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ART. I. —Grey Croft stone circle, Seascale, Cumberland.
By W. FLETCHER.
Read at Penrith, April 6th, 1 957.

R

EFERENCES in local books of the 19th and early
2othcenturies show that an imposing stone circle
once stood a short distance north-west of Seascale How
Farm in a field called Grey Croft.' The fullest account
is given by Dr C. A. Parker in The Gos f orth District; its
Antiquities and Places of Interest (1904), 30, which I
quote in full:
"by following up this stream (New Mill Beck), you come to a
field of about thirty-one acres, called Grey Croft, which may be
a corruption of Grave or Graystones Croft. In it stands a large
stone about four feet high, flat sided, and somewhat square, the
solitary survivor of a circle of twelve stones which were perfect
up till about 1820, when James Fox, the tenant, buried all the
others because they interfered with his plough. This regrettable
destruction, which has happened to several circles on this coast,
was carried out without the sanction of the landlord, who was
in London at the time. About eighteen inches below the present
surface the sand is reached, into which the stone penetrates,
and thirty-two paces north was another stone just flush with
the surface. An aged native of the district said in 1886 that the
present stone stood in the centre of the circle; but this is doubtful, for if the old Ordnance Map is to be trusted it was one of
the most northerly stones of the ring. It has never been excavated,
so we can only surmise as to its beginning."

In 1948, I became interested in the possibility of restoring this stone circle, and, after learning from Canon
Akam, the former Vicar of Seascale, that no serious work
had been done on the site for at least thirty years, arranged
an excavation in collaboration with the late Miss M. C.
Fair.
W. Parson and W. White, Historical Directory of Cumberland and
-Westmorland (1829), 210; Mannix and Whelan, History, Gazetteer and.
Directory of Cumberland (1 847), 332; Rev. J. R. Williams, Visitor's Guide
to St. Bees and District (1869), 76; Jefferson, History of Cumberland, vol.
iii 296; CW2 Hi 250; W. G. Collingwoo:i, Lake District History (2928), 1.i
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The Site. National Grid Reference 34/034024. 6-inch
O.S. Sheet 1, 78, Cumberland S.W. The circle is situated
in a field known as Grey Crofts 35o yds. N.W. of Seascale
How Farm. It stands on a low hill about 8o ft. above
sea level. A deposit of drift material covers the area to a
considerable depth and contains erratic boulders from
Scotland as well as from the Central Cumberland Fells.
The stones for the circle could have been collected at no
great distance from the site and it is noticeable that the
builders of the circle selected the harder boulders of volcanic vesicular lava and coarse breccias. The site has a
commanding view of the' Irish Sea and the Isle of Man
to the west and of the highest Lakeland fells to the east.
This coastal area of West Cumberland and the foothills
immediately behind it have produced considerable evidence of Neolithic and Bronze Age occupation.
Preliminary examination showed that one large stone
was standing slightly below the highest point of the site.
No ring ditch was visible.
The Excavation. The work of locating the stones was
begun on 16 January 1949 and the final restoration was
completed on 1 July 1949. The entire project was carried
out by the boys from Pelham House School, Calderbridge.
The buried structures were found by probing, with an
extra long steel spike, the ground within a radius of 150
ft. from the stone still standing (no. i on the plan). The
first stones discovered were two small ones 18 in. by 12,
forming part of the central cairn. These two stones and
several others belonging to the cairn being near to the
surface were deeply grooved by the plough. The first
large stone found was the outlier 70 ft. to the north of
the standing stone, and no. I1 on the plan. It was 15 in.
below the surface. There was clearly defined flaking of
the stone as though it had been struck many blows with
a heavy hammer.
Subsequent probing located stone 6 at a depth of 4 ft.
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lying 8o ft. to the south of the standing stone, and later
stones nos. I, 3, 4 and 2 were found in that order. The
stones appear to have been toppled over into pits dug for
them in some cases leaving the original packing stones
in situ. Close to stone no. 4, one of the boys found a
broken polished stone axe (fig. 4 and report below).
Buried between stones nos. 3 and 4, broken pieces of
rock of the Borrowdale Volcanic Series were found which
looked as though they had formed part of a large boulder.
It can be seen from the plan (fig. I) that stones appear
to be missing between nos. 4 and 5, and between nos. 7
and 8. The fragments from under stones nos. 3 and 4
and the shattered appearance of the outlier suggest that
it had first been attempted to break the stones up for easy
removal but when this had proved too laborious a task
large holes had been dug in the sandy ground and the
stones toppled over and buried below plough level. Some
of the stones were found in an inclined position probably
caused by them dragging down the topsoil when they
were buried. This helped us to decide which was the base
end of some of the stones during re-erection.
At a later date, the remaining stones, nos. 5, 7, 8, 9
and io were found at depths varying from 3 to 5 ft. Packing stones were found in situ near stone no. 7. Two
trenches were also dug outside the perimeter of the circle
to discover whether it had once been surrounded by a
ditch. No trace of a ditch was found in either trench.
The Stones of the Peristalith. Pl. I, fig. z. With the
exception of no. 5, which was a water-worn spherical
boulder of red sandstone, all the stones were agglomerates
of the blue Borrowdale volcanic lavas. These were probably drift boulders brought down by ice from the central
dome of the Lake District. It appears that the circle
builders exercised some care in selecting boulders of the
right shape.
The weights of the stones have been estimated by Mr
F. Walker by the density by displacement method. His
findings are as follows:
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Stone No.

Measurements
in feet and inches

Circumference^Estimated
in feet^weight in tons

2

3
4
5
6
7
8
9
Io
Outlier

Stone no. 5 had two channels grooved in its surface starting from two cup-like hollows in the stone, but these
cavities and channels appeared to have been caused by
water action and were not man-made.
Other Large Stones observed near the Circle. In
addition to the outlying stone to the north of the circle,
there is another large boulder, now broken, standing 200
yds. south-west of the circle on the golf links. Some 25o
yds. south-east of the circle are four large boulders partly
buried near the hedgerow. It is possible that these stones
may have been associated with the circle at one time and
removed from the field to the hedge when the farmer was
improving his ploughing area. There is no evidence that
they ever formed part of an avenue leading to the circle.
Raising and Re-erecting the Stones. The first attempt
to raise the stones was made with sheer legs and block
and tackle. This proved unsuccessful and subsequently
a tractor was used to drag the stones up a prepared ramp.
Each stone was cleaned and examined to find where possible traces of weathering on the side facing the prevailing
wind which gave a guide to true positioning in restoration. Where packing-stones survived in the socket holes
positioning was a simple matter.
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The Examination of the Central Cairn. Figs. i and 2.
Removal of a 6-in. layer of turf revealed a roughly constructed stone cairn, oval in shape, measuring 22 ft. by
15 ft., resting on a sandy sub-soil. The boulders on the
perimeter defining the cairn were larger than those filling
in the centre, some on the south-east side measuring as
much as 18 by 12 in. whereas those in the centre averaged 4 by 6 in. Various rocks were used, red sandstone
predominating, though red granite and mudstones were
also noticed. The layer of stones was from 2 to 22 ft.
thick and on some of them traces of carbon were found
as though they had been in contact with fire. After removal of the stones a trench (A-B on the plan, fig. z)
was dug from north to south through the cairn and the
earth was carefully examined. Pieces of charcoal were
found and earth of a lighter colour than the sand was
observed at a depth of 4 ft. A thin pan of partially fused
sand was also noticed in places below this level. Mixed
with the lighter coloured sand were calcined bone fragments and below this again were thin layers of a black

FIG. 3.

unctious material containing traces of charcoal and grass
stems or bracken and six hawthorn berries. In the trench
C-D on the plan, from east to west, part of a jet or lignite
ring, or ornament (fig. 3) was picked up by one of the
boys, also flint flakes and a flint scraper (fig. 5). The jet
ring seemed to have been broken in antiquity.
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THE FINDS.
(i) Stone axe (fig. 4). From the position in which this
broken stone axe was found near stone 4, it was not certain whether it was directly connected with the circle or
pre-dated it. The axe was examined by Dr. F. S. Wallis
of Bristol University on behalf of the Stone-axe SubCommittee of the South-Western Group of Museums and
Art Galleries, who reported as follows :
No. 531. Seascale, Cumberland.
Petrology.
Macro. Light bluish grey igneous rock with brown
patina.
Micro. Usual characteristics of Group VI.
Group VI. Stake Pass.
3rd August, 1949.
The axe therefore seems to have originated in the late
Neolithic stone axe factory in Great Langdale, Westmorland.'
(ii) Burnt bones from the central cairn. The late Miss
M. C. Fair who examined the calcined bone fragments
stated that they were possibly human remains but so
fragmentary that it was not possible to determine from
which part of the skeleton they came. Fragments of what
appeared to be the small bones of the hand, or foot, were
found though they were not re-constructible. No teeth or
skull fragments came to light.
(iii) Jet or lignite ring (fig. 3). A jet or lignite ring
broken in antiquity was found under the eastern edge of
the cairn in trench C-D. Miss C. Fell who examined it
states:
"This fragmentary ring, about z in. in external diameter, is of
a type in use in the early part of the Bronze Age. It is not of
the `pulley ring' variety, which occurs with Beaker and with
Food Vessel pottery, and which can be illustrated in this area
by an example found with a V-bored jet button by Miss K. S.
Hodgson in a hut circle at Woodhead in the Bewcastle district

z Proc. Prehist. Soc. xv (1949)

19

and xvii pt. ti
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FIG. 4.

FIG. 5.

facing p. 6.
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(CW2 xl 162-166 and fig. ii). It compares more closely with a
shale ring and ring-pendant found in a. burial of the Wessex
culture at Aldbourne (PPS, iv pt. i 83 and fig. 12). A few jet
specimens of ring pendants are known from Yorkshire. Whatever form this jet ring may have originally taken, comparisons
suggest that it is not likely to date later than 1,400-1,35o B.C."

(iv) Flint flakes and flint scraper (fig. 5). A few flint
flakes and a roughly-made flint scraper were recovered
from the central cairn. These are too indefinite in
character to give any indication of date. Flint occurs as
beach pebbles on the Cumberland coast.
(v) Charcoal. Professor F. W. Jane reported that the
specimens submitted were very fragmentary and unsatisfactory for accurate diagnosis but appeared to contain
birch (betula) rather than alder (alnus) with one fragment which may have been hazel (corylus).
Conclusions. The date and purpose of the stone circles
of this district were discussed by Professor R. G. Collingwood in his Introduction to Prehistory' and an attempt
was there made to distinguish the large ceremonial circles
from the smaller burial circles. The excavation at Grey
Croft has shown that a small cairn lay at the centre of
the circle of standing stones. The circle is therefore
sepulchral though its size suggests that it may also have
been used for ceremonial purposes. Traces of fire, charcoal and burnt bones show that cremation was practised
at the time. The fragmentary jet or lignite ring points to
a date early in the Bronze Age for the construction of
the central cairn. The broken stone axe found near stone
4 cannot definitely be claimed as contemporary with the
erection of the standing stones. It seems probable that the
stone circle and cairn are contemporary and form a larger
version of the Bronze Age burial circles as at Lacra, near
Millom. 4
The finds have been lodged at the Museum, Tullie
House, Carlisle.
'

a

CW2 xxxiü 173-177.
CW2 xlvi ii I-2 1 .
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