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ART. XVI.—A n A ncient British Villa,z e in Kentmere. 
By J. A. MARTINDALE. 

Read at the Site, September Igth, 1goo. 

MY attention was first drawn to this old-world settle-
ment, which lies on the south-west slope of Rasp 

How and a few hundred yards within the southern 
limits of Kentmere, at the beginning of I6g7 by Mr. 
Addison, who was born at the old Millrigg farmhouse, 
less than a quarter of a mile from its ruins, and who 
had often wondered when and why the mounds and 
circles had been made. The remains have not, so far 
as I am aware, ever been described or noticed, nor 
were they marked on the first issue of the Ordnance 
maps. Last year I pointed them out to the sappers, 
and I understand that they have been inserted on the 
revised maps of the 6-inch scale. The site has been 
ruthlessly pillaged at different times for stones to build 
the fences of the modern fields, and the village seems 
to owe its escape from complete destruction to the fact 
that, after its desertion, its ruins were overgrown with 
wood. The ruins themselves have received no name, 
or, perhaps, it may be more correct to say that none 
is now remembered by the present inhabitants of Kent-
mere ; but the wood which covered their site bears an 
awkward compound name. The wife of some former 
Airey, or, may be, Cowperthwaite or Gilpin, possessed 
a close of ground abutting upon it, which was, therefore, 
known as Willy Wife Close, and the wood was called 
Willy Wife Close Wood. 

Mr. Wilson, your indefatigable secretary, has paid 
two visits to the village with me, and on the last 
occasion we had the pleasure of Mr. Dymond's company. 
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176 AN ANCIENT BRITISH VILLAGE IN KENTMERE. 

They urged me to prepare a paper descriptive of it to 
be read before you, and I consented very reluctantly, 
for several members of your society have a much greater 
acquaintance with relics of the past such as these than 
I have had the opportunity of acquiring, and would 
have much more efficiently explained them than I can 
hope to do. 

Before I begin, however, to describe these ruins—
the word is hardly strong enough to express the worn 
and wasted condition in which we find them—may I 
crave your patience for a short time, while I point out 
a few topographical details of the valley where they 
lie, which may help to explain the reasons that 
determined the selection of the site. The river Kent, 
rising on the southern front of High Street some five 
miles north of us, flows in a winding course down a 
deep and narrow valley as far as Staveley, where it 
enters on more open country. This higher valley, 
bounded on the west by the hills of Troutbeck, Apple-
thwaite and Hugill, and on the east by the range which 
separates it from Long Sleddale, is divided into three 
portions or basins by projecting masses of rock and fell. 
The upper of these projections is that fine range of 
crags which juts out from Garburn and crosses the 
valley behind the church. Moraine matter, collecting 
between its eastern end and the opposing hill, dammed 
up the waters of the stream, and a small lake was 
formed immediately behind. The middle of the three 
basins was in turn shut off from the lowest by the mass 
of Millrigg Knot just south of us, together with a ledge 
of rock and moraine higher than the ground behind, 
which crossed the valley and gave rise to a second 
and lower lakelet. The lowest of the three portions is 
extremely narrow, and better deserves the name of gorge 
than of basin, there being scant room anywhere between 
the hills for two small fields, and in most places for 
even one. 
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AN ANCIENT BRITISH VILLAGE IN KENTMERE. 177 

Now what, may we suppose, was the physical con-
dition of the valley at the time when the ancient Goidels 
penetrated into this part of Britain, say six or seven 
hundred years before the commencement of our era ? 
The upper lake had then, no doubt, been drained away 
by the lowering of the moraine-formed darn under the 
wearing action of the river ; but the fiat on which it 
once lay would be a bog. The hills on each side were 
steep and rocky, and the climate would be severe, as the 
bottom of the valley occupied • by the bog is 70o feet 
above the sea,—more severe than it is at the present day 
from the great extent of swampy, waterlogged ground. 
The lowest of the three portions,—the narrow gorge' 
from Ulthwaite southwards,—would be filled with a 
dense growth of oak, alder and hazel, and the hill sides 
were, as they still are, braut, stony and bare of soil. 
Between these portions lay a pleasant oval basin, with 
a fair-sized tarn in its bosom, shallow no doubt and 
fringed with reeds and water-weeds, probably bordered 
by timber trees, but stocked with fists, with trout and 
salmon, not then intercepted by dam or weir. The hill-
sides, especially those on the east wnich faced the after-
noon and evening sun, sloped more gently upwards, 
the soil was deeper, and good pasturage for cattle was 
at hand. Here, then, was the most suitable place in 
all the valley for a settled home,—almost ideal, no doubt, 
in the opinion of the semi-savage corners. Here they 
would be shut off and hidden by hill and wooded gorge 
from other clans and families who might be disposed to 
hostilities ; here was promise of abundant supplies for 
their simple desires, and here, at the south-eastern end 
of the lake and some 150 feet above its margin, they 
found a small terrace flanked on the east by a cliff, 
varying from 15 to 3o feet in height, and here the 
patriarch of the clan drew his lines and fixed his 
dwelling place. 

The terrace selected has a fairly level platform at its 
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southern end, measuring about 30o feet from north to 
south and 25o from east to west. The eastern cliff rises 
steeply to a higher terrace which completely dominates 
the platform, making it evident that the founders of the 
settlement had not chosen the position with any view 
of erecting a fortification. So close to the cliff is the 
village placed, that a portion of the lower slope is 
within its area. Had the Celtic Romulus drawn his 
lines but a few feet further west, he would have secured 
a much more level site ; but probably he feared the east 
wind more than human enemies, and got as near as he 
conveniently could under the shelter of the bluff. 

The space enclosed by the walls contains nearly two-
thirds of an acre, and is oval in shape, the longer axis 
lying north-west and south-east, and measuring 24o feet 
to the outside of the rampart. The broader end of the 
oval lies towards the north where it is 16o feet across, 
the narrow end on the south being zo feet shorter, but 
here the oval shape is distorted and the breadth decreased 
through the wall turning its convexity inwards. The 
walls themselves, where remains which can be measured 
are left, have been originally from 7 to io feet in thick-
ness. On the south for iio feet, they have been 
removed to the base, but, fortunately, the outer and 
inner foundation stones are for the most part left in 
position ; and here they are, measured from outside to 
outside, 7 feet apart on the east, gradually widening 
to io feet on the west. All along the remainder 
of the circuit exact measurements are difficult to get ; 
in one place through the original wall having been 
overlaid by a later one, in other places by a covering 
of débris, and again through one, or both, rows of outer 
stones having been removed. 	Still the evidence is 
sufficiently satisfactory that in their original state they 
were in great part 9 or io feet thick. Romulus was 
evidently indisposed to give Remus a chance of slighting 
his infant town by leaping over them. 
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As to their construction, I think that they were not 
solidly built of stone, at least below, but only faced with 
that material, the middle being filled up with earth and 
small stones. Mr. Dymond, in writing of the ancient 
settlement in Hugill,* suggests that the walls of such 
villages were not built up the whole height as wide as 
the foundations, but " in three contiguous but indepen-
dent thicknesses, each 3 or 4 feet through : the outer 
one perhaps 9 feet high, its upper part forming a parapet, 
the middle one about 5 feet high, its levelled top forming 
a banquette or narrow chemin de ronde; the inner one 3 feet 
high, furnishing a step for easily mounting the rampart." 
Except as to the independence of the three parts, it is 
so probable that this may have been the case, that full 
belief will readily be accorded to it. It reduces the 
material necessary by one-third, the labour involved by 
one-half, and renders the wall an efficient defence, 
whereas, had it been carried up of uniform width, it 
would have been more a trap than a protection. One 
other question connected with the walls of small villages 
like this is still considered obscure. Why should these 
people erect elaborate ramparts in situations so dominated 
by neighbouring heights that they could not be success-
fully held against serious attack, and which they had not 
men enough adequately to defend ? Is it not probable 
that this is only an instance of a custom being retained 
long after its necessity or convenience has ceased ? 
Elaborate defensive walls were a traditional necessity, 
and so they were constructed. 

There are at present four openings or gaps in the ruins 
of the walls, and at first I supposed that a gate or 
entrance had been at each of the places where these 
occur, but whether this was so with regard to one of 
them I am now doubtful. One of the gaps is at the 
south-east corner, and on the left-hand side of it as one 

* These Transactions, xiv, p. 466. 
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passes in, there is a mound, round part of which the 
footing stones bend. This may cover what has been a 
small guard-room. Near the middle of the western side, 
about 20 feet of the wall has been entirely removed in 
very recent times. From a decided bending in of what 
remains of the wall at this spot and from the ruins of a 
hut circle hard by, it may safely be concluded that a 
second gate stood here. The very modern wall of the 
present field, which has been built along the south-
western rampart, here runs across the north-western 
corner of the village and greatly interferes with a proper 
view. A third opening is at the north extremity. There 
has not been any circular hut here, but there are founda-
tions of a projecting wall, perhaps part of some defensive 
structure, and here also there may have been a gate. 
The fourth opening is on the north-east. 	I at first 
supposed that a large mound on the right of this gap 
covered the remains of a guard chamber, and, as there 
seemed to be indications of an outwork covering the 
gap, and running parallel with the wall on the outside 
for about 5o feet, I felt certain that a fourth gate had 
been here. Renewed examination, however, leads me to 
the conclusion that the mound is natural, probably 
formed of glacial detritus over which the wall had been 
carried, and I am now doubtful whether there had been 
a gate at this point. On the north-west side, the wall 
had been carried over another similar mound. It may 
be mentioned here that at the end of the supposed out-
work there is a fair-sized stone standing erect. 

In proceeding to describe the interior arrangement of 
the settlement, I fear that I shall not be able to give an 
account at once clear and succinct. If we imagine the 
area within the ramparts to be divided into quarters by 
two lines crossing each other in the middle, we shall find 
a well-defined enclosure occupying the interior angle of 
the south-eastern quarter. This is, indeed, the only 
well-marked enclosure within the village, and was doubt- 
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northern and part of the southern bounds of an enclosure, 
the other limits being the ramparts themselves and the 
northern fence of the central enclosure. Bounded on the 
north by the garth so limited, and lying between the 
central enclosure and the ramparts, there may have been 
a third court occupying the most elevated portion of the 
village, and whose southern boundary seems marked by 
an interrupted line of small stones running from the 
corner of the south-eastern gateway to the nearest 
corner of the central pen. 

There may have been a fourth enclosed space at the 
north-western corner of the village, for the footings of a 
straight wall run southwards from the gate on the north 
for 4o feet, and at the inner termination there are traces 
of the junction with it of a wall from the west. It must 
be confessed, however, that the line is much straighter 
than is found in remains of this character. All the rest 
of the space within the circumvallation is without any 
sign of former division. 

Counting the circle at the western gateway, which 
may have served as a guard-room, there are within the 
precincts six nearly perfect hut circles, with faint indica-
tions of a seventh. They are all rounded mounds of 
earth in which stones are imbedded, and have a flat or 
slightly hollowed top, below which, if dug down to, we 
should probably find the original floor. The floors seem 
to have been raised a foot or more above the surface of 
the ground outside, for though, when the huts collapsed, 
part of their material would fall inwards, it is hardly 
likely that such débris would raise the mounds to their 
present height. The circles vary in size, and the huts 
would appear to have been from 15 to 25 feet in internal 
diameter ; but it is impossible, unless digging should 
reveal the foundation of the walls, to get any exact 
measurements, as few stones of the inside face are visible, 
and it is almost certain that none of these are in their 
original position. 
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The doorways, in every case but one, have evidently 
been on the north-west side, as if the inhabitants wished 
to keep out the cold east wind and to avoid as much 
as possible the moisture-laden south-west gales. What 
perhaps has been the largest hut stands close to the 
north gate, on the left-hand side as one enters, but as it 
has been used in recent times by charcoal burners, one 
can hardly be certain of its true dimensions. A roadway 
has apparently passed between it and the rampart leading 
from the north gate into the northern enclosure. Close 
to it on the south-west was a smaller hut, 20 feet across, 
opposite to which on the west is a mound crossed by the 
modern wall of the field. The mound is now quite 
covered with grass, but a circular arrangement of stones 
can be felt beneath the sod, as if a hut had also stood 
here. A large hut, 24 feet across, was placed at the 
south-west corner of the central pen, and there are two 
other circles whose walls must almost have touched each 
other close to the south-east gateway ; the larger of these 
is 20 feet and the smaller 15 in diameter. 

I must now mention the remains of a structure of a 
character altogether different from all else in the village, 
the original purpose of which I cannot explain, being 
unable to determine whether it is of ancient or recent 
date. Thirty-five feet or so from the south gateway and 
close to the eastern ramparts in the southern of the 
two doubtful garths, there are the foundation stones of 
one end and part of the two sides of what has evidently 
been meant for a rectangular building, though the 
corners are not true right angles. The building, what-
ever it has been intended for, was II feet broad on the 
inside, but its length cannot. be stated, as only a part of 
the foundations of the side walls is left. In the end 
which remains there has been a tiny porch or cell. 

The Bishop of Barrow, in an account of a British 
village near Kirkby Lonsdale (f'ransactions vii., 112-113) 
speaks of a rectangular enclosure in it, which, he doubt- 
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fully suggests, may have been a chapel similar to some 
in raths of early Christian times described by Dr. 
Anderson. I trust it may be possible for some one 
conversant with ancient remains to inspect these founda-
tions and state his opinion. 

If it could be proved that they are the base of an 
oratory or chapel, we should know certainly that this 
site was inhabited subsequent to the days of Ninian or 
hentigern, the latter of whom passed through Cumber-
land and Westmorland on his way from Scotland to 
Wales, preaching the gospel to his heathen countrymen 
at various stages of his journey. I greatly fear, however, 
that the small size of the stones forming these founda-
tions militates strongly against any such possibility, for 
large blocks seem always to have been used in such 
buildings, and stones of proper size lay in abundance all 
around. The whole site of the village is littered over with 
stones ; some, large and earth-fast, most likely stood 
where they now stand in the days of its occupation, others 
were more probably thrown about when the huts and 
walls were puled to pieces for the sake of their materials. 
I have shown upon the plan which accompanies this 
paper the position of the chief of these blocks and groups 
of stone, but it would have consumed much time to little 
useful purpose to have laid down the position of every 
fragment. All the larger and most likely blocks, within 
and without the walls, have been carefully examined for 
cup or other artificial markings, but not the slightest 
trace of anything of the sort has been found. 

Having now described to the best of my ability what 
remains visible at the present day of this ancient home 
of some Celtic clan, I have but few further observations 
to make. It seems to me that what we see herd has 
rather to be explained by remains of villages elsewhere, 
than that this relic of the past throws any new light upon 
the people of ancient days and their dwelling places. In 
its general outlines, it closely corresponds to the villages 
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at Kirkby Lonsdale, Hugill, Woodhouse, Barnscar, and 
elsewhere, described in your Transactions ; and the con-
clusion is obvious that that they were all the work of 
people of the same race, and in all probability contem-
poraneous. And as at Barnscar there are numerous 
burial mounds, the contents of which prove that the folk 
who raised them cremated their dead—a mark of the 
people of the bronze period—we may certainly conclude 
that this settlement was made during that period. The 
people of that age have been identified With the Goidelic 
Celts, and the only point these remains definitely settle 
is the fact that at one time Goidels inhabited the 
valley of Kentmere. But of these people we seem to 
have here no further remains : their plots of ground, 
where they grew their crops of spelt or some similar 
grain, have been ploughed over and their extent so 
increased by addition from the waste they left uncultiv-
ated, that now we cannot point to their site ; none of 
their burial mounds are left, all have been obliterated by 
modern cultivation, and two, probably the last that 
remained, Mr. Addison can remember having been 
destroyed by the plough some years ago. The exact 
date when the settlement was founded, how long it was 
inhabited, and when and under what circumstances it 
was finally deserted, we have no means of discovering. 
Very probably the place was inhabited for some time 
after our Anglian forefathers took possession of this 
western portion of England, for the Angles, though they 
enslaved the Celts, did not exterminate them ; and as 
several names of hills bordering on Kentmere, as Ling 
Mell, Gavel Crag, Ill Bell, Yoke, Garburn, Capple How, 
and Pengennett, either contain Celtic elements or can be 
best explained from Celtic sources, it is plain that Celt 
and Angle must have dwelt side by side for some con-
siderable time. 
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