.
splayed doorway 3' 6" wide, possibly the main door in the destroyed
upper storey, reached by the flight of .steps. The carving is in relief and
is a good deal worn on the portions which had been exposed. Length 5'.
B.—Roughly dressed incised slab with bevelled edges. Laid as a paving stoneoutside the South Wall of the East Wing. Length 6' 8".
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bones and along the eastern wall a layer of coal. In the
garderobe shaft and elsewhere were found portions of
large earthenware vessels with a greenish glaze. In
the ruins of the south wall was found a brass pen
with unsplit nib and bone holder, and outside the north
block a piece of ornamental metal work which, according
to the British Museum authorities, was probably attached
to a baldric. It has a hook from which might be hung
a horn, a scabbard, or a quiver of arrows. Both this
and the pen were reported on as medieval. It is noteworthy that little besides clay and small rubble was
found in the chambers of the tower so far as they have
been cleared. This part of the ruin would seem to have
been demolished systematically to a given level and all the
valuable stone sorted out. Elsewhere the buildings have
not been rifled so thoroughly and are buried more deeply
under the present turf. The tower walls are in better
repair, they are partly coated with whitewash, and the
impression is unescapable that they belong to a building
that was standing long after the east and north blocks
had fallen.
CONCLUSIONS.
In the opinion of Professor Hamilton Thompson these
ruins represent a late medieval house, presumably the
manor house of Ravenstonedale occupied as a cell by the
monks of Watton. The existing walls are those of the
undercrofts or vaults mentioned by Machel in 168i and
the dimensions agree well with his estimate. There is
some doubt as to whether the courtyard, twenty yards
square, lay adjacent to the beck or in the angle between
the church and the west wall of the tower and north block.
The first definite evidence of a return to the west from
this line of wall occurs at the jamb of a doorway 62 ft.
from the church wall. On the whole it seems most likely
that the buildings were arranged after the fashion of a
monastery with the church forming one side of the
U
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courtyard. At the same time, as the east block diverges
from the axis of the church, there is a possibility that it,
at all events, stands on the lines of a building which
antedated the church, conceivably the timber hall of the
first Scandinavian proprietors.
According to Professor Hamilton Thompson the ha ll of
the monks was in the upper storey of the east block with
perhaps a kitchen below. The solar would have been in
the adjacent tower, above vaulted cellars ; other domestic
buildings occupied the north block, and barns, stables, etc.,
completed the courtyard. The passage room with the
beginning of a flight of stone steps against the north block
was probably the base of a staircase leading to the hall
door. In the opinion of the writer, this little room with
its barred window and blocked entrances may have been
the prison vault referred to by Bishop Nicolson. The
only access would appear to have been through some
opening in the roof ; there are signs of a shoot in the
later walling against the north block, and a very large
flagstone had fallen in on the top of the mass of rubble,
bones, and clay which filled the chamber.
As to the tower with its subdivided basement, this
would seem to be a small specimen of the pele tower
which usually formed the nucleus of the more important
medieval domestic buildings in Westmorland and Cumberland. The comparatively thin walls and the fact that it
is obviously contemporaneous with the north block do
not suggest a particularly early date; however Mr. Curwen
was of opinion that the west doorway is late 14th century
work. At the same time there is a good deal of evidence
in favour of this pele tower being the original church
tower or steeple demolished in 1738 and rebuilt in the
middle of the west end of the old church. Shortly after
this date there is a contract for building a stone wall from
the " steeple head " to the beck to protect the Church
Orchard. If this referred to the new steeple it would have
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meant building a wall the whole length of the church on
the north side. No such wall exists here, either above or
below ground, but there was until lately a wall from the
eastern end of the church to the beck and this wall may
very well have started from the N.E. angle of the nave and
thus from the actual base of the demolished tower. We
know that a tower arch was moved from the old tower into
the new one. Though narrowed by additional pieces of
masonry, the original width can still be measured and
it is 8 ft. 4 ins. The width of the S.E. chamber of the
pele tower adjacent to the church is 8 ft. 10 ins. and
consequently the arch could have spanned this space
leaving a cheek of 3 ins. on either side. There is a 4 in.
cheek within the west doorway, so this arrangement
accords well with the general character of the tower. In
this case the staircase must have almost certainly been in
the destroyed S.W. angle of the tower, to the right of the
entrance doorway, which is the position of the newel
staircase with reference to the door in the present tower.
Machel's somewhat obscure account of vaults with
ribbed arches " next the ruins " and the door upwards on
the outside of the church seems to be a description of the
pele tower vaults and west doorway, the " ruins " being
not the tower itself but the adjacent north and east blocks.
This accords with observations made in course of the
explorations.
The present tower is possibly a storey higher than the
old tower, judging from the height reached by the stone
staircase ; it is also on a smaller base (about 20 ft. square)
as compared with the pele tower (about 25 ft. by 31 ft.).
The north belfry window may possibly have been in the
west wall of the solar of the pele tower, while the south
belfry window may have been a later insertion when bells
were hung in the pele tower on its conversion for ecclesiastical purposes. It would not be unreasonable to suppose
that this conversion took place after the dissolution of the
.
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monastery, about the time when the other domestic
buildings were pulled down. The 8 ft. 4 ins. tower arch
may also date from this period, as the original passage
from the pele tower basement to the church might have
been expected to be much narrower.
The legend of the detached tower on arches with
sanctuary bell may embody some recollection of a gatehouse tower in the west wall of the quadrangle, perhaps
where massive sandstone foundations have been seen when
graves were dug in the churchyard across the pathway.
Had the old church tower been a building of this character
it certainly would not have been passed over without
comment by observers such as Machel and Bishop
Nicolson.
Should funds be available it is hoped to continue the
excavations next year and repair some of the walls which
are badly decayed and likely to collapse. At the same
time it would be desirable to dig pits through the floor
levels to gain information about any buildings which may
have occupied the site at an earlier date.
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