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Flints from Skirwith in Carlisle Museum

By J. CHERRY B.SC., F.S.A. AND P.J. CHERRY B.A.

A

group of fl int artefacts found at Skirwith in Culgaith Parish, and deposited at
Carlisle Museum, has so far received only cursory publication ^(Spence
1940 .
P 1940).
collection is composed mainly of arrowheads, of both leaf and barbed and
tanged variety, but also includes petit tranchet derivative arrowheads, knives and
scrapers.
The exact findspots are not recorded, being described as "Skirwith Moors". It is
not ce rt ain whether this is a reference to Skirwith Low Moor or High Moor. (There
is nothing relevant in the Cumbria Sites & Monuments Record) . However,
according to the 6" OS map published in 1867 there were two areas given as moors
at Skirwith, High Moor which adjoins Skirwith village to the east and Low Moor
which lay about two kilometres to the west. According to the Enclosure Award map
the western side of the area known as Low Moor (approx. height O.D. 145 metres)
was enclosed by 1857 with fields made either side of Beck Mills road (Nos. 34, 40,
43 to 49, 51 to 53, 58, 62, 63, and 65); the land to the north-east belonged to
Skirwith Hall. The field numbers are different on the 25" Ordnance map of 1863
where they do not correspond, but range from 23 to 78.
One of the flints handed in to the museum at Carlisle bears the date 1856 but the
identity of the donor is not recorded. It is likely that when Skirwith Low Moor was
enclosed and ploughed, a local antiquarian may have paid agricultural workers to
collect a rt efacts, a practice well established in other pa rt s of the count ry at the time.
That would also account for the predominance of arrowheads in the collection, since
these are the most attractive and easiest to identify.
A number of finds of stone axes from the parish are also known (see e.g. Fell and
Davis 1988, Implement petrology Nos. 14, 240, 242 and 243). A pigmy cup in
Carlisle museum is also said to have come from Skirwith.
A selection of a rt efacts is shown at Figure 1. The raw materials used fall into four
groups. Firstly, there is translucent pale grey fl int with speckled black or white
inclusions, similar to that found on sites on the limestone uplands twenty kilometres
or so to the south (Cherry and Cherry 1987), and to a much lesser extent, on the
West Cumbrian coastal plain. All the leaf arrowheads, with the exception of two, are
of this material but only two of the barbed and tanged arrowheads Nos. 373 and
380. Other artefacts of similar material comprise a small bifacially worked
implement which may be a knife but is probably a petit tranchet derivative arrowhead
Class C No. 406, an awl No. 418, five knives Nos. 403, 413, 417, 418 and 423, two
core trimmings, a fabricator No. 402 and a scraper No. 420. A large triangular
piercer/scraper No. 388 and a petit tranchet derivative Class D No. 387 are made
from dark grey translucent flint and another knife is of opaque dark grey flint. These
flints are considered to be from eastern Yorkshire.
Secondly, there is a group of brown to brown/grey and mottled brown flints.
Similar flint is relatively uncommon on the limestone uplands of Cumbria but does
sometimes occur in noticeable quantities, for example at Tarn Moor 1 (Cherry and

tcwaas_002_1993_vol93_0004

20^

FLINTS FROM SKIRWITH IN CARLISLE MUSEUM

Cherry 1987). This seems to be chalk flint rather than pebble fl int, but this cannot
be conclusively demonstrated. Flint of similar colour does occur in Irish sea beach
pebble flint but there it tends to be lighter and is predominantly yellow, and in any
event some of the artefacts are rather large to be derived from beach pebbles. If it is
chalk fl int, it is probably also of Yorkshire origin, and Manby (1974, 1975) records a
preference for brown flint on Late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age sites in the Rudston
area of the Yorkshire Wolds. Eight of the barbed and tanged arrowheads are of this
material. Other finds in this material include a petit tranchet derivative arrowhead
Class C, a steeply worked narrow blade-like flake of almost microlithic appearance
No. 411 and a core trimming flake. One plano-convex knife and a waste flake show
signs of heat damage so that their original colour cannot be determined. All flints are
only lightly patinated except for a leaf arrowhead which is patinated on one face. It
should be noted that it is difficult to classify grey flints, since many grey flints appear
to exhibit varying shades of brown when light is passed through them.
Thirdly, the barbed and tanged arrowhead (Fig. 1.1) appears to be made of finegrained volcanic tuff with a pale kaolinite patina, almost certainly deriving from the
Central Lake District.
Fourthly, one barbed and tanged arrowhead is of opaque black chert No. 383,
and two blades are of creamy opaque chert. These cherts could well be from the
Cumbrian limestone uplands, or from Pennine sources.
The differences in raw materials between the two types of arrowhead make it
likely that they derive from two distinct assemblages. Whilst significant differences in
raw materials utilised for toolmaking are well evidenced in Cumbria between the
Late Mesolithic/Early Neolithic on the one hand and the Late Neolithic/Early
Bronze Age on the other, we have not hitherto recorded any clear distinction
between specifically Neolithic assemblages and Early Bronze Age assemblages.
Moreover, the continued use of leaf arrowheads into the Early Bronze Age is well
established (Green 1980). A proper survey of the area is needed to assess the
position.
All the leaf arrowheads except one are of Green's type 4, of small size. All the
barbed and tanged arrowheads except that made from volcanic tuff are also of small
size. Four are of Green's Sutton B type, two of Sutton A type and two of Sutton C
type. Arrowheads of Sutton B type are the predominant type in both coastal and
upland sites in Cumbria.
The use of volcanic tuff for toolmaking is now well known in Cumbria from Late
Mesolithic contexts (e.g. Cherry and Cherry 1983, 1987) and although its use for
small tools in later contexts is less common, it is not unknown. A barbed and tanged
arrowhead reworked on a flake from a polished implement is recorded from
Ravenstonedale Moor (Davis 1963) and an arrowhead from Eskmeals sand-dunes,
of Sutton A type, now in Carlisle Museum, is also probably made of volcanic tuff
(Fair 1937). It is not possible to determine whether the Skirwith arrowhead is
derived from the reworking of a polished axe or adze. It is however unusually large,
is finely worked and has carefully squared barbs and tang. It falls within Green's
Conygar Hill type and it is possible that it was not a functional implement.
Elsewhere in the Eden Valley, reported finds are few. Pale grey chalk flint a rt efacts
have been found in small quantities at Murton (Fell 1991) and are known from
Brougham (Fell 1972) where finds included two sherds of Peterborough ware. A
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Seamer type Late Neolithic edge polished flint axe has recently been reported from
near Ainstable (Richardson 1990).
There were prehistoric burials near Skirwith on uncultivated land. In his repo rt in
Vol I of the Old Series of Transactions, Taylor writes "I have seen evidences of these
graves on low marshy ground at Penruddock etc—; several on Hunsonby and
Skirwith Moors" (Taylor 1868). These were no doubt destroyed by the cultivation
that followed the enclosing of the land, which could account for the finding of the
pigmy cup and even some of the flint artefacts, as grave goods.
The concentration of major Neolithic and later monuments within a few
kilometres of Skirwith (e.g. Long Meg and her Daughters, Mayburgh and King
Arthur's Round Table) also suggests that there was a substantial concentration of
prehistoric activity in the area which remains to be fully investigated.
Figure 1. Illustrates a selection of a rt efacts from the Skirwith collection, with the museum accession
numbers given in parenthesis.
1. (370) Large barbed and tanged arrowhead with one barb missing, made from volcanic tuff. Max.
thickness 0.6 cm.
2. (383) Small barbed and tanged arrowhead in black chert. There is a distinct area of gloss on one side.
Max. thickness 0.5 cm.
3. (373) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in grey flint with white inclusions. One barb missing, the other
longer than the tang, which appears to be broken. Max. thickness 0.3 cm.
4. (374) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in darker grey/brown flint, broken tang and one barb. Max.
thickness 0.4 cm.
5. (376) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in dark grey/brown flint with a slightly damaged barb. Max.
thickness 0.5 cm.
6. (377) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in dark grey/brown opaque flint. Max. thickness 0.5 cm.
7. (378) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in opaque grey/brown flint, one barb broken. Max. thickness
0.35 cm.
8. (380) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in creamy grey flint with white inclusions. Max. thickness
0.35 cm.
9. (381) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in dark grey/brown flint, edges to the point are slightly concave.
Max. thickness 0.4 cm.
10. (382) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in dark brown/grey flint, slightly asymmetrical with slight
damage to one barb. Max. thickness 0.5 cm.
11. (385) Arrowhead in translucent yellow flint, very small, possibly barbed but too badly damaged to say
with certainty. Max. thickness 0.35 cm.
12. (384) Barbed and tanged arrowhead in translucent brown/grey flint, the barbs, one of which is
slightly damaged, are not well defined. Max. thickness 0.25 cm.
13. (400) Petit Tranchet derivative arrowhead in brown flint with some white inclusions, Class C. Max.
thickness 0.65 cm.
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14. (387) Petit Tranchet derivative arrowhead in grey fl int with black inclusions, Class G. Max. thickness
0.4 cm.
15. (406) Petit Tranchet derivative arrowhead in opaque grey flint, narrow, bifacially retouched, Class C.
Max. thickness 0.35 cm.
16. (386) Leaf arrowhead in brown translucent flint. Max. thickness 0.4 cm.
17. (389) Leaf arrowhead in grey translucent flint with white and black inclusions, large. Max. thickness
0.7 cm.
18. (396) Leaf arrowhead in opaque grey flint with white inclusions. Max. thickness 0.3 cm.
19. (392) Leaf arrowhead in pale grey flint with white inclusions, damaged at its base. Max. thickness
0.3 cm.
20. (401) Leaf arrowhead in dark brown/grey flint with white inclusions, some co rt ex remaining on one
side. Max. thickness 0.35 cm.
21. (395) Leaf arrowhead in grey flint with white inclusions, slight edge damage on one edge near the
point and at the point itself. Max. thickness 0.4 cm.
22. (398) Leaf arrowhead in pale grey flint with white inclusions, slightly ogival with a pointed base.
Max. thickness 0.3 cm.
23. (391) Leaf arrowhead in pale grey flint with white inclusions, small, compares with No. 16 in size.
Max. thickness 0.35 cm.
24. (388) Knife or scraper in grey/brown flint with black inclusions, retouched along two edges of one
side to form a point so this tool could be used as an awl. Max. thickness 0.6 cm.
25. (402) Fabricator or knife in grey flint with white inclusions, steeply worked with a pronounced dorsal
ridge. Max. thickness 0.7 cm.
26. (405) Plano-convex knife in opaque light grey chert (or siliceous limestone), finely worked. Max.
thickness 0.6 cm.
27. (407) Knife in dark grey flint, made on a large broken blade, worked along much of one edge. Max.
thickness 0.7 cm.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank Colin Richardson for allowing us to study the flints and for
his helpful comments, and Susan Dench for assisting us in our search of the
archives.

References
Cherry, J. and Cherry , P.J., 1983 "Prehistoric Habitation Sites in West Cumbria. Pa rt I: The St Bees
Area and North to the Solway", CW2, lxxxiii, 1.
Cherry , J. and Cherry , P.J., 1987 Prehistoric Habitation Sites on the Limestone Uplands of Eastern Cumbria,
CWAAS Research Series Vol. II.

tcwaas_002_1993_vol93_0004

24^

FLINTS FROM SKIRWITH IN CARLISLE MUSEUM

Davies J., 1963 "Some recent prehistoric finds of Lake Dis tr ict Origin from the Yorkshire Pennines",
CW2, lxiii, 53.
Fair, M.C., 1937 "West Cumberl an d Sandhill Occupation. Flint Working in the Sandhills", CW2, xxxvii,
214.
Fell, C.I., 1972 "Neolithic Finds from Brougham", CW2, lxxii, 36.
Fell, C.I., 1991 "Flints from Murton, Asby and Orton Scar", CW2, xci, 263.
Fell, C.I. and Davis, R.V., 1988 "The Petrological identification of stone implements from Cumbria in
Stone Axe Studies", Vol. 2, ed. Clough & Cummins, C.B.A. Research Report No. 67.
Green, H.S., 1980 The Flint Arrowheads of the British Isles. B.A.R. 75.
Manby, T.G., 1974 Grooved Ware Sites in Yorkshire and Northern England. B.A.R. 9.
Manby, T.G., 1975 "Neolithic Occupation Sites on the Yorkshire Wolds", Y.A.,J. Vol. 47, 23.
Richardson, C., 1990 "A Catalogue of Recent Acquisitions to Carlisle Museum and Reported Finds from
the Cumbrian Area", CW2, xc, 1.
Spence, J.E., 1940 "Repo rt of the Committee for Prehistoric Studies, 1937-1939", CW2, xl, 108.
Taylor, M.W., 1868 "On the Vestiges of Celtic Occupation near Ullswater, and on the Discovery of
Buried Stone Circles by Eamont Side", CWl, i, 166.

tcwaas_002_1993_vol93_0004

