ART. VI. — A Romano-British Farm Site and Field System at Yanwath Wood, near Penrith.

By N. J. HIGHAM, B.A., Ph.D.
ECENT research in Cumbria has revealed a large number of small, rural settlement
sites of an enclosed, `native' style normally assigned to a Bronze Age — Iron
R
Age — Roman occupation period. Close parallels in Northumberland imply permanent

occupation of small, enclosed groups of round houses from at least 500 B.C. to 400 A.D.'
West of the Pennines less excavation has been undertaken and no C 14 dates are as yet
available. It has so far been impossible to identify pre-Roman occupation on any comparable site. All examples excavated or even test excavated have been shown to have
been occupied at some stage during the Roman occupation, although not necessarily
throughout that period. The recent examination of such settlements at Silloth
(NY 115536), Penrith (NY 502333)2 and Fingland 3 has provided us with a picture of the
`typical' Roman period farm site, presumably occupied by a single family group engaged
in the exploitation of the surrounding countryside. The density of such sites recorded (but
rarely dated) implies in some areas at least relatively intensive methods of exploitation. 4
On the fringes of the valley floors some traces of settlement associated with field
systems are still extant as surface features, particularly on the fell side limestone areas.
These areas attracted considerable interest in the early decades of this century, 5 and
much of the evidence has recently been re-examined. 6 What is clear is that some upland
sites (close in most cases to the 274 m contour) are associated with complicated field
patterns apparently designed for a mixed agricultural regime.' On the thin limestonebased soils of these upland sites, excavation is extremely difficult, since in many locations
soil-loss has exceeded deposition. What is more, few ditches are present (presumably
because of the relative ease of constructing dry stone walls), and no sealed environmentally significant deposits have yet been located. Analysis of these systems has, therefore,
to depend solely upon the evidence of surface features and the morphology of settlements
and enclosures, with all the risks that that entails.
The presence of upland field systems implies the existence of a comparable scatter of
field systems in the valleys and plains of Cumbria. Unfortunately, whereas it has been
possible to locate numerous examples of ploughed-out, ditched enclosures, it has rarely
been possible to examine a ploughed-out field system. Field boundaries appear in general
to have been equipped with shallower ditches than those surrounding settlements (e.g.
at Penrith 2m approx. deep). For this reason, while it is possible to point to some traces
of ditch lines associated with some lowland settlements (e.g. at Thursby NY 308505,
Sandy Brow NY 308475 and Petteril Green NY 478422) 8 which have been located under
unusually favourable conditions, it has not so far proved possible to identify and isolate
a whole field system associated exclusively with a single farm. This is not only a local
problem; it has not to date been achieved anywhere in England.
One area where a comparatively dense scatter of `native' sites has been found is the
central Eden Valley, the area of good agricultural land (grade 2) fringed to the north by
Inglewood Forest and to the south by the north facing slopes of the central Westmorland
ridge that reaches its highest points on a line from Shap to Crosby Garrett Fell. In this
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area, tributaries of the Eden such as the Eamont and Lowther rivers provide good natural
drainage. A small number of settlement sites have survived as upstanding monuments,
presumably because of the quantity of stone in their tumbled outer banks or walls, and
by the accident of their location, for example, on the limestone outcrops that fringe
Lowther Park to the west, or on what have until recently been permanent pastures at
Skirsgill Hill, etc. Aerial reconnaissance has shown that to these can be added a further
scatter of settlements which are either so badly damaged as surface features that they
have escaped notice on the ground (e.g. Carleton Hill, NY 537299) or have been totally
erased and can now only be traced by differential growth patterns in drought conditions
(e.g. Barrackbank Wood, NY 553294 and NY 557293). The settlement pattern that can
now be seen is concentrated in or close to the best agricultural land on both sides of the
junction of the Lowther with the Eamont (Fig. I). It is not surprising that the same area
contains two (possibly originally three) henge monuments, a possible lowland prehistoric
fort (at Clifton Dyke), a Roman fort (at Brougham) and the greatest concentration of
findspots of prehistoric metalwork in Cumbria. These settlements occupy a range of
locations within a complex environment in which one can envisage a farming regime
which utilised the various resources of rivers, river banks, woodland, agricultural land,
and the ubiquitously available rough grazing land. One of these sites is the upstanding
occupation site of Yanwath Wood (NY 519260). 9 It occupies the edge of a fertile but
heavy clay plateau on the west side of the Lowther river. The plateau rarely rises above
198m above O.D. The site enjoys open views in all directions except the west. At least
one other settlement site is located close by, at Castlesteads, a site now heavily affected
by modern conifer plantation (NY 518252). 10 The two sites are very different morphologically. Castlesteads has, on one side at least, a triple defensive system and only a
small (o•2ha) internal area, whereas Yanwath Wood has only a single outer stone wall
line, and a possible, but by no means certain outer ditch. The significance of these
morphological differences is unclear, and they may be contemporary sites of similar
function. Aerial reconnaissance has identified what may be another occupation site 5oom
to the west (NY 514257) but field walking by the author failed to locate any dating
evidence. In a wider context, these sites are part of a group of settlements scattered in
the Lowther valley (Fig. I). 11
The settlement site at Yanwath Wood was surveyed by the R.C.H.M. and a plan was
published in 1936, showing a stone-walled and partially `ditched' settlement site with
`dykes' (banks with traces of ditches) running away from the northwest and southwest
corners and a small triangular enclosure to the southwest. Since 1936 all features bar the
settlement enclosure itself (which is a scheduled ancient monument) have been destroyed
by agricultural activity (in recent years a barley crop has been grown on this field
annually). Any outer bank and ditch have likewise been destroyed by ploughing close
to the settlement enclosure.
As part of the recent programme of aerial reconnaissance in North Cumbria, the site
has been observed on several occasions from 1974 onwards. In the spring of 1977 it was
for the first time possible to examine the area after ploughing, and it has since been
observed in various conditions of crop growth. The features still visible on the surface
in 1936 were all detected, and other elements of a field system were also observed. The
clearest features were a pattern of boundary lines defining several roughly rectangular
enclosures abutting the settlement site and running eastward, which included a double
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FIG. I. - `Native' settlement sites, `ancient' field systems and tumuli in the Eamont and Lowther valleys
(Y.W. — Yanwath Woodhouse; C.D. — Clifton Dykes ploughed out earthwork).
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feature initially interpreted as a trackway. At a distance of Loom from the settlement, a
natural boundary is present, a steep incline onto the terrace of the River Lowther below.
Further features were identified on the river terrace, including two arms of a double
ditched feature (see Fig. 2) again initially interpreted as trackways, which were traceable
up to loom from the River Lowther, their most likely destination. At no time has it been
possible to examine the whole area for crop marks, since substantial tracts are forested
(to the south and along the Lowther), are built on, or are semi-permanent pasture.
However, it has become clear that the major area of enclosures lies downhill from the
settlement, towards the river, and boundary lines are significantly absent (this area has
been used for a barley crop) on the uphill side to the west, where a solitary tumulus
remains the only other remnant of the ancient landscape.
In the summers of 1978 and 1979 the opportunity arose to carry out a series of trial
excavations on the field system, in collaboration with a Duke of Edinburgh Award
Scheme summer camp. Four trenches were excavated. Two were designed to examine
the sunken double feature running eastwards from the settlement, initially interpreted
as a trackway, and the remaining two were designed to examine both the `dykes' recorded
by the R.C.H.M.
Trench I

Trench I was excavated 16 m from the settlement wall and parallel to it, and revealed
a trackway surface of stone, a collapsed wall of boulders, and a poorly defined ditch.
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The highest elements of the trackway lay only 26 cm below the modern ground surface,
and, therefore, only marginally below the cultivation depth of the modern plough. It
was clearly defined on the south side by a line of rough kerb stones (Fig. 3), but no
distinct edge was recorded on the north side where there may have been some plough
disturbance. The trackway was originally probably less than 3m wide, and equipped
with a deeper surface than has survived. Parallel to it a poorly defined ditch (I m deep,
2 m across) sloped steeply from the road but gently from the wall-line. There were small
amounts of silt, and the fill was derived from the local clay soil, with large stones and
boulders above the primary silts presumably derived from the stone wall. The wall base
consisted of loosely packed, unshaped boulders with no rubble core or other structural
refinement. At the base the width did not exceed im and may have averaged as little as
8ocm, suggesting a low height.

Trench IV
Trench IV was designed to examine the same set of features at a greater distance from
the settlement (la) m), on the edge of the plateau where a surface hollow-way was visible,
and a lynchet could be seen to carry on the feature across the river terrace for at least
6o m. Due to limited time, the hollow-way was only half-sectioned. The stone wall
identified in Trench I was re-identified, as a narrow band of ill-assorted erratics, and half
of the hollow-way was sectioned. No true ditch was visible, nor any paved surface, but
the rounded, shallow depression was suggestive of a hollow-way formed by the passage
of man and beasts through a natural scarp-top. However, it would be unwise to rule out
the additional function, as an escape route for excessive water on the roadway and around
the settlement.

Trench II
Trench II was designed to examine the southern of the two `dykes' noted by the
R.C.H.M. in 1936, within the triangular, scooped enclosure then identified. The base
of a stone wall was located, set immediately upon clay subsoil, approximately im wide
at the base, and in all ways comparable to that noted in Trenches I and IV. Parallel to
the wall on the east side was a shallow ditch (1.6m across and bottoming 8o cm below
modern ground level) with a wide `V'-shaped profile, refilled with a uniform clay-loam
mix, with a few small stones. It ran cross contour, and therefore, either by intention or
accident, acted as a drain for the supposed settlement site ditch on its southern side. In
the ditch fill, close to the lip on the west side, sherds of abraded Samian pottery and
blue/green glass were discovered, suggesting that the ditch was blocked by the end of
the second century at the very latest, and possibly as early as the Hadrianic period, and
was not cleaned out after this. Even so, it is quite possible that the wall line continued
in use independently. On the western side of the wall base a buried loam soil was
uncovered, which was provisionally identified as a buried cultivation soil contemporary
with the enclosures. No turf line was noted, and since the level was not sealed, no
environmental samples were removed. There was no associated ditch on the west side as
was suggested in the R.C.H.M. plan.
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Trial excavations of the Yanwath Wood field system. Trench location is shown in Fig.
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Trench III
Trench III was designed to examine the northern dyke noted by the R.C.H.M. in
1936. Aerial photography of this area when under plough suggested a wide stone scatter
along a line approximately identified with the dyke, and this was confirmed by excavation.
The base of a substantial stone wall was identified, almost 2m in width, composed of
glacial erratics, the bottom layer of which had sunk almost their entire depth into the
subsoil. Local information confirmed the degree of agricultural destruction, which had
been assisted by bulldozing. No associated ditch was located, despite the surface appearance of a ditch in 1936.

Discussion
The evidence points to a settlement site associated with a group of enclosures, occupied,
not necessarily exclusively, within the early Roman period. The field system consists of
a group of small (e.g. 1 oo m x 6o m), rectilinear enclosures on comparatively level terrain
which gently slopes eastward. The size and shape of the fields but not the boundaries
are reminiscent of `Celtic' fields, and are suggestive of enclosures laid out for an agricultural rather than a pastoral purpose. The boundaries consist of a combination of walls
and ditches. In three of the sample trenches the walls were small, 1 m (or less) wide at
the base, and therefore, unlikely to have been more than Im high, since they consisted
of rounded stones. The wall lines of the upland settlement complexes in the Crosby
Ravensworth — Kirkby Stephen area consist of stone derived from largely unweathered
limestone, presumably quarried for the purpose from the highly accessible surface
outcrops of rock. At Yanwath, the surface cover is a glacial till, devoid of any rock
outcrops. The wall stones are well rounded glacial erratics. Only two local sources are
available. Either the stones derive from the River Lowther, or from the till of the
enclosures. The former possibility seems most unlikely to have produced sufficient stone,
irrespective of the prodigious labour involved. A significant proportion, at least, of the
field wall stones must derive from the soil of the enclosures, and this interpretation is
supported by the absence of water polishing on the excavated stones. Such an interpretation is only viable if regular cultivation took place.
In all cases bar one, the walls were associated with shallow ditches, which probably
improved their efficiency as stock barriers, but probably more important, aided surface
drainage of the enclosures or the road way. Only in the fourth case where the stone wall
base was approximately twice as broad as the remainder, was there no associated ditch,
and in this example the compaction of the bottom stones into the clay subsoil suggest a
barrier which was substantial and in particular, of some height. It is probably significant
that this wall line separates the field system from the area to the west of the site where
no traces of enclosures have been identified. It may well be performing an important
economic zoning function, in separating livestock from crops and winterfeed, comparable
to the presumed function of the upland dykes in the Kirkby Stephen area. ' 2 It is also
noticeable that the field system occupies a terrace facing east and northeast, and it is
possible that the combination of topography and wall lines were chosen to provide shelter
from the predominant winds which blow in this area from the west.
The arable type field system that has been recovered comprises between 7-8 ha. It is
unlikely that this amounts to the total, eroded as it is by extensive forestry and agricultural
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destruction. However, what has been located is probably the bulk of an enclosure system
that provided one part of the resources required by a farming unit based at the settlement
site, and probably it was the availability of land suitable for enclosure as arable that
influenced the location of the settlement. Other resources were obviously locally available. The River Lowther provided water and possibly fish, fowl, etc., timber was
probably available along the river and perhaps elsewhere, and unenclosed grazing/
hunting territory was available to the west, and may have been exploited in common
with the residents of a scatter of comparable farming units. If a market was required (and
it is difficult to imagine how else Samian ware and glass reached the site), the Roman
fort at Brougham lay only 4 kms to the northeast, as the crow flies, and the trackway
from the site towards the River Lowther may be relevant here. Alternatively High Street
passes barely 2 km from the site to the northwest.
It is necessary to ask whether or not the Yanwath Wood complex can be offered as a
typical example of a Cumbrian Romano-British farm. Without far better dating evidence
and knowledge of the occupation life of the site, we should clearly beware of overemphasising the site as a case study. However, one method of evaluating the importance
of this type of site that can be pursued is the extent to which other examples which are
morphologically comparable to the Yanwath Wood example can be located, particularly
in the lowlands of Cumbria. While there are no lowland examples where the evidence is
as complete as at Yanwath Wood, there is a growing body of evidence which points to
the ubiquity of farms of this type. If it can be established that the Yanwath Wood example
is representative of a group of sites established on morphological criteria then at least the
first stage in the investigations will have been completed.
Parallels to the Yanwath Wood farm
Dated examples

There is a paucity of dated examples of farm complexes or settlement enclosures, the
latter particularly when contrasted with the evidence assembled in Northumberland.
The best evidence comes from the limestone fells of central Westmorland, particularly
from Crosby Ravensworth, Crosby Garrett and Waitby. In each of these townships
there are examples of settlement enclosures associated with field systems comparable
morphologically with the Yanwath Wood system, with pottery or other artefacts recovered from settlement nuclei dated to the Roman period (at Crosby Ravensworth one site 13
at Crosby Garrett one site 14 , at Waitby two sites 15 ). While it has not been unequivocably
demonstrated that these field systems are contemporary with occupation of the settlements, the inference derived from their juxtaposition and interdependence leave us in
little doubt. A very much larger complex of fields and settlements at Eller Beck near
Kirkby Lonsdale exhibits similar characteristics, and one settlement at least was occupied
in the Roman period. 16 At Crosby Ravensworth, Crosby Garrett and Eller Beck the
presence of tumuli implies the presence of a Bronze Age culture, and may have important
implications for the chronological origins of the settlements and their field systems.
Certainly the evidence available from Northumberland implies that the foundation of
comparable settlements began in the late prehistoric period, 17 and it is interesting to note
a similar juxtaposition of settlement and tumulus at Yanwath Wood.
A comparable lowland field system has been located close to the fort of Stanwix, near
,
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Carlisle, but no associated settlement was discovered. 18 However, the field system lay
in a pre-Hadrianic context, was rectilinear in plan, defined by banks and ditches and
associated with plough ruts, which provide the least equivocal evidence for cultivation
so far located. Although there is no way of being positive, it seems likely that the evidence
represents a phase of settled agricultural use which ended only marginally before the
construction of the Wall, may have been ended by it, and was carried out by a farming
group inhabiting a site so far unlocated but in the immediate vicinity.
Elsewhere, the problem of field location has so far proved more difficult, since most
settlement sites have been located by aerial observation in circumstances rarely conducive
to the recovery of widespread systems. At Silloth and at Penrith, settlement nuclei were
excavated, but in either case only glimpses of an associated field system were located and
at Silloth test excavated. 19 At Croftlands (NY 190380) a field system was dated to the
early Roman occupation, but the extent of the complex could not be ascertained. 20 Aerial
photography has suggested the presence of associated field systems attached to many of
the sites that have been dated — for example, at Wolsty, 21 or Dobcross Ha11, 22 and the
presence of what look like field ditches radiating from the supposed fort site at Park
House near Wreay (NY 44 2 49 6 ), — a site dated by trial excavation to the Roman occupation 23 implies that this too may be a rural settlement site associated with a group of
enclosures.

Undated examples
The programme of aerial observation conducted in Cumbria during the 1970's has
resulted in the identification of numerous ditch defined complexes which have not yet
been excavated or dated in any way. Traces of field ditches identified in cereal crops are
associated with a double ditched, rectangular enclosure at Petteril Green (NY 478422)
and with a `D'-shaped enclosure at Townend Farm, Hackthorpe (NY 547233), where
traces of a field system have been located in a 5ha area close to a tumulus. Further traces
of a field system, but without any clear evidence of a settlement, were located in
Brougham Hall park, and upstanding local examples of settlements with ditched or
walled enclosure systems are visible at Stone Carr, at Skirsgill Hill and on Blaze Fell.
Outside the immediate vicinity far better examples have been located, principally in
cereal crops or drought stricken pasture land on the sand and gravel drumlins of the
North Cumbrian Plain, north and west from Wigton. At Sandybrow, Westward
(NY 308475), field boundaries apparently associated with two well defined settlements
trace a broadly rectilinear pattern over a 15 ha area. 24 At West Thursby (NY 308505)
rectilinear enclosures apparently associated with a deeply ditched nucleus are traceable
over 1.5 ha, 25 with at least 8 enclosures clearly defined. At Aikton (NY 269527) a large,
oval enclosure appears to act as the hub of a radial field system occupying a limited,
comparatively `dry' area surrounded by marshland, and this is only the best defined of
a scatter of enclosures spread over 1 km 2 of mixed `wet' and `dry' land which seems to
include at least 5 clearly defined enclosures, all of which have at least some traces of a
field system. A similar pattern of settlement sites had been found on Fingland ridge, of
which one example has been partially excavated, and has been dated to the Roman
period. 26 A far larger scatter of ditch lines and enclosures has been identified on Holme
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Abbey ridge, in a 3 km x 2 km area, of which the clearest system of small, rectangular
fields lies in a 4 ha area close to Tarns (NY 124479).
It would be a simple matter to offer a wider variety of parallels, but these are sufficient
to demonstrate the ubiquity of the settlement enclosure with its associated arable-style
field system in the Roman period in Northern Cumbria. Whether or not the farm complex
or enclosure system was the typical nucleus from which a more extensive pattern of land
use was carried out, is a question we can not yet answer, but that it was a common
phenomenon should now be beyond doubt.
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