ART. VI The Woodland of Troutbeck and its exploitation to 1800
By M. A. PARSONS
-

A

CLOSE examination of the history of Troutbeck — apparently simply a remote,
self-sufficient Westmorland township — reveals a community which not only
provided for most of its own needs but also had links with the outside world and its
commercial activities at least as early as the 16th century. Cloth was then being
carried from Troutbeck, not only to Kendal but as far as the port of Southampton,
by one of its chapmen.' In the second half of the following century many of its
yeomen built up their herds of cattle in response to the demands of the market.'
They were no less aware of the commercial value of their woodland. After the
medieval period, when tenants paid little heed to the needs of conservation, the
surviving woodland was nurtured in the face of a growing demand from the market,
and in the 18th century there was a close link with the flourishing iron and tanning
industries.
It is impossible to estimate with any accuracy how heavily Troutbeck was wooded
in the early medieval period. It was certainly referred to, in the 13th century, as a
forest,' but since most of the upper reaches of the Lake District were similarly
described 4 that is no indicator of the density of its woodland. The upper fells, which
rise to some 800 metres, may already have been cleared.' Although the woodland
was not too dense to preclude the agistment of animals, 6 the survival of place-names
in Troutbeck Park, such as Swinegarth and Swine Crag, indicate that pigs were
rooting among the trees,' and the pannage of Troutbeck and Applethwaite was
worth 50 shillings a year in 1272. 8 Moreover a reference in an 18th century Estate
Book of the Lonsdale family, to a time when cattle in the Old Park needed bells
round their necks to enable them to be found, suggests that the lower part of the
valley was once fairly heavily wooded.'
It is clear, however, that the woodland was under threat and diminishing
throughout the medieval period. The enclosure of most of the Troutbeck side of the
valley into two deerparks — Troutbeck Park and the Old Park — by the end of the
13th century 10 was probably an attempt by the landowners to preserve the woodland.
But the survival of place-names with the suffix "thwaite", both in the north and in
the south of the township, bears witness to the likely clearance of woodland in the
course of this century." The activities of the tenants were not only a continuous but
also a growing threat to the woodland. And these depredations were sometimes
furthered by the lord himself.
The township of Troutbeck, which included only 13 tenants in the early 14th
century,' had over 60 by the mid-16th century.' The damage done by the stock of
the tenants was therefore increasingly serious. Even by the later 15th century a great
deal of damage had been done to the woodland by sheep and cattle trampling down
young trees, and by cattle "shaving" the wood i.e. eating the bark. 14 Pigs were a
further hazard; hence the attempt by the manorial court of Windermere to restrict
each tenant to one Martinmas hog which was to be kept at their door and ringed "so
that it root not"." The tenants enjoyed certain wood rights but they were abused to
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the detriment of the woodland. The woods of warrant, i.e. oak, ash, holly and crab
apple, belonged to the lord, even when the trees were growing on the tenants' land,
and the tenants were only allowed sufficient supplies of this wood for necessities —
house repairs, fencing and agricultural implements. 16 But they felled oak and ash
without permission, took wood for repairs they did not carry out, sold wood
belonging to the lord, and peeled the bark from his trees.'' Their right of estover, 18
i.e. taking dead wood for fuel, was often exceeded and numerous fines were imposed
by the manorial court on those keeping more than the one fire allowed on their five
cattle tenement. 19 Their right to lop young branches from ash trees to provide fodder
for their cattle 20 was cited as the reason for the lack of good timber on many
Cumbrian manors by the 16th century. 21 The parcelling of tenements, which was
occurring in Troutbeck at least as early as the reign of Henry VIII, 22 was reported in
High Furness to have led to "utter wasting of Her Majesties woods there". 23 It must
certainly have intensified the difficulty in controlling the woodrights of tenants. In
their search for wood the tenants not only damaged the trees of the lord; they also
seized wood belonging to their neighbours. All tenants in the Old Park paid a due to
the lord, known as "greenhew", for their right to cut underwood in their own
tenement. 24 But they also felled it in the woodland of their fellow tenants. 25 Nor were
they above cropping wood assigned to their neighbours for fuel. 26 The prohibition
laid down by the Court of Windermere in 1477 against making coalpits in the
forest 27 makes it clear that the tenants had by this time acquired control over
sufficient surplus wood to enable them to undertake the coaling process.
Although the manorial court was attempting to check the destruction of
woodland in the latter 15th century the lord and his officers were not free from
blame themselves. As early as 1346 Adam de Urswick, whose perquisites as forester
of Troutbeck included all the cinders of the forest, was accused of taking excessive
profits from his office. 28 A mill at Troutbeck Bridge, described in 1492/1493 as
having been recently erected pro ferro triando, had been built on the orders of the
lord and his council. 29 This evidence suggests that as early as the 14th century iron
was being smelted in the area, probably with charcoal from local wood. Moreover
the prohibition of 1477, against making coalpits, may well have been inspired more
by the desire of the lord to keep control of the process in his own hands than by a
desire to preserve the woodland.
According to Charlotte Kipling, woodland probably comprised only a quarter of
the land in Troutbeck at the end of the medieval period. 30 If, as Dr Winchester has
suggested," the diminution of woodland is reflected in the decreased number of
swine kept, the shrinkage of woodland is evident. The pannage of Troutbeck was
worth 16 15s. Od. to the Countess of Richmond in 1423/1424 32 but only 60s. 10d.
nine years later. 33 In 1454 she was receiving nothing from cropping and shredding,
which had previously been farmed for 20 shillings a year. 34 By 1493 the ironworks at
Troutbeck Bridge had ceased to bring her income because of the destruction of the
woods of the lord there. 35
It is clear, therefore, that iron smelting and charcoal burning had been carried on
in the Troutbeck valley before the 16th century. In fact, an inquisition post mortem
of the Duke of Bedford in 1437 refers to "Le Cole parke", which might well indicate
the existence of charcoal burning in the Old Park as early as this. 36 These activities,
coupled with other actions of the tenants had contributed, as they had in the
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Furness area, 37 in the Scottish Lowlands, and in north and east Yorkshire," to a
marked diminution of woodland. It is likely that this decrease was halted in the latter
16th century and external pressures were doubtless partly responsible. The Mines
Royal, established in 1564, were certainly buying charcoal from Roland Philipson of
Calgarth, whose property lay on the south-east border of Troutbeck, in 1569, 39 and
the Coniston mines were being worked by the end of the century. 40 It must be more
than a coincidence that coppicing had begun in the Troutbeck neighbourhood
before 1574 4 ' to enable supplies of charcoal to be provided to industry without any
long-term harm to the trees.
By the early 17th century coppicing had taken place both in the Old Park and in
Troutbeck Park. The sub-lease made by Thomas Harrington, the lessee of
Troutbeck Park from the Crown, to Isabelle Bateman in 1614, notes the existence of
a copse there. 42 The anxiety of the Crown to improve the supply of wood from the
Park was underlined by its insistence, in the lease made to Thomas Harrington in
1626, that he not only kept the fence of the Park in repair but also planted trees of
oak, ash or elm every year. 43 The degree to which this clause was carried out is
unfortunately not recorded.
In the Old Park, coppices had been created on a small scale by a number of the
yeomen tenants during the first decade of the 17th century. A deed of 1603 notes
the existence of one at Grains 44 and an early 17th century survey records copses at
Ibbotholme, Bradoke (Broadoak), Cropse (Cropsty), Cromyre (Crowmires), Castelhowsyck (Castlehowsike), Skallehow (Scalehow) and Aackathorfin (Oakathorpin)."
The tenants in the Old Park seem originally to have held dales of woodland, just as
they held dales in the open fields, which were attached to their tenement and
regulated by custom. 46 In the early 17th century many still held dales of half an acre
or less in the copses, and holdings in more than one of them. 47 But by this stage
some tenants had assumed ownership over a particular copse 48 and others had
acquired larger holdings within one. It is likely that dales were interchanged within
the pieces of woodland by mutual agreement just as they were in the open fields.
The tenants were apparently recognising no outside control over the disposal of the
wood in these coppices, which were probably enclosed by themselves and now
managed by one of their number. Some copses were also created by enclosures near
houses 49 and such developments may well have been facilitated by the decline of
power of the overlord in the Old Park in the latter 16th century. 50 The fact, however,
that the enclosures made in the latter 16th century, as a result of the licence granted
by the Earl of Cumberland in 1555, do not include woodland, 51 suggest that most of
the coppices in the Old park were made by the tenants on the basis of their
customary rights.
The predominance of oak in the coppices, reflected in names such as
Oakathorpin and Broadoak, meant that the wood was ideally suited to produce the
charcoal needed by the growing iron industry and the bark used by the tanners. A
"forge" existed at Kendal by 1606 and at least four bloomeries were built or rebuilt
between 1600 and 1630. 52 One was working at Cunsey by 1623, another at Hacket
in Little Langdale, probably by 1630. An ironworks was operating at Burnbarrow by
1609, and smelting was being carried out at Ulpha in 1625. The number of
bloomeries increased as the century progressed. 53 The tenants had an alternative
source of fuel in the form of peat 54 and were therefore able to respond to industrial
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demands without endangering their own needs. As more wood was felled for
charcoal, more bark was available for the tanning industry at Kendal where,
according to Celia Fiennes, " a great deal of leather was being tanned" in 1698. 55 In
the latter part of the century the more prosperous tenants were not slow to respond
to the lucrative market for cattle resulting partly from the prohibition of their import
from Ireland in 1667. 56 Their increased herds produced more skins to provide a
further stimulus to the tanning industry.
A link between Troutbeck and external industrial developments is not easy to
trace in the 17th century although it probably existed. Some of the coppices in the
Old Park lay close to Calgarth, and Christopher Philipson had an interest in both
Cunsey and Hacket forges in the early part of the century. 57 The fact that Robert
Birkett, a Troutbeck smith, owed him 14 shillings in 1634, suggests that iron from
his works was being used in the township. 58 Coppicing was increasing. By 1664 the
value of coppice in Troutbeck was £85 10s. Od., seven times the value of timber
trees. 59 Moreover individual tenants were increasing their hold over the woodland.
According to the survey of wood in the Barony of Kendal made in 1664, George
Longmire not only had 44 trees, which might simply have stood on his land and not
been controlled by him, he also had 16 in a piece of woodland at Laneside,
suggesting that he owned a little patch of woodland there. 60 By 1691 Benship Scar
had been enclosed and was in the sole possession of George Browne, 61 and in 1692
Thomas Wilson junior, sold the oak wood of Cockshott to George Cowperthwaite
and William Greene of Storrs. 62 Not only is there clear evidence that coaling was
taking place in Troutbeck at this stage 63 but some tenants, like James Cookson had
sufficient storage to accommodate the wood and bark from neighbouring woods. 64
There is little doubt that the tenants were fully aware of the value of woodland.
They may well have been among those of the Barony of Kendal who successfully
opposed the intended grant, by Charles II in 1663, to Richard Kirkby, of all the
wood in the barony unfit for ship's timber. 65 The grant, it was argued, would lead to
the impoverishment of the inhabitants of 20 villages and over 50% of families. 66 In
the latter 17th century heavy fines were being imposed by the manorial court of
Windermere on tenants felling timber trees without the lord's permission. 67 The
"great rebuilding" may have been partly responsible" but this was part of a general
attempt, by the tenant, to wrest control from the lord, of an asset of increasing
worth. 69 Given the relative value of coppice wood to timber trees by 1664 it seems
unlikely that Fell's assertion, that even in the early 18th century coppicing only
existed to a very small extent and charcoal was made mainly from the loppings of
timber trees and from underwood, 70 holds good in Troutbeck. Nevertheless felling
timber trees would certainly provide additional material for coaling.
If helping to supply the growing iron industry with Troutbeck charcoal is largely
conjectural in the 17th century, it is clear that some surplus bark was being sent to
the tanning industry in Kendal in the latter part of the century. The same
determination of the tenants to enjoy the profits from wood at the expense of the
rights of the lord was evident in 1688, when they raised sufficient money from
amongst themselves, to finance litigation challenging the right of the Queen (as
overlord), and her bailiffs, to the bark of oak trees. Among the 21 plaintiffs, who
regarded themselves as "owners" of the trees, were three George Birketts, two of
whom were probably tanners, Christopher Birken, also a tanner, Thomas Birkett
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and Thomas Wilson, smiths, and leading yeomen like George Browne of
Townend."
A good deal of the bark was doubtless absorbed at this time by the Troutbeck
tanners themselves. Not only were there a number of them at work; some of them
were also relatively prosperous. Tanners were at work in all three Hundreds. Two
families of George and Robert Birketts lived in Middle Hundred; 72 another family of
George Birketts at Townhead in Highest Hundred; 73 Christopher Birkett's widow,
Jane, was living in Lowest Hundred in 1680 74 as were the notorious Robinson family
who must have lived near the Heald.757Thesurvymapof1846lsrkaTne
Close opposite Ecclerigg, near Windermere Lake. 76 At his death in 1633, Robert
Birkett had goods worth £156 5s. 9d. including leather and bark worth £10 and two
bark vats. He also farmed on a considerable scale: his cattle and sheep, worth £43,
would have provided him with at least some of the skins he needed to tan. 77 His
descendant and namesake referred in his will of 1695 to the houses and lands
"where I or my undertenants dwell". 78 The tanner George Birkett held both
Coatsike and another tenement at Longmire Yeat in 1656, 79 and at his death in 1662
had goods worth £241 18s. Od. 80 Some of these tanners held woodland outside the
township 81 and others bought bark either from within it 82 or from Kendal. 83
It is unlikely, therefore, that the volume of bark despatched to Kendal was large.
Ambitious yeomen like the Brownes of Townend, however, were tending to
overcrop their coppices in their desire to profit from the Kendal market. The wood
from High Ibbotholme Scar was cut down in the three successive years after 1692,
and the bark sold to Alderman Wilson of Kendal for £11 Os. Od. The wood,
however, was described as "very inconsiderable" and only fit for firewood. The Scar
was subsequently left alone for 18 years. 84
If incentives existed in the 17th century to preserve woodland they were still
greater in the early 18th century, particularly as a result of the establishment of
charcoal blast furnaces. Between 1711 and 1748 blast furnaces were established at
Backbarrow, Cunsey, Penny Bridge, Leighton, Nibthwaite, Duddon Bridge and
Lowwood. 85 The woods of Low Furness had practically disappeared by the mid-17th
century 86 and although what remained was now carefully preserved and protected,'
and extensive planting begun in the Furness region, 88 charcoal was desperately short.
Between 1712-30 the Furness area only supplied a small proportion of the charcoal
needed by its industry. 89 It had to be drawn from a wide area, and every parcel,
however small, was anxiously sought after. 90 In these circumstances shipments from
Troutbeck, though never very large, had an importance greater than their volume
suggests. Direct contact existed between Troutbeck tenants and the Backbarrow
Company at least by 1713, i.e. only two years after the establishment of the blast
furnace there. 91
There is no evidence that the flourishing market for charcoal led to any extensive
planting in Troutbeck in the early 18th century though the woodland was tending to
spread beyond the fences. 92 The tenants relied mainly on the more efficient
management of existing resources. The woodland at the Hagg, Ecclerigg, the Scar,
Scar Bank, the Cragg, New Close, Crostenriggs, Puldrike and Grubbing was all now
coppiced, 93 and the processes of coppicing, felling, coaling, bark peeling and dressing
were all carefully regulated.
Given the earlier damage caused by animals, it was hardly surprising that
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Benjamin Brown forbade any "goods" to be pastured on Scalehow when he sold the
wood in 1714. 94 Although no strict coppice rotation apparently existed in previous
centuries, the age for felling was now carefully specified, though not always identical.
The more experienced wood owners, like the Brownes of Townend, preferred to cut
every 18 years, 95 reckoning on a 30% improved production over the more common
15 year period. 96 When William Braithwaite of Hawkshead bequeathed his property
at Townhead to his daughter Margaret in 1764, he insisted that any lessee should
ensure that the wood was of a "proper age for felling" and that they were to "copy
up the springs of wood in a suitable and proper manner." 97 Care had to be taken not
only to protect the timber trees in the coppices but also those too young to cut. 98
Wood croppings were coaled, along with the coppice wood. 99 Some of the felling was
carried out between November and April 100 but the oak was often left until May or
June when the rising sap made it easier to peel away the bark. 101 Purchasers of wood
were ordered to cut close to the ground, "in a workmanlike manner", 102 and financial
penalties imposed if felling did not take place within the allotted time or payment
was witheld. 103 Care was taken to avoid a conflict of interest between the tree fellers
and the arable farmers but this was not always possible; farmers were anxious to
avoid their hay crop being trampled down by the woodcutters early in the summer.
The organisation of all the processes of cutting and coaling the wood, and peeling
the bark, soon fell into the hands of local woodmongers. The Backbarrow Company
initially made direct contracts with Troutbeck tenants such as James Braithwaite and
George Birkett and, in 1714, was paying local labour in Troutbeck for tree cutting,
coaling, and peeling bark. 104 But already the shipment of coals was being carried out
by local yeomen 105 and by the 1730s groups of Troutbeck tenants were operating
together as woodmongers to control the management of the woodland, following the
example of others already operating in the vicinity. 106
The dominant woodmonger in Troutbeck at this stage was William Birket of
Lowwood. He was a substantial yeoman with a property owing a fineable rent of
13s. 3d, 107 on which he worked as an active farmer, keeping a flock of 100 sheep and
a few cows, and harvesting over 300 stooks of corn in 1734. 108 His numerous
activities included the managing of the Troutbeck slate quarries 1754-1758 109 and,
as a highly respected member of the township, he was called upon to arbitrate in
disputes, apprise goods of the deceased, act as a land agent to other yeomen"' and
work as foreman of the Troutbeck Jury in 1747." Later, in 1769, he was appointed
deputy steward of the Marquess and Richmond Fees"' and eventually, like George
Browne, assumed the title "gent"." 3 He operated as a woodmonger for over 20
years, from c.1734-1768" 4 and it was he who kept the accounts of the partnership."'
His partners in the 1730s were Christopher Gill, Christopher Wilson and Thomas
Atkinson. Christopher Gill was a carrier living near William Birket on the Ambleside
border; 116 Christopher Wilson was the son of John Wilson, tanner, who lived at the
Howe, 17 and probably followed his father's craft; and Thomas Atkinson was
probably a maltster." 8 All these men therefore had other occupations; they also
farmed, and they were involved not only in the management of the woodland but
also contributed actively to the labour required." 9 In the 1740s George Birkett
replaced Christopher Gill in the partnership. 120 As a carpenter he had a direct
interest in the woodland. 121
These partnerships were flexible and William Birket sometimes worked with other
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neighbouring woodmongers, such as James Longmire of Orrest,' 22 particularly if he
was handling wood outside Troutbeck. For William Birket's activities were not
confined to his own township: he handled the wood from Spooner Close,
Windermere, the Howe in Applethwaite, and Pool Wood at Brathay. 123 Nor did he
have any monopoly over the control of the woodland in Troutbeck: the yeomen
sometimes sold their wood to other woodmongers, presumably for a better price.' 24
The woodmongers first valued the wood, then jointly made a contract to
purchase. 125 Given the shortage they had to work quickly in case others forestalled
the buyers. 126 The tree felling was carried out partly by themselves,' 27 partly by
groups of woodcutters who were probably itinerant, 128 and by the general labourers
of the township, 129 all of whom were paid by William Birket. The woodmongers also
did some of the bark peeling themselves and employed local labour to help them. 130
The labourers were sometimes paid a daily rate of 8'/2d. per day and sometimes paid
for the weight of bark they handled. 131 The job of coaling was usually sub-let to
groups of colliers, 132 some of whom came from Staveley, in the next valley.' 33 Not all
the colliers worked in groups, however, nor were they all itinerant. The collier
"Owen", whose name suggest a Welsh domicile, apparently worked on his own,' 34
and some of the colliers, such as James Swales and James Wilson, were Troutbeck
men. 135 Local labour does not seem to have been scarce: William Fleming of Rydal
was able to let the bark and coaling of his woods at low rates.' 36
The woodmongers also had to supervise the movement of the bark and charcoal,
both of which had to be moved through certain gates in the coppice which were
locked unless workmen were on the site. 137 Money had to be paid to those tenants
across whose land the goods were moved. 138 Much of the bark was destined for
Kendal and must have been moved by road but most the charcoal was moved on
hurdles drawn by horses down to the shores of Lake Windermere, where wharfage
was charged. 139 Since John Cookson of Ecclerigg's wood was being coaled in the
early 18th century 140 it is likely that some charcoal was loaded at the jetty at
Ecclerigg. 141 Other coppices such as Oakathorpin and Scalehow were also conveniently situated for loading at this point (see Fig. 1) Other shipments were
probably loaded at Bowness. 142 The boats that carried the charcoal were apparently
owned by the iron companies 143 but sometimes operated by local woodmongers.' 44
They carried the coal either down the Lake to Newby Bridge and thence probably
by the same route as the slate to Backbarrow 145 or, more conveniently, across the
Lake to the Cunsey works.' 46
The importance to the ironworks of supplies from fringe areas such as Troutbeck
lay in the regularity with which the small amounts were shipped at a time when
charcoal was desperately short. At Backbarrow even the slag was being picked over
in the early 18th century to gather half-burnt charcoal. 147 The Backbarrow Company
lost money on its contract for the wood of Troutbeck Park in 1713 148 but once the
woodmongers took control of bigger supplies regular shipments were possible. In
1738 William Birket was despatching over 100 dozen sacks at the rate of three dozen
every few days between 6 April and 27 September.' 49 By 1751 the volume William
Birket was handling had increased to over 121 dozen sacks for which he received
L175 11s. 5d. Of these only 40 dozen went to Backbarrow, most of the rest to
Cunsey and Lowwood, and six sacks to Ambleside. 150
The woodmongers, as middlemen, had to succeed in making a profitable contract
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for the purchase of wood or charcoal from the woodowners for a commodity they
knew was scarce. In theory they could more easily profit from the sale of the
charcoal in a favourable market but in practice the ironmasters began to hold prices
down by agreeing amongst themselves not to buy above a certain price. 151
Competition for the purchase of charcoal tended inevitably to push up the price
for the woodmonger. William Birket complained that Fletcher Fleming had paid
another woodmonger, John Longmire of Orrest, an exhorbitant amount for his
charcoal and consequently he, who claimed he had promised him "as good a price as
any other", now had to pay 30 shillings for every dozen sacks. 152 The Backbarrow
Company had been able to buy charcoal from Troutbeck Park in 1713 for 25
shillings per dozen sacks. 153 Despite pressure, however, from both woodowners and
the price fixing of the iron masters, William Birket was able to make a reasonable
profit. In one year his total expenses in handling the wood of the Browne's were
£74 19s. Od. but he collected a total of £86 7s. Od., including L33 from Kendal
(presumably for bark), £46 from Bridge (for charcoal at Newby Bridge), and
£5 5s. Od. from Hawkshead (for charcoal), giving him a profit of over 15%. 154 In
1750 his profit was twice as large: his handling of the wood of the Browne's and the
Sharp's brought him a gain of nearly 30%: 35
The threat to the profits of the woodowners and woodmongers posed by the price
fixing of the ironmasters was tackled after 1745 when some of the largest
woodowners decided, under the leadership of William Penny, to build their own
furnaces at Penny Bridge, near Greenodd. 156 In 1748 they, the smaller woodowners,
and others involved in the production of charcoal, undertook to deliver to William
Penny and his partners all the wood they coaled, or sold to be coaled "being
merchantable coal", for the next 30 years. It was to be delivered at Cunsey, or at
Penny Bridge if a works had been erected there, or to any other furnace belonging to
William Penny. Every load was to fetch 34 shillings if delivered to the intended
works on the River Crake, or 30 shillings if delivered to Windermere or Coniston
waterside. The price was to be adjusted in accordance with the price of pig iron at
Bristol. The size of the sacks, which the woodowners had argued had been increased
by the ironmasters to reduce the profits of the charcoal producers, was specified. 157
This agreement, although securing for woodmongers such as William Birket a higher
price for their charcoal than they were often able to obtain, 158 was far from ending
the controversy with the ironmasters. Doubts were raised about the price of pig iron
quoted at the time of the agreement and complaints continued that the ironmasters
were exceeding the customary measures. 159 By the end of the year the situation was
further complicated by a split between those handling the wood, some of whom
doubted the wisdom of giving a monopoly of charcoal to William Penny and his
partners. 160 The Troutbeck woodowners and woodmongers were closely involved in
this controversy and numerous documents concerning it survive in the Browne
archives. 161 One of these is signed by William Birket and another is addressed to
George Browne. In the event the agreement was widely evaded' and the fears of
some of the woodowners that insufficient competition might hold down charcoal
prices was intensified when the Backbarrow Company took over the Penny Bridge
works. Nevertheless William Birket was making a very healthy profit in 1750, as we
have seen, and charcoal prices continued to rise. The average price paid per dozen
sacks in 1765 was 40 shillings.163
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The sale of wood, most of which was made into charcoal, 164 brought in a valuable
additional income in the early 18th century to some Troutbeck yeomen, none of
whom were very wealthy men. John Cookson of Ecclerigg sold his wood for £105 in
1737 165 and the following year William Birket received £81 16s. 8d. on his behalf at
"Furnace".'" His holding appears to have been of a relatively modest size for it was
leased out c. 1715 for a yearly rent of £15. 167 Benjamin Browne was paid £170 in
1714 for the wood from Scalehow, the Hagg and Grains 168 and £50 14s. 6d. for 39
loads of charcoal from New Close in 1726. 169 The sale of wood from Scalehow, High
Ibbotholme Scar and Low Ibbotholme, in 1734, brought him in a total of
L121 Os. 6d. 170 and in 1742/1743 he received L86 Os. 6d. from the woodmongers for
his wood. 171 The Brownes were probably the most prosperous family in Troutbeck at
this stage but these sums were far from negligible for a yeoman such as Benjamin
Browne whose son, to whom he had given most of his assets, had goods worth only
£242 15s. Od. at his death in January 1748. 172 Christopher Gill, one of William
Birket's partners, received £47 1 s. Od. from his wood in 1738. 173 None of these
yeomen had a sufficient number of coppices to give them a regular yearly income
from their wood or charcoal. Whether this was the case with the lessees of
Troutbeck park lack of evidence makes it impossible to say. The number of
surviving pitsheads in the Park' indicate considerable activity in this area. The
charcoal sent from here to Backbarrow in 1713 was worth £55 2s. 2d. 175 and by
1745 the value of the wood from the Park was over £100. 176 There are few
indications that the demand for charcoal in the early 18th century led the
inhabitants of Troutbeck to increase production to any notable extent. The wood
from Oakathorpin, for example, was worth £25 5s. Od. in 1711 and still only
£35 Os. Od. in 1741. 177 The total output from Cragg Wood, two of George Browne's
woods, and William Birket's own wood was only 74'/2 dozen sacks in 1749. 178
The smiths working in Troutbeck in the early 18th century must have used some
of the charcoal produced in the valley. The smith, Robert Cookson, owed
£ 1 16s. Od. for coals at his death in 1742 179 and the small quantities of charcoal
bought by the woodmongers William Birket and Thomas Atkinson in 1738 for
which they paid £3 Os. Od. and £4 9s. Od. respectively, were probably distributed to
Troutbeck smiths. 180 The smiths may have bought iron direct from Backbarrow as
early as 1712 181 and in the 1730s either through local woodmongers or from the
Kendal warehouse of the Backbarrow Company. 182 The Atkinsons, Birketts,
Cooksons, Wilsons, and Hirds, were all engaged in the trade. Blackhall smithy at
Longmire Yeat had probably ceased to operate by the early 18th century but
Edward Hird, a gunsmith and whitesmith, lived at Longmire Yeat in Middle
Hundred in the mid-18th century. 183 One of the smiths must have lived at
Smiddythwaite in Lowest Hundred.
The bark made available from the trees felled for charcoal provided the
Troutbeck yeomen, in the early 18th century, with a further addition to their income
from sales to the Kendal tanning industry and on occasions to markets much further
afield.
The evidence from Troutbeck does not endorse Pringle's assertion that the bark
from a coppice was worth more than the charcoal. 184 In most coppices the value of
the bark was about two-thirds that of the charcoal. 185 But there is no doubt that the
tenants regarded their income from this source as important. In 1717 they drew up a
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petition with the tenants of Applethwaite to oppose the attempt by the Kendal
tanners to prevent the export of oak bark to Ireland. They argued that the supply of
bark in north Lancashire and south Westmorland exceeded the demand of the
Kendal tanners, implying that export was needed to keep up the price. The main
profit of several hundred landholders, they claimed, came from selling bark and
some coalwood. Such a prohibition, therefore, would make it impossible for them to
pay their taxes, and a lot of labourers would lose their jobs and be reduced to
beggary. 186 In making their case they were undoubtedly distorting the truth: the main
profit of the tenants of Troutbeck and Applethwaite must have come from the sale
of their animals, including their wool and skins. Moreover, the petition implies that
the sale of bark was a more important source of income than that of charcoal.
Nevertheless, to tenants who were far from wealthy, the profit from bark sales was
sufficiently important to be protected at all costs. Few yeomen had goods worth
more than a total of £120 at their death. 187 Yet Benjamin Browne received
£39 4s. 6d. from the sale of the bark of New Close alone in 1726 188 and William
Birket received £33 for the bark from Mr Browne's wood c. 1750. 189
Bark peeling was carried out in spring and early summer, and after being dressed
and cut up the bark was often stored temporarily in barns, cowhouses or outhouses
until these were needed for grain or the protection of cattle in winter. 190 Woodmongers, such as William Birket, found it impossible to store all the bark he handled
in his own buildings and he therefore had to lease accomodation from others. 191
Some of the bark was still probably being sold to Troutbeck tanners in the early
18th century. The tanner Richard Robinson was working in Troutbeck in the first
decade of the century and George Birkett was still carrying on his family's link with
the trade in 1740. 192 But the connection with the Kendal tanning industry is clear
enough. The trade continued to flourish here and, in 1729, Kendal was described by
the Commissioners of Customs as "a place of great trade by the manufacture of
several sorts of woollen stuffs and tanning". 193 In 1704 Benjamin Browne sold to
Edward Benson the bark of 11 trees worth £2 8s. Od. 194 He was probably a relative
of the William Benson to whom George and Margaret Robinson of Troutbeck sold
oak bark in 1693. Under the sale agreement made in 1708 between George Birkett
and William Braithwaite of High Wray, by which George Birkett sold the wood of
New Close to the woodmonger, he not only promised to peel, house and dress the
bark, but also to carry it to Kendal on payment of 4s. 2d. per quarter. 195 In 1714 the
wood from Scalehow, the Hagg and Grains (with certain exceptions) was sold to the
mayor of Kendal, Joseph Dawson, Bryan Philipson, tanner, and Thomas Philipson
of Rayrigg for £170. 196 Of this sum £40 was paid over by three tanners in January
1715: Bryan Philipson, Alderman Wilson and William Greeby, and the following
month Bryan Philipson paid another £20. 197 William Birket received £12 10s. 3d.
for the sale of bark in Kendal in 1736 198 and Benjamin Browne sent 3 1 /2 quarters to
Kendal in 1741 at a cost of 1 s. 6d. per quarter. 199 But some bark was sent from
Troutbeck over Kirkstone to Patterdale. In the 1730s William Birket paid 6d. each
for 15 horses to take bark there. Some of the bark was his own; some was supplied
by George Birkett, carpenter, and some by James Akister, who also lent him a nag. 200
The threat posed to the charcoal industry by Abraham Darby's introduction, in
1713, of the process of smelting iron with coke was slow to affect the iron industry
of Furness. The Backbarrow Company continued throughout the latter 18th, and
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into the early decades of the 19th century, to smelt with charcoal and only towards
the end of the 18th century did it begin to feel the competition from coke. 201 Despite
Fell's assertion that neither the furnace nor forge at Cunsey was working after 1750
when the works was leased to Backbarrow, 202 William Birket was certainly sending
charcoal there in 1752. 203 Force Forge also appears to have been working well after
1744, 204 for George Browne dispatched 86 sacks of charcoal to "force" in 1773. 205
The charcoal industry of Furness does seem to have stagnated after 1756 206 and the
price paid for charcoal was only 30 shillings to 34 shillings per dozen sacks in 1787
compared with an average price of 40 shillings in 1765. 207 But the link between
Troutbeck and the Backbarrow Company was retained and coppice wood continued
to be an important source of income to many tenants throughout the second half of
the 18th century.
Subletting occasionally led to the neglect and consequent dramatic fall in the
value of a coppice 208 but William Braithwaite left careful instructions to his daughter
to "coppy up the springs of wood ... in a suitable manner", 209 and many tenants still
retained their small coppices at the end of the century. 210 In 1791/1792 sizeable sums
were paid by the Backbarrow Company for charcoal received from Troutbeck
tenants. 211 Tim Parker received L46 10s. 114c1.; Robert Forrest L45 10s. 10÷d.,
George Browne, L40 Os. 9d., and John Benson and his partner /J33 7s. 4d., for coal
from Troutbeck Park. The amount paid per dozen sacks varied from 34 shillings to
38s. 6d.; the latter sum not falling far short of the price paid in 1765. In 1800/1801
The Bishop of Llandaff received L54 18s. 3d. at rates varying from 30s. 6d. to
36s. 6d. for his charcoal from Ecclerigg. 212
The extent to which the production and movement of the charcoal was still being
handled by woodmongers is difficult to determine. There is no evidence of William
Birket carrying on his activities after 1768, and George Browne's diaries after this
date record him as viewing and paying the woodcutters and the bark peelers, paying
colliers, dining with a coal leader and dispatching charcoal in small quantities — 8-12
sacks at a time. 213 He also kept control over the trees in land he leased out. 214 The
entries in the Backbarrow accounts in 1791/2 also suggest a direct link between the
woodowners and the Company. But it is doubtful if woodmongers had ceased to
operate. The accounts of 1791/2 refer to John Benson and partner, suggesting a
business agreement between the two men. John Benson held Dovenest in 1780 215
and is listed in the Land Tax of 1798 as not only owning property but also leasing it
from both the Bishop of Llandaff and Timothy Parker. 216 He would therefore
probably have considerable resources of his own wood available, 217 and was being
paid in 1791/2 for charcoal from both Troutbeck Park and Wainlass How. Despite
the indications in his diaries that George Browne was controlling the production of
his own charcoal, it is clear that some, at least, of his wood was being handled by
Benson for, in 1778, he received L100 from him in part payment for his wood. 218
Although a number of tenants were still enjoying a useful additional income from
the charcoal of their oak coppices being sent to Backbarrow ironworks at the end of
the century, some at least were sufficiently far-sighted to recognise the commercial
potential of fast-growing hardy conifers. They may not themselves have read the
advice given by agricultural reformers but the example afforded by enthusiasts like
J. C. Curwen, the owner of Belle Isle, and Bishop Watson, of Calgarth Park, was
unlikely to be ignored. The former had a life-long interest in systematic planting219

tcwaas_002_1997_vol97_0008

THE WOODLAND OF TROUTBECK

91

and, even if the appeal to the public good made by the latter fell on stony ground,
the promise that fir plantations would increase the value of property was too
tempting to ignore. 220 Fir plantations seemed to be able to provide a reliable "sinking
fund" for the market-conscious yeoman: there were heavy and growing demands for
timber in the latter 18th century for wagon-ways, shipping, mining and gunpowder
works. 221 Although the great expansion of the Coniston copper mines and
Glenridding lead mines was not to take place until the 19th century, some lead was
being mined at Glenridding c.1750 and George Browne was actively involved in fir
planting while the Bonsor Vein was being deepened at Glenridding 1792-1795. 222
Moreover there was a growing demand for gunpowder from the slate quarries and
the copper and lead mines, 223 and although the charcoal used by the gunpowder
mills was usually made from birch and alder, 224 it is clear that firwood was also used
on the site, probably for packaging.
The earliest record of intended plantations in Troutbeck is in 1774, when George
Browne bought from Archibald Dixon of Hawick (who also supplied Mr Curwen),
500 year-old transplanted firs, 500 seedlings, 100 larches and 200 spruces. 22 ' Unlike
J. C. Curwen, who planted some oaks, and Mr Ireton of Ireton Hall, who planted an
equal number of oaks, and larch, 226 the Brownes limited their planting then, and for
the next 20 years, largely to quick-growing trees, larches and various kinds of firs. 227
The only other trees they planted were a few hornbeams, elms, limes, beech and ash,
and occasionally a more substantial number of poplars (120 in 1790), and
sycamores (300 in 1796). Although the scale of planting by the Brownes cannot
compare with the activities of Mr Curwen, who planted over a million trees on the
slopes of Windermere, 228 or of Bishop Watson, who planted 322,500 larches on
Birkfell and Gummershow in 1805-1806, 22 29 the number of trees ordered by George
Browne 1774-1796 was considerable. In August 1788 he paid Archibald Dixon
£5 7s. 3d., and £3 Os. Od. of this sum was spent on 6,000 two-year transplanted
Scotch firs. Over 4,000 of these were planted in Greenthwaite in February and
March of that year and 722 in the Hagg in December. 230 Unfortunately the accounts
of George Browne make it impossible to assess accurately the total number of trees
planted, partly because the weight rather than the number of trees is sometimes
recorded, and partly because the accounts become increasingly scrappy as George
Browne ages, and are probably not complete. 231 Moreover it is clear that he was
ordering on behalf of others as well as himself. 232 None of his plantations was very
extensive: Greenthwaite, which was probably the largest, and in which a further 972
trees were planted in 1789, was less than 10 acres in 1846. 233 In this case George
Browne was attempting to make an outlying area of waste productive; 234 in other
instances he was planting in or near existing coppices — in the Hagg in 1788, New
Close in 1789, and Scalehow in 1792 and 1794. 235 Other tenants followed suit, if on
a smaller scale. George Browne sold 300 two-year old firs to Mr Atkinson and a
similar number to George Benson in 1788. Strickland Pool, T. Simpson, J. Melray
and Jonas Barker were all supplied with firs, larch and beech. 236 It is also likely that
Bishop Watson followed his own advice in Troutbeck while he held Skelgill and
Ecclerigg: there were certainly four plantations at Skelgill totalling eight acres in
1846. 237 The responsiveness of the tenants to the demands of industry is clear
enough: in 1803 a large woodmere in Troutbeck was advertised as being fit for
cutting for gunpowder charcoal. 238 The policy was to prove a good investment for the
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Brownes: between June 1849 and April 1851 George Browne's great grandson and
namesake received £87 16s. 1 d. from the Elterwater Gunpowder Company for
Scotch firs from Greenthwaite. 239
Despite the fact that oak coppices remained an important source of income for
some of the tenants in the latter half of the 18th century, tanning in the township
seems to have declined. Most of the bark was now being sent elsewhere.
Even in the early 18th century some Troutbeck tanners were impoverished, 240 and
much of the bark was being dispatched to Kendal. 24 ' Towards the end of the century
those who still carried on the trade, and whose families had been associated with it
for centuries, were having to sell the small tenements they now held. George Browne
bought Coatsyke, formerly held by George Birkett, in 1775, 22 42 and James Birkett's
debts forced the sale of his tenement at Longmire Yeat in 1780. 243 By 1783 there
may well have been no tanners working in the township, for in that year William
Ward was apprenticed to a tanner in Coniston. 244 In 1801 there were no tanners
among those between the ages of 18 and 45 fit to serve in the militia nor among
those due to pay window tax. 245
The decline of tanning in Troutbeck was not a reflection of a general decline of
the industry. It was not until the mid-19th century that the introduction of chemical
tanning was to harm rural industry,"' and tanning continued to flourish in Lakeland
until then. 247 It seems likely in the case of Troutbeck that the woodowners preferred
to profit from the increasing prices offered by larger operatives in towns. In 1784
George Browne was getting £1 Os. 6d. per quarter for the bark of Oakathorpin and
Ibbotholme. 248 This was a third more than even the Backbarrow Company had paid
in 1713-1714. 249 Prices like this were difficult to resist. The market in Kendal was
buoyant — there were still 23 tanners working there in the mid-19th century 250 — and
the building of the turnpike facilitated the movement of the bark. 251 George Browne
sold bark from Scalehow at Kendal in 1763, 1785 and 1791, 252 and Garnet
Braithwaite's complaint, in 1791, that the bark was the dearest he had seen that
year, 253 suggests a lively business acumen on the part of George Browne. He soon
found an even more lucrative market: in January 1792 he was paid £ 1 5s. Od. per
quarter for his bark from New Close and High Ibbotholme by John Hindson of
Penrith. 254 In March of the following year he received £47 14.s Od. for the bark he
had sold to Mr Hindson. 255 The connection with Kendal was retained"' but
economic advantage clearly made the longer journey to Penrith worthwhile.
It is clear, therefore, that Troutbeck was far from being isolated from the
industrial developments of the 17th and 18th centuries. After the medieval period,
when much of its woodland had been destroyed, most of what remained was
carefully protected as a commercial asset. The degree of market awareness shown by
woodmongers such as William Birket and woodowners like the Browne family was
doubtless unusual. But the early coppicing in the Old Park appears to have been the
work of many of the tenants, and 21 of them were claiming control over the bark in
1688. The accumulation of several coppices, on the part of Brownes, by the early
18th century, indicates that some tenants had lost their hold on the woodland but
many retained an interest in its profit potential as witnessed by the petition regarding
the export of bark in 1717, and their participation in making plantations in the later
18th century. The reaction of Troutbeck tenants to external industrial expansion
was not sufficiently great to stimulate any large-scale tree planting before the later
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18th century and consequently Troutbeck never became a major supplier of
charcoal or bark. Nevertheless it sent regular shipments of much-needed charcoal to
the iron furnaces and an increasing proportion of its bark to tanners outside the
township. The income earned by the more enterprising tenants was never enjoyed
on an annual basis but it must have provided a valuable intermittent addition to a
limited income.
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