Monastic Remains at Ravenstonedale
By PERCIVAL TURNBULL AND DEBORAH WALSH
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URING the winter of 1988-9 work was undertaken by Cumbria County Council
on behalf of Ravenstonedale Parish to re-excavate and consolidate a group of ruins
on the north side of the parish church at Ravenstonedale in Westmorland. Supervision of
the work and the preparation of an archaeological record were the responsibility of Mr
Philip Blackburn. Archival material is held in the Cumbria Sites and Monuments Record
(ref. no. 2776).
The site had originally been cleared in 1928 by Dr E.P. Frankland, who had
recognised it as the vestige of a mediaeval Gilbertine cell which is recorded as having
existed at Ravenstonedale. Plans and a detailed discussion were published by Frankland'
but, unsurprisingly at such a date, the site was not excavated or recorded in a way which
might allow full modern reassessment of the stratigraphie evidence. Some small-scale
rebuilding and reconstruction was undertaken at the time but the effects of climate
added to those of neglect soon reduced the buildings to the filled-in and vegetated state
which occasioned the recent work. The opportunity is now presented of undertaking a
general review of this interesting site and of some of its associated problems.

Background

The existence of a mediaeval religious house in Ravenstonedale is well attested':
during the reign of Henry II (1145-89) the manor and advowson of Ravenstonedale were
assigned by Torphin, son of Robert, son of Copsus, to the Priory of Watton in the East
Riding of Yorkshire, a house of Gilbertine Canons of the Order of Sempringham. That
the Prior of Watton continued in possession during the later thirteenth century is shown
by a dispute over obedience due to Bishop Robert Chause of Carlisle (1258-78) and by a
case of trespass on the Prior's hunting lands in Ravenstonedale in 1282. In 1336
possession is again confirmed by the appropriation of the church by the Priory on the
resignation of the rector, Gilbert de Wiggeton. The waning fortunes of the Gilbertines
are evident by 1405 when an enquiry was held into the maintenance of the Ravenstonedale cell, supposed to house a master and three canons: it was claimed that the
Canons had not for some time been in residence. On the dissolution of Watton in 1 539
the possessions at Ravenstonedale passed to the Archbishop of York and, six years later,
to the family of Sir Thomas Wharton. After the sequestration of the Wharton estates in
1729, Ravenstonedale was purchased by the Lowthers.
First mention of the ruins on the north side of the church appears to have been made
in 1677 when one, George Fothergill 3 wrote: "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". Rights of sanctuary were an ecclesiastical privilege attested at Ravenstonedale; Fothergill may here be using the term to denote the monastic establishment
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generally. More substantial description of the remains is afforded by Machell, 4 writing in
1681: "... on the north side (of the church) 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". This seems very much like an account of the quadrangular
arrangement of a typical small monastic house. By 1703, however, the remains may have
grown less coherent, for in that year Bishop Nicolson 5 mentions only a "hollow vault,
some part whereof is still to be seen"; he identifies the vault as having been used as a
prison for those arraigned on capital offences before the manorial court. The same
structure was shown to Nicolson and Burn' in 1 777.
The church of St Oswald was entirely rebuilt in 1744: the dilapidated state of the
original structure may be inferred from the collapse in 1738 of part of the tower,
contracts for the rebuilding of which stipulate that it should be "in the middle of the west
side of the church". The rebuilding has virtually obliterated all trace of any earlier
structure, though early ecclesiastical use of the site is betokened by the presence in the
churchyard of the badly eroded shaft of a pre-Conquest cross. Some architectural details,
most notably the tower windows, are re-used and there are some carved corbels and
springers which seem to come from the earlier church. The south porch, of thirteenthcentury type, is supposed to have been removed from the old church and rebuilt, though
the doorway has clearly been clumsily cut-down to fit. Altogether, there can be no doubt
that the transfer of the advowson to Watton was the assignment of an existing benefit and
that a church already existed at Ravenstonedale at the time of the monastic foundation.
This fact might help to explain the siting of what appear to be the conventual buildings
on the north side of the church, a position which while not without precedent is
nevertheless sufficiently unusual to excite remark; the existence of earlier burials on the
south side of the church, usually favoured for the purpose, would have left little choice in
the siting of the monastic ranges.
Some notion of the appearance of the church before rebuilding may be derived from
Machell: 7 "An old conventual church with a row of three substantial round pillars, and
four arches just in the middle". This is not entirely explicit, but seemingly refers to a
single arcade (probably, typically of the region, on the north side) with arches springing
from the east and west end walls and from three intermediate piers. There is no reason
not to suppose that the walls of the eighteenth-century church generally overlie those of
its mediaeval predecessor; indeed, coincidences of alignment relate the church quite
firmly to the basically mediaeval ruins on its north side.
There has been some confusion concerning the position of the church tower prior to
rebuilding and this has affected interpretations of the remains under consideration.
Frankland 8 considered that the wording of the contracts for the rebuilding implied an
original tower attached to the church not at the west end but more probably on the north
side; consequently he took some pains to identify the tower among the ruins which he
examined. It is difficult to reconcile his view with a map of 1561, among the records of
Lord Lonsdale at the Record Office, Carlisle, which shows an elevation of the southern
side of the church with the tower firmly in its present position at the west end: the nature
of the map makes it very unlikely that this is merely a stylised representation.' A
distinctly different tradition is however cited by Nicholls 10 (1877): "... the tower stood
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alone, and on the town road side of the path. This tower, tradition says, rested on pillars,
leaving openings at equal distances on each side, while from the centre hung the bell rope
of the refuge bell". The idea of a belfry free-standing in such a manner is plainly at odds
with Frankland as well as with the evidence of the early map. The fabric of the present
tower may provide a clue; its general proportions, its spiral stair ending at the ringing
chamber, the fact that the levels of the floor stages have been altered, all might combine
to suggest that the tower indeed incorporates part of the mediaeval fabric, heavily altered
and recased in the eighteenth century. A further idea remains, however, attractive and
possible; that the tradition preserves a memory of the monastic gateway, leading to the
western side of the quadrangle, appearing after demolition of the adjoining ranges as a
free-standing structure built over a "four-way" arch.

The Remains
The ruins excavated by Frankland and subsequently re-exposed by Blackburn consist
basically of three groups of buildings or rooms. One group, more substantially built, is
aligned north—south, at right angles to the north wall of the church, and consists of two
main elements the southern of which is further subdivided by partition walls. The
"outer" walls of this range are faced with a striking red sandstone ashlar. The second
group lies to the east of the first and generally east—west, though the orientation is inexact
and the range diverts somewhat from the line of the church wall. Of the third group, few
traces now are visible, though they were shown in plan by Frankland; they continue the
system to the north and north-west of the first group. The ruins survive to an average
height of some two metres, but Frankland's operations involved the removal of all
deposits down to foundation level and consequently no stratigraphy has survived to assist
with re-interpretation. There are some features of the walls as they survive which suggest
that Frankland might have undertaken minor rebuilding in some places.
Frankland considered the east range to be the earliest and to comprise part of the
conventual buildings of the Gilbertine house. He considered that the west range, with
the ashlar facing, was a later addition incorporating the original tower of the church,
which was based on the southernmost building in the range.
A major problem concerning the interpretation of the remains is the extent to which
they show evidence of repeated and widespread rebuilding and repair. This has in some
cases obscured the relationships between individual walls and everywhere complicates
the task of establishing constructional sequences. The difficulty is of course exaggerated
by the absence of floor levels and of deposits originating in demolition and collapse. No
object diagnostic of date may be associated with any horizon; few moulded or carved
stones have survived and the primacy of their positions is open to doubt. Despite these
disadvantages it has however proved possible to reconstruct much of the sequence,
lay-out and function of an intriguing group of buildings, perhaps best considered phase
by phase in what appears to have been the order of construction.
PHASE I. Little may now be seen of the earliest remains on the site, though more was
recorded by Frankland' . They consist of the low remains of a range extending at least
one bay north of the surviving ruins, with a return to the west indicating the southern
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edge of a further range at right angles and aligned east—west. The foundations of a
demolished wall, visible during the consolidation work, formed the northern side of a
passage through the range, the southern side being along the line of the surviving
dividing wall; a blocked doorway in the western wall gave access to this passage. 12 One
corner of the junction with the surviving ruins may still be seen and by it the point is
made clear that these ranges, now largely lost, antedate and in stratigraphic terms
underlie the more visible remains. There are further suggestions at the southern end of
the ruins close by the north wall of the church that the visible walls overlie or incorporate
earlier structures, so it seems as though the basic layout and alignment of the ruins is
earlier in date than the buildings which comprise its final form. Further evidence for an
early period of building activity is supplied by the presence of a drain which underlies
the north wall of the Phase II complex. Resistivity surveying 13 has also suggested
extensive building activity in the churchyard, although there are problems in the specific
interpretation of the results.
Given the established historical context, the nature of these early buildings appears
fairly clear. We have two substantial ranges at right angles one to another and adjoining
the wall of the church nave, typical of the layout of the northern and eastern ranges of the
mediaeval monastic cloister; the existence of the western range does not entirely need to
be conjectured, as it would accord with the recorded presence in the churchyard, by the
footpath, of massive sandstone foundations. Furthermore, the sixteenth-century map, to
which reference has already been made, shows what appears to be a range of buildings

tcwaas_002_1992_vol92_0009

MONASTIC REMAINS AT RAVENSTONEDALE

73

visible within the cartographic convention of the time as projecting beyond the western
end of the church, in the appropriate position for the western range of the quadrangle.
The internal sides of the quadrangle thus created measure approximately twenty metres
in length, which agrees very well with Machell's observations.
There appears therefore to be convincing evidence for the conventual quadrangle
described by Machell. There is of course no direct evidence concerning the dating of this
primary phase at Ravenstonedale, but it is not unreasonable to suppose that it relates to
the first founding of the cell in the late twelfth century. The layout is ambitious in scale
and seems a little at odds with the nature of the Ravenstonedale community as it appears
in later years; the history of this cell is one of neglect and contraction and the original
laying out of a formal cloister, the size of which is comparable with that of so successful a
house as Shap, must be seen as a reflection of Gilbertine optimism during the order's
heyday at the end of the twelfth century. What is not clear is the extent to which the
northern and western ranges were ever actually used, or even completed; something,
clearly, survived for long enough to impress Machell, but we cannot tell whether this was
in the form of standing buildings or merely, as seems more probable, of long-demolished
walls.
PHASE II. Most of the remains now visible are the result of an extensive remodelling of
the eastern range of the Gilbertine cloister probably at a date, to go by the surviving
moulded stones, in the late thirteenth or fourteenth century. There is no evidence that
the northern and western ranges were similarly altered, or were in any way in use, at the
same time. The effect was to reduce the scale of the establishment from that of a small
monastery to that of a comfortable manor-house: this may be seen as a reflection of the
history of the community at Ravenstonedale, where the Canons so often were absent and
where the functions of the Master may have degenerated into those of a steward or bailiff
responsible for the administration of the manor and for the collection of its revenues.
The remains of this second period comprise the two substantial rooms, aligned
north—south, faced with limestone ashlar of a very high quality. The same limestone is
used for most of the surviving mouldings, door jambs etc. and it is probably the material
used in building the original ambitious conventual buildings. This raises the question of
whether or not any structure survives from Phase I; the surviving ashlar walls, certainly,
physically overlie the remains of the earlier structures, but these are entirely foundation
courses. It seems prima facie unlikely that the substantial earlier buildings should
entirely be taken down before rebuilding part of them on the same ground-plan and
using the same stone, so it seems probable that at least the west-facing frontage is part of
the original build.
The original floor levels are clearly visible within the range where the inner facings of
the walls (which are of limestone rubble, in contrast with the outer faces) give way to
foundation courses at the level at which Frankland chopped through the original floors.
The former presence of stone flags, later robbed-out, may be inferred; such flags may
still be seen in parts of the Phase III plan. It is clear that the surviving walls represent a
basement or undercroft level, as indeed was clear to early observers from Machell
onwards, and that they now stand to a level a little below the springers of the vaulting.
The range is not a simple rectangular block: on its eastern side it forms a markedly
projecting bay, the eastern wall of which has been removed and the general form
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obscured by later alterations. One large room may be made out, with a smaller room,
long and narrow, on its south side. There are indications that the range formerly
extended further to the south, and there is space enough for another narrow room north
of the church wall, assuming that it is on its original line. (One particularly massive
foundation, however, 1.25 m broad and built of huge stone blocks, must be seen as the
base of a buttress formerly supporting the church wall.)
Access to the northern room was by a door, 1.3 m wide and later skilfully blocked with
limestone ashlar, into the west face of the building. The moulded limestone jambs
survive. Further south, the same wall was pierced by a window, deeply splayed and
again with a simple limestone moulding. The rectangular projection at the back of the
range may have had another door, or may alternatively have been associated with a
stairway; this area has been so altered that the original purpose and appearance are hard
to discern. A feature of this room difficult to interpret is the massive square block or
pillar of masonry at its centre; although this may be associated with later rebuilding and
reuse, it may equally be the defaced remnant of a central pillar to support the four-way
vaulting of the undercroft.
The southern room also was entered by a door in the west wall, framed with red
sandstone ashlar as well as the usual limestone moulding and with an iron hook for
suspension of the door still in place. There is, however, a second, narrow door, also
framed with red sandstone, leading into this room from the south. This may have
communicated directly with the church or, as we have seen, with another small room or
lobby to the south of the known range. This southern wall is of slightly narrower gauge
than others of Phase II construction, suggesting that it may have been a dividing wall
between two weight-bearing walls. There is no reason, pace Frankland, to suppose that
any of these Phase II remains constitute a tower or part of a tower.
PHASE III. The final stages of rebuilding and reorganisation involve a variety of
changes which appear to have taken place piecemeal over a considerable period of time.
The whole series of changes are probably to be dated to the post-mediaeval centuries; it
is tempting to suppose that they were initially precipitated by the dissolution of the
remains of the Gilbertine house, although it is perhaps then surprising that no memory
of them should have been communicated to Machell after a relatively short lapse of time.
Basically, the changes involve the addition of a service wing to the eastern side of the
manor-house and the further subdivision of the manor-house rooms. The nature and
quality of the walling vary considerably, and there is evidence for a number of small
rebuildings and minor alterations.
The service wing comprises two surviving rooms aligned on an east—west axis,
perpendicular to the eastern side of the Phase II manor-house. These alterations involved
the major remodelling of the rearward, eastern, side of the manor-house (necessarily to
accommodate the new wing) and the breaking through of the projecting bay. The area to
the north of the new wing, though substantially paved with stone flags, appears to have
been no more than a yard.
The western, and larger, room of the service wing is approached by a door in the
northern side, communicating with the paved yard; the door-jambs are of the usual
carved limestone, but there is a slight suggestion that these have been reused from an
earlier structure and cut-down to fit. The flagged floor of this room survives in parts, and
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seems to have sealed one of a series of mediaeval graves — an indication that this stage of
building represents an encroachment beyond the limits of the original mediaeval lay-out.
The eastern room communicates with the western by a narrow door. The room is
dominated by a large fireplace on its northern side; the presence of a moulded kerb in the
flagged base of the hearth is evidence for an episode of reconstruction associated with an
increase in width. In view of the presence of this basement or ground-floor fireplace, it
seems reasonable to see the room as having been a kitchen, despite the presence in the
south-east corner of what is clearly a lavatory, either of earth-closet type or designed to
discharge into the adjacent beck. The walls of the kitchen present problems: the eastern
wall is plainly of two periods, that portion which contains the lavatory being the later and
involving the blocking of an earlier east door. It is possible that some element of the
service range belongs chronologically to Phase II, but this cannot with certainty be
shown and the major alteration may equally be a late one. The short stretch of wall which
backs the fireplace is also a problem; very thick, it may have acted as a buttress to
support the load of the chimney-breast and even of another fireplace at first-floor level.
It seems to be at this period that further alterations were made to the projecting bay at
the rear of the Phase II range, involving the blocking of the door into it from the west
and the construction of a large block of masonry in the middle of the bay. This feature
best makes sense as the base for a staircase, either new or a remodelling of a Phase II
stair; the effect was to create in the dead space under the stair the odd little cubby-hole lit
by a window (surviving from Phase II), but without, in its final period, any sign of a
door. It is interesting to note Bishop Nicolson's comment of 1703, cited by Nicholls, I4
"such malefactors as were arraign'd for any capital crime ... were imprison'd in a
hollow vault (some part whereof is still to be seen) on the north side of the church." It is
not improbable that this is the cell which he was shown, whether the tradition of its
earlier use was rooted in a genuine memory or merely in folklore.
Buildings to the north of the site, unearthed by Frankland but subsequently reburied,
show a continuation of the range towards the beck to the eastwards. It has been
suggested 15 that these walls might be earlier and part of the original conventual lay-out,
perhaps associated with the reredorter, but in the absence of firm evidence they have
here been placed in this final phase.
Other minor alterations may be ascribed to Phase III. It must be at this time that the
large northern room of the Phase II manor-house was further subdivided by an east—west
wall and by the L-shaped wall in its northern portion. It is probably also now (perhaps
associated with the building of the staircase) that the large millstone is let into the floor of
this same room (a water-mill is shown on the sixteenth-century map, some way to the
north of the churchyard. Was it under the same ownership as the ruins now under
consideration, that a worn stone might be available for such re-use?). At a still later date,
the curious drystone buttress-like features were added in the northern room of the
manor-house; the purpose of these is obscure, since they look like no more than piles of
stone, and may well be of very recent origin.
It is clear that the Ravenstonedale site has considerable potential to yield more
information, not only about the early monastic period of activity but also about the later
mediaeval and post-dissolution history of this northern outpost of a particularly
interesting Order. It is hoped that no opportunity shall be lost to carry out further
research there.
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