
ART. X.—Some words used in the agrarian history 
of Cumberland. By ROBERT S. DILLEY, M.A., 
Department of Geography, University of Pitts-
burgh. 

Read at Seascale, September 6th, 1968. 

"I am a Bear of Very Little Brain, and long words 
Bother me." 

—(A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh, ch. 4). 

Introduction. 
THIS glossary makes no pretence at completeness : 
1 it is a personal list, compiled of words I have met 
in the course of my research and which I thought 
needed definition. As my interests lie in the develop-
ment of the use of common land, the words in the 
glossary all have some relation to agrarian history. 
Not all the words are dialect : I have included a 
number of legal and technical terms (such as messuage, 
quit-rent and replevin) whose precise meaning may 
puzzle the average historian as they did me. All these 
terms have been found in manuscript sources, from 
1500 on, dealing with lands in Cumberland. 

The definitions given are based partly on my own 
work, partly on that of the authorities listed in the 
bibliography : references are given where more or less 
direct quotations are used. In several cases the words 
listed were credited with a whole range of possible 
meanings : I have extracted those definitions which 
seemed relevant to this glossary. Where there is 
disagreement between authorities, or between authority 
and the context in which I found the word, these 
differences are noted. 
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WORDS IN AGRARIAN HISTORY OF CUMBERLAND 193 

Of course, it is not always possible to solve these 
differences. English is a highly flexible language with 
no set rules other than those of use and acceptance. 
It is impossible to pronounce on the precise meaning 
of a wordoutside its context, and not always easy 
in it. Readers of early Cumbrian manuscripts should 
always bear in mind that their often semi-illiterate 
authors knew little of dictionaries or glossaries; they 
gave a word the meaning they or their friends thought 
it had, sometimes with confusing results. 

A further consequence of this lack of dictionary-
consciousness is to be found in the spelling. Imagina-
tion played a larger role than consistency, and the 
same word may be found spelled several different 
ways in the same sentence. I have not attempted to 
list all the possible variations of each word : in most 
cases I have given first the form in which the word 
is most likely to be met, followed by any significantly 
different and fairly common spellings. It should be 
remembered that a wide range of 'spellings is possible : 
it is frequently necessary to combine painstaking 
detective work with poetic inspiration to extract mean-
ing from some hastily-scrawled, badly-spelled docu-
ment. For example, in one paragraph of one 17th-
century document one can find enough spelled 
ynowght; sufficient sofycyand ; give geff.  . Thus, precise 
equivalence to the spelling's listed here must not be 
expected. 

Italicised words in the glossary indicate a cross-
reference to another definition. 

GLOSSARY. 
ACRE : May refer to a specific measure of land, statute or 

customary, or may be used more generally in reference to a 
field or any piece of cultivated ground. (See Customary Acre.) 

ACREDALE : A common field divided into strips or dales. These 
dales may originally have been of one acre, in extent: 
alternatively, the "acre" may simply mean "field". 

o 
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ACREWALL : A curious word occurring in several manors. While 
sometimes it obviously refers simply to a wall or fence, prob-
ably a ring-fence, elsewhere it is clearly used to describe a 
definite area of pasture or grazing land. Thus cattle may be 
found jumping over the Acrewall, and they are also noted as 
grazing in or on the Acrewall. 

AGIST (verb) : To allow animals, themselves not entitled to a 
right of common, to graze on a pasture at a certain price 
per head. 

BAIT (verb) : To feed, to pasture. 
BEALD, BIELD : A stone shelter, often in the form of a short 

wall, used on high and exposed fells to protect sheep from 
storms. 

BEARD (verb) : To trim a hedge, either by cutting it at the 
top or by thickening the lower part by putting thorns into it. 

BEARDINGS : Bushes which are put into the bank of a new 
hedge to protect newly planted thorns. 

BENT : Any coarse grass, especially that found on moorlands 
or near the sea. The old, dry stalks of grass. 

BLACK CATTLE : Horned cattle generally; oxen, cows, etc. There 
does not seem to be any connotation of colour. 

BORDLAND : Land held by bordage tenure, at the will of the 
lord. 

BOVATE : An oxgang. 
Bow: A piece of wood attached to a small animal, such as a 

pig or goose, to prevent it from straying through a hedge. 
BOW-BEARER : A forest official. 
BRIG (verb) : To build a bridge. 
BURN IRON : An iron instrument used for branding. 
BUTT : This is sometimes used as a synonym for an individual 

strip, land or rig, but most authorities agree that it is more 
properly applied when such a ridge is short of its full length 
owing to the irregular shape of the boundary of the field. 
Dickinson, Ferguson and Prevost I all apply the term 
especially to a corner or triangular part of a field which is 
ploughed in short sections with gradually shortening furrows. 
It is also used to describe a small enclosure (Wright); and a 
small corner or partially detached portion of a field which 
cannot be got at when ploughing (Prevost I). 

BY-LAW : "A custom according to which disputes concerning 
boundaries were settled outside the lawcourts, on the testimony 
of neighbours, by official or specially deputed arbitrators" 
(O.E.D.). 

CAST (verb) : "(a) To dig or cut peat by means of a spade. 
(b) In ploughing; to turn the furrows away from each other" 
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(Wright) . "Of ploughing : to plough so as to make the ridges 
high in the middle" (S.N.D.). 

CATTLEGATE : The right to graze a specific number or a propor-
tion of the total number of animals on a pasture. (See Stint.) 

CAVEL : A lot or share in any joint privilege, liability, etc. 
Originally a cavel was a piece of wood used for casting lots: 
the word became transferred to apply to the strips of land 
or portions of hedges so allotted. 

CLOG : A block of wood attached to the leg or neck of an animal 
to keep it from straying. 

COMPESTER (verb) : To dung land. 
CoucH (verb) : Used of an animal; to lie down to sleep. (See 

Levant and Couchant.) 
COUPLE (verb) : To restrict the movement of an animal. Wright 

quotes an example of two rams joined together by their 
horns: the word is probably also used to describe the roping 
or chaining the legs of one animal together. 

CowM, CooM, COMB: The dust and debris of peat. 
CROCK : An old ewe, or one that has ceased bearing. 
CROFT : A small enclosed field, near to or attached to a dwelling 

house. 
CUSTOMARY ACRE : A quantity varying all over Britain., usually 

based on the length of the rod pole or perch used. In a 
statute acre the rod used is one of i62 feet; in Cumberland 
acres based on rods of 18, 20 and 21 feet are common, but 
others are found. It is never safe to assume that measurements 
given in acres refer to statute acres unless specifically stated, 
especially for sources earlier than the 19th century. 

CUT : "(a) Grass, hay or corn to be reaped. (b) In ploughing, 
a strip of land comprising one set of furrows, the portion of 
a field `taken in' at once. (c) A space ten poles long and one 
broad" (Wright). 

DALE, DEAL, DOLE : "A portion or share of land, specifically 
a share of a common field, or a portion of an undivided field 
indicated by landmarks but not divided off" (O.E.D.). 
Ellwood claims that the ownership of these portions changes 
annually, as in the Scottish runrig. While this may have been 
true originally of some open fields there is little evidence of 
such a reallocation in Cumberland. Dickinson mentions that 
in the Bolton district dealt can mean a field near a house, a 
croft. (See Dalt, Dote.) 

DALT : "A specified portion assigned to various owners of any 
unenclosed privilege or duty, e.g., of turbary" (Wright). 
Seems to be distinct from dale, though occasionally used 
synonymously. 
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DAYRAKE : Not mentioned in any authority, though it would 
appear to involve the right to graze animals on a pasture. 
"Rake" is possibly used in its meaning of "wandering at 
large" : dayrake therefore might mean "the right to have 
animals wandering — and grazing — during the day time". 
The implication is that the animals would have to be taken 
off the common at night. 

DAYWORK, DARRACK, DARGUE : As a measure of quantity Or 
extent, the amount that could be done in one day (from 
sunrise to sunset). Thus a daywork of meadow would be the 
area of grass one man could cut in one day; a field of three 
dayswork would take one team of horses three days to plough; 
a daywork of turfs would be as much as one man could dig 
in one day. 

DIKE : May mean either a ditch or a fence, but in Cumberland 
is nearly always used to mean a fence (hedge, wall, etc.). 

DIKESHARE : A share in the responsibility of repairing a dike. 
DOTE : A portion or share of anything held in common — a 

field, a road, etc. Similar to both dale and dalt, but usually 
used specifically in reference to hedges. 

DOWNFALL : The low parts around mountains to which sheep 
return for shelter in bad weather; the route taken from the 
high pastures to reach such shelter. 

DRIFT, DRIVING THE COMMON : Collecting all the animals from 
an open common into one place so that they can be counted 
and their ownership ascertained. Also the route taken by 
cattle on to the common for summer grazing. 

DUBS : A deep, still pool in a river; a deep, slow-moving 
stream. Also clay dubs, brick dubs, etc. = pools left by clay 
working. 

EDDER, YEDDER : Osiers or hazel rods used to strengthen the 
top of a hedge. 

EDDISH : "(a) The aftermath or second crop of grass, clover, 
etc. (b) The stubble of corn or wheat; the after-crop sown 
on the stubble. (c) Grassland after the hay has been taken 
off; a stubble-field after corn, flax, beans, etc., have been 
grown. (d) A crop taken out of due course" (Wright). "(e) A 
park or unenclosed pasture for cattle. (f) Eatage" (O.E.D.). 

ELDING : Fuel, especially peat. 
FALL : A division of a large arable field (Hatt, furlong, shott); 

also a specific area, 6 ells square. 
FENCE : "A term applied in Borrowdale to distinguish a stone 

wall on the fellside from a stone or thorn dike in the dale" 
(Wright, supplement). In the Ennerdale district "The Fence" 
is an area of grazing on the open fell. Also a deer enclosure 
Cf.: Bowderdale Fence, etc. 
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FLACK : A thin piece of turf. 
FLATT : A division of a large open arable field, a furlong. 
FLAUGHT : A turf cut from the surface of the commons, dried 

and used as fuel. Apparently distinct from flack. 
FLEAK, FLAKE : A hurdle, especially one of woven wattles or 

sticks; a temporary fold or pen for sheep. 
FODDER (verb) : To load a cart. 
FOG : (a) Aftermath; grass growing after the removal of the 

haycrop. (b) Rank grass; long grass left standing in the fields 
during winter. 

FOREIGN : Anyone or anything not belonging to the immediate 
neighbourhood. 

FORTHMAN : The man in charge of a pasture, who directs when 
and where animals are to be allowed on common grazings. 

FOSTER : A forester. 
FRELIDGE, FREELAGE : "Privilege, immunity; franchise, the free-

dom or privilege of a burgess in a corporation. An heritable 
property as distinguished from a farm" (Wright). 

FRENCH WHINS : The larger whin or gorse, Ulex europaeus. 
FRITH : Several authorities associate frith with wooded country 

(Chambers's; Ellwood; O.E.D.). In the Cumbrian context 
it appears to describe land freed from tillage to be devoted to 
pasturage (Ellwood; Wright), or pastures from which cattle 
have been removed so that the grass may grow for hay 
(Prevost I). 

GAP: A large breach in a hedge. 
GARTH : A garden; a small enclosed field close to a farmhouse, 

sometimes used as an animal-pen. 
GAVEL : A strip of meadow or arable in a common field. It is 

more probable, as Prevost II suggests, that the word derives 
from cavel, the allocation of land by lot, rather than from 
"gavel-kind", the Celtic practice of partitioning land between 
heirs. 

GAVEL-DIKE : "An allotment of fence liable to be maintained 
by a farm not adjoining to it. Allotments of gavel-dike are 
mostly against commons, and the origin seems to have been 
for relieving the farmers next the commons from a part of 
the pressure and trespass occasioned by sheep newly turned 
upon the common." (Dickinson). As with the previous entry, 
it is probable that the first part of the word derives from 
cavel. 

GIMMER : A female yearling sheep. 
GIRSLAND : Grassland. 
GOODS : Livestock; cattle, sheep, etc. 
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GRASS : A cattlegate. 
GRASSING : The place for cutting turfs and for grazing cattle; 

the right to graze cattle there. 
GRASSMAN : The man who took charge of the common lands 

of a parish. 
GREAT GOODS : The larger domestic animals; cattle and horses. 
GRIEVE : A farm-bailiff; a steward or overseer. 
GULL : The corn-marigold, a weed which infested the arable 

fields. 
HAGG : (a) A common or waste. (b) Part of a moss or bog from 

which peats have been cut. (c) A hedge or fence. 
HALVES : "To halves: to be put out to fold on terms of partner-

ship. The system is for the owner to provide the ewes for 
another man to keep until a certain date, to be agreed upon 
when the ewes return to their owner, and the "crease" 
(profit) is divided as may be agreed" (Wright) . 

HEAD : The ears of grain on a single stem of corn. 
HEADRIGG : An unploughed section at the edge of a common 

field, where the plough-team turned round. 
HEAF : The place where a mountain or fell sheep is born, and 

where it continues to live and pasture. 
HEAF-GOING SHEEP : "Accustomed to keep to the particular 

heaf that has been assigned to them; belonging to one flock 
on a certain portion of the fell" (Wright). 

HOGG : A young sheep about a year old, before it has been 
shorn. 

HOP : "A command to horses or oxen, directing them to turn 
to the right or off side" (Wright). The phrase "to hop on 
another's land" would therefore seem to refer to the need to 
encroach on a neighbouring rigg when turning a plough-team 
in a common field. 

HOUMELING, HUMLIN : A ram, etc., having both testicles in its 
loins. 

IMPROVEMENT : An encroachment on the common land — thus 
"improving" its value. 

ING : A meadow land. 
INMATE : A lodger residing in another's house: usually by 

implication a stranger or foreigner. 
INTACK, INTAKE : A piece of land enclosed from the waste, 

temporarily or permanently. 
KIND : Cattle. 
KNEEBAND : A tether used to tie an animal from leg to leg or 

from head to leg. 
LADY DAY : Now only 25 March, the Feast of the Annunciation : 

formerly also 15 August (the Assumption), 8 September (the 
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Nativity) and 8 December (the Conception). 
LAND : Often refers specifically to arable land, or to a single 

strip or dale of arable land. 
LANGEL : A tether, often of wool, especially when used on. 

sheep. 
LEA : A scythe. 
LEVANT AND COUCHANT : Strictly, an animal is levant and 

couchant upon a piece of land if it has spent one night there. 
However, the term is more usually applied to those animals 
which have been maintained on a tenement throughout the 
winter, and which therefore have the right to pasture on the 
common in summer. 

LING : Heather. 
LONNING, LOANING : A lane, a by-road. 
MARCH : A border or boundary; the line dividing two districts 

or properties; a landmark. 
MEAN : A rane. 
MEAN FENCE : A wall or fence whose repair is the responsibility 

of the tenants whose land it divides. 
MEAN FIELD : A field divided between several owners by 

mearstones or other boundary marks. 
MEAN GROUND : Any piece of land possessed by two or more 

persons jointly. 
MEAR, MEER, MERE : A balk or strip of unploughed land forming 

a boundary, especially in open, fields. It may be rather 
narrower than a rane, in that there is rarely mention of 
mowing or grazing a mear. 

MEARSTONE : A landmark; an object indicating a boundary. 
MENSION, MENTION : "The vestige of a dike left sufficiently 

visible to indicate where it had once been" (Wright). 
MESSUAGE : "Originally, the portion of land intended to be 

occupied, or actually occupied, as a site for a dwelling-house 
and its appurtenances. In modern legal language, a dwelling-
house with its outbuildings and curtilage and the adjacent 
land assigned to its use" (O.E.D.). 

MORE : Growing herbage; the first shoots of wheat. 
MOUNT : A pile of turf. 
MULL: Dry, fine mould, especially small broken pieces of turf. 
NEAT : An animal of the ox-tribe, especially horned cattle. 
NOLT : Same as neat. 
ORRA GROUND : "Orra = superfluous, extra . . . anything that 

is left over; a fragment, scrap" (Wright). Orra ground would 
thus seem to refer to odd corners of fields that could not be 
ploughed or put to any practical use. 

OUTRAKE, OUTRICK : An outlet for sheep from the crofts around 
and in the village to the open common. 
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OXGANG : A measure of arable land, supposedly as much as an 
ox could plough in one year — varying in amount from about 
Io to 18 acres, depending on local practices and conditions. 

PARROCK : A paddock, a park. 
PEAT-POT : A hole from which peats have been dug; often filled 

with water. 
PELE, PEAL : A rail; a bar of a gate or hurdle; an enclosure for 

cattle. 
PERCH STONE : A boundary mark. A "perch" is strictly a stick 

or pole, but the term seems to be applied more generally. 
PINLOSE : Setting free or releasing from the pin or pound. 
PLAT : A plot of ground; a garden allotment. 
POUND : "An enclosure maintained by authority, for the 

detention of stray or trespassing cattle, as well as for the 
keeping of distrained cattle or goods until redeemed; a 
pinfold" (O.E.D.). 

PURTLOCKS, PERTLOCKS, PARTLICKS : This would appear to 
refer to one of two related words: Partlins = the globular 
droppings of sheep; or Purls, parties = dried cowdung used 
for lighting fires. 

PURVEY : "A county rate peculiar to Cumberland and Westmor-
land . . . Each Purvey was the sum of loo, and according 
as .ioo, X200 or 30o were required the Quarter Sessions 
ordered one, two or three Purveys to be levied. A certain sum 
was fixed against each Parish as its contribution to the 
Purvey ... This system was in time found to operate unfairly, 
so in 1810 a special Act of Parliament was obtained abolishing 
Purveys, and under it the County was revalued at "one fair 
and equal" rate levied over the whole county" (Prevost II) . 

QUARTER : A measurement of length: a quarter-yard or nine 
inches. 

QUIT-RENT : "A rent, usually of small amount, payed by a 
freeholder or copyholder in lieu of services which might be 
required of him" (O.E.D.). 

RANE, RAIN, RAYNE, REAN : Several possible meanings : "A 
strip of land, a ridge; a division between lands or fields; a 
furrow between the ridges or lands in a field" (O.E.D.). "A 
strip of uncultivated and overgrown land round an arable 
field" (Wright). "A strip of any cultivated land in an arable 
field" (Prevost I). In Cumberland rane appears to be used 
mainly to describe a strip of unploughed land left standing 
as a boundary between holdings in a common field or as a 
means of access — elsewhere more commonly referred to as a 
balk. Such canes are often fairly wide, as evidenced by the 

- number of times they are mentioned as being mown for hay 
or as having grazing animals tethered on them. 
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REPLEVIN : "The restoration to, or recovery by, a person of 
goods or chattels distrained or taken from him, upon his 
giving security to have the matter tried in a court of justice 
and to return the goods if the case is decided against him" 
(O.E.D.). 

RIDDING : A clearing. 
RIGG : "A rigg was the same as a dale, a strip or division of 

land 4o perches long and 2 perches wide, forming half an 
acre. Formerly near many of the villages there were "Town 
Fields" in which two or more farmers had a share; each 
portion thus tilled was called a rigg, and the dividing land 
between, about two or three feet wide, was the rear" (Prevost 
II) . The measurements were by no means as precise or as 
uniform as Prevost suggests. 

RIGELD, RIDGEL : "An animal which has been imperfectly 
castrated, or whose genital organs are not properly devel-
oped; especially a male animal with only one testicle" 
(O.E.D.). 

RIGGING FLACKS : Flacks used for covering the rig or roof. 
RING FENCE : The outermost fence of a farm or group of farms, 

abutting on to the common. waste. 
RISE, RICE : Brushwood, undergrowth, twigs or thorns used 

for hedging. 
RIST, REST : A piece of land which has not been ploughed for 

a long time. 
RIVING : Ploughing ground which has long lain fallow, or which 

has not been ploughed before; land so ploughed. 
Rooms : A share or portion of common land, especially of a 

common peat moss. 
SCALE, SCALING : A sheal. 
SCAR-TANGLE : Tangle growing on a rocky part of a beach. 
SEAVES : Rushes. 
SHEAL, SHEALING : A temporary or seasonal shelter erected on 

distant pastures for the use of shepherds during summer. 
SHILLEYS, SHILLA : Pebbles, shingle, gravel. - <,z  ._ca 
SHIPE : A kind of shovel for cutting turf. 
SIAM : A straw rope of the kind used for holding down the 

thatch of stacks. Hence a sinned sheep would be one hobbled 
with such a rope. 

SLIPE, SLIPING : A long narrow piece of anything, such as turf. 
SPELK : A splinter or chip; a small strip of wood. 
SPOT : A small piece of ground; a small enclosure. 
STADDLING : The materials used to form the foundation for a 

stack. 
STAFFHERD (verb) : "To depasture sheep in charge of a shepherd 
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upon common or forest ground" (O.E.D.). "To herd cattle, 
etc., by stealth in another man's pasture" (Dickinson). 

STAG : A young horse from one to three years old, especially 
a young unbroken stallion; a castrated bull, a young ox. 

STALLAGE : A fee paid for a cowshed or market stall. 
STAND : A cattlegate. 
STANG : A pole, post or rail. 
STANK : A pond of stagnant or slow-flowing water; a ditch, a 

muddy pool. 
STINT : "The limited number of cattle, according to kind, 

allotted to each definite portion into which pasture or common 
land is divided, or to each person entitled to the right of 
common pasturage" (O.E.D.). A given area of common might 
be assessed as having grazing for, say, zoo horses or zoo cows 
or i,000 sheep. Each person with a right to graze animals on 
that common would therefore possess a stint of so many units 
(cattlegates), each worth i horse, 2 cows or io sheep. 
Generally, the number of cattlegates in a stint remained 
constant, but the value of each cattlegate might change. 
Thus, if the pasture in question should deteriorate each unit 
might be reassessed at 2  horse, i cow or 5 sheep, and so on, 
thus reducing the number of animals on the pasture to half. 
Usually a stint or part of a stint could be sold or demised 
in the same way as a piece of land. 

STIRK : A young bullock or heifer, usually between one and 
two years old. 

STONED : Of male animals (especially a horse); not castrated. 
STOWER : A short piece of wood; a hedge-stake; a post. 
STUB : A tree-stump; a log of wood; a short twig from a hedge. 
SWINE-THISTLE : The sow-thistle, Sonchus oleracus; or the corn 

sowthistle, S. arvensis. 
SwONE : Apparently some form of sheep-mark: not mentioned 

by the authorities. 
TACK : A leasehold tenement, a farm. Also pasture for cattle 

let out on hire. 
TANGLE : Coarse seaweed, especially the more or less edible 

Laminaria. 
TENEMENT : "Land or real property which is held of another 

by any tenure; a holding" (O.E.D.). 
THEAK, THACK : Thatch; grass, straw, etc., cut for thatch. 
THIRDS : Presumably a form of the practice of halves. 
TOFT : A homestead. The farmhouse including the farm build-

ings. The land adjacent and belonging to a house. 
TOPPING PEATS : Peats cut from the surface, with the grass 

attached. 
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TWINTER: A sheep two winters old. 
VESTERS, VESTURES : A crop of grass, hay, straw, etc.: any-

thing that grows on the land, except trees. 
WAVING: Not found in the authorities: apparently some form 

of grazing or depasturing. 
WHIN: Gorse or furze. 
WILLIES: Willows. 
WINTERAGE: Pasture for cattle in winter. 
WRACK, WRECK: Seaweed. 
YEDDER : See edder. 
YOKING: A measure of land. "Broad `lands' in a ploughed field 

sixteen yards in width are called yockings. They are only 
made in dry flat fields. The word yoking is also applied to 
two `lands' or `roods' lying side by side in a ploughed field, 
the united breadth of the two lands being from sixteen to 
seventeen yards" (O.E.D., quotation). 
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