
ART. V — A Field Survey of Maulds Meaburn, Westmorland
By BRIAN K. ROBERTS

MAULDS Meaburn, in the Lyvennet valley remains one of the most beautiful
villages of Westmorland, indeed, it is perhaps one of the most beautiful in the

country. It survives as a simple, functional and largely undeveloped rural settlement.
The present buildings tend to occupy rising ground adjacent to a flat swathe of
meadowland, still sheep-grazed, which lies on each side of the beck. This forms a
village green, broad to the south and tapering northwards. In detail its surface
undulates because it is criss-crossed by traces of former river channels. The presence
of this flat meadowland in a valley incised below the general level of the surrounding
dry limestone plateau surface is probably the result of meltwaters flushing down the
proto-Lyvennet during the final stages of the glacial period. Nevertheless, the
catchment of the present beck is still sufficiently large for heavy rainfall to flood the
entire valley floor, an event which has occurred within recent memory. On balance,
however, the present flow of the Lyvennet is always insufficient to move any of the
massive rounded boulders which can be found at various points in its bed, a pointer
to the role of turbulent ice-melt torrents in its genesis.

Paradoxically, the name, Meaburn, is probably derived from the Anglo-Saxon
name for the beck — meaning "meadow stream", while the present name adds the
Scandinavian word for a stream, beck, to an older Celtic name, Lyvennet'. At the
end of the sixth century, Taliesin, the bard of Urien of Rheged, styled his patron
"Lord of Lyvennet": he sang of how Urien granted to him "lovely homesteads" amid
"comely Lyvennet" 2

— fair lands
for me as riches
riches a-plenty
and gold, gold;
gold and gift,
esteem —
and estimation .. .

These are powerful images, and it is possible that some at least of the "lovely
homesteads" survive as the earthwork sites scattered along the flanks of this favoured
valley. Even if the specific identification with the poems of Taliesin proves wrong —
and such correlations are always fraught with uncertainties — these steadings,
nominally prehistoric or Romano-British in date but possibly continuing in use for
many centuries later, attest long occupation within the valley. Their desertion
implies radical changes in settlement, a switch from scattered steadings to the
present villages.

The discussion to follow focuses upon two interlocking themes, an analysis of the
field evidence for the village plan at Maulds Meaburn and the broader questions
arising from this.
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The Field Evidence

The bold statement "British Entrenchments" attached to earthworks recorded on
the east side on six inch and twenty-five inch to the mile Ordnance Survey maps of
the mid- and late-nineteenth century drew the author's attention to the village.
These are not fortifications, but are in fact a former back-lane associated with a
compartment, i.e. a long narrow enclosed block of land, divided ladderwise into a
set of smaller house plots or tofts. The details of these and other earthworks were
recorded in the field, enclosure by enclosure, by the simple process of relating them
to the mapped buildings and field boundaries. The result is an "accurate sketch" of
what can be seen: observations extending over a longer period, with different
lighting conditions or melting snow, would no doubt allow further detail to be
added, but the resulting plan allows questions to be asked and hypotheses
formulated. In addition, the property boundaries, walls, banks and hedges, were also
closely observed, and their character and construction recorded. In short, the map
depicts as much as possible of the physical fabric of the entire settlement, excluding
only the standing buildings of 1913, which are simply noted as presences in block
form.

The accumulated detail reveals a village plan possessing a remarkable unity,
comprising two long rather narrow compartments of tofts placed on the rising lands
to the east and west of the valley with its swathe of meadow-green. These are
separated from the surrounding strip fields by parallel back lanes, now almost wholly
decayed, but visible as archaeological traces throughout most of their lengths. To
pre-empt later argument, the underlying unity is such as to warrant the term
"planned". However, discussion of specific features is best structured around an
examination of each toff-compartment.

The East Row

The eastern compartment is delimited by a natural slope on the streamward or
western side and by a back lane to the east, which generally survives as a double
lynchet, apparently merging with the present road to the north and with a former
broad driftway leading eastwards on the south — now narrowed by a quarrystone
wall. The streamside boundary has inevitably been much-altered by usage, a process
still active, but throughout its length there are traces of a wall constructed of
fieldstones. Generally these are battered and rounded cobbles and small boulders,
but the basal stones often comprise massive rounded Shap Granite erratic blocks. At
the southern end these are particularly large and impressive. They must represent
stones cleared from the land, probably by rolling them downslope to a convenient
line. In the nearby village of Crosby Ravensworth, at the southern end, are traces of
similar structures, with the basal boulders surviving without any walling
superstructure. The simplest explanation is that these boulders have been moved as
part of land clearance, but what cannot be determined is whether or not this was
primary, or, at least in part, resulted from a re-structuring of earlier arrangements
which had utilised the land while leaving large boulders in situ. There is one
argument against this tempting hypothesis: on the southern part of the green, near a
distinctive low round mound — perhaps no more than the result of a succession of
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bonfires on 5 November — is a large boulder, of the order of two metres in diameter,
whose upper surface, a large flake, has been removed using drills and wedges. This
appears to be incorporated in the nearby wall. On balance, however, this may be no
more than a late addition to an earlier structure, for these drystone walls were
maintained by periodic rebuildings using the existing materials augmented with fresh
quarrystone. The boulder lines are likely to be ancient features of the villages.
Elsewhere in the valley more recent clearances of these erratics either leaves them as
piles in old quarries or ditches, or placed on and over older wall materials.

There are no certain remains of buildings within this compartment, although
numerous platforms hint at their former presence. However, as structures became
redundant they no doubt provided convenient quarries for new buildings and
mending walls. Some further observations can be made, both concerning the
relationship between the compartment and the enclosed fields abutting the line of
the back lane. It will be noted that some of the boundaries of these enclosures are
directly in line with the toft boundaries within the compartment. Sometimes the
same type of construction is maintained throughout, sometimes it changes at the
back lane. Other boundaries show a degree of discord. The fields to the rear of the
tofts bear traces of ridge and furrow and their general forms are strip-like, and may
have formerly been part of the village's strip field system. There are three
possibilities: (a) that these were once open strips with their side boundaries being left
open, the ,enclosures coming at a later stage; (b) that the strips were enclosed from
the beginning, and the enclosing boundaries are ancient; (c) or that the back lane
was superimposed over strip holdings, whose lateral boundaries had been enclosed
by clearance debris. In all eventualities, it should be appreciated that the landscapes
have all suffered the attrition of time, involving the constant rebuilding and
sometimes even adjusting boundaries, changing landownership and tenancies, the
amalgamation and subdivision of fields. Cases (b) and (c) seem more probable than
the first, and on balance it is most likely that the visible landscape results from a
combination of these two. Further, there may also be indications of an underlying
regularity of division, for if the widths of the fields along the back-lane are noted,
many appear to be approximately the same width, while others are double unit
width.

The West Row

The western compartment shows similar structural features, with the back lane
terminating to the north where it meets an ancient lane, now derelict, walled by field
clearance boulders and cobbles, which skirts the enclosed grounds associated with
the lands of Meaburn Hall. Building foundations are visible in an enclosure set on
the corner of this block, while within the demesne land itself are substantial traces of
a former arable field system. In this case the back lane along the western side of the
compartment shows morphological variations which are co-terminus with the tofts,
suggesting that they reflect the vagaries of individual ownership and maintenance.
Once again, behind the tofts lie a series of strip fields, which run across a low whale-
back ridge and down to a small stream, providing each close with a water supply, an
arrangement also seen in most of the enclosed crofts of the east row. The same
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ambiguities of toft/croft relationships noted on the east row also appear.
On the eastern side of this compartment, facing the Lyvennet, it appears that

there has been a downslope movement from an original building line now visible as a
well-marked lynchet running through a number of tofts. The back lane is less visible
at the southern end of this compartment. The recent — historically speaking —
improvements of two farmsteads at this southern end have led to its destruction,
but, of course, it may never have been present, and the traces visible may be no
more than the headland of an arable furlong. The question remains open.

General Questions

Maulds Meaburn lacks the long great strip tofts which are common throughout the
Eden Valley and the Solway Plain — seen in Reagill to the north — yet the village
plan, apart from the generous amount of meadowland, is similar to many others and
shows affinities with even the most geometrically regular layout. Gilcrux (Inset to
Fig. 1) has a layout that is broadly similar, but in this case the green — now enclosed
— is merely flat pasture. It is possible that the long strip tofts, so often running
directly from toft head line to the limit of the arable did not develop in Maulds
Meaburn because of the presence of distinctive whale-backed drumlin-like ridges
running north to south and clinging to the valley sides, but the distinctive angled
offsetting of the next set of crofts, seen most clearly on the eastern side, but also
present to the west, developed because the small water courses were seen as
important. It is possible that in spring, when these small water courses were running,
the inner meadow along the Lyvennet was carefully protected by keeping all stock
wholly clear. In a context in which cattle brought into the inner tofts for at least part
of the year but had also to be kept clear of the arable lands, the purpose of a well-
marked and all-embracing back lane becomes meaningful.

The field evidence suggests that the plan of Maulds Meaburn is a careful
adaptation of a generic type to a specific site, showing clear evidence of both a
careful layout and a complex history. The whole pattern is too regular, too organised
to be accidental. Unfortunately the answer to the most pressing question — the date
of the plan — is simply not available. The general type, a regular two-row layout — is
considered by the author to be a representative of those developing in the north of
England following the Norman conquest, but this identifies a possible context and is
not proof. If it is assumed, as is likely, that Meaburn Hall represented an ancient
focus of activity, then the question is, at what stage did the estate acquire a
sufficiently large number of tenants to necessitate the development of a planned
settlement? Certainly by about 1240 the village was a large one, a moiety containing
four and a half ploughlands of land (culturae) — the demesne — with meadows,
pastures and woodland, some twenty-eight bovates and nine acres of tenant land,
two cottages, and eight holdings, broadly of free tenements, plus three servile
tenants (nativos) with their broods (sequela). Doubling these figures creates a very
large settlement indeed, large, but not impossibly large. Fifty-six bovates of tenant
land, with each tenant originally holding two bovates (whatever later rearrangement
and sub-division took place), would give twenty-eight farms, what in
Northumberland in the seventeenth century would have been termed a "great
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towne". Reagill is surely not included in this summation, because it had been
granted to Shap Abbey early in the thirteenth century.' In this case, while the
demesne clearly formed a separate entity to the north of the village, the present hall,
in whose grounds are ample traces of the former ploughlands, there are no traces
within the village plan of the settlement's tenurial structure.'

The name may indeed give a clue: Maud de Veteripont, wife of William de
Veteripont, Lord of Appleby, was given the estate in c. 1174, 5 and as the first specific
reference to Maulds Meaburn is in c. 1210, as opposed to the more ambiguous
Meaburn, then a possible chronological context — but not proof certain — is defined.
The long and close association with the name Maud implies that the village was
certainly present during her lifetime, i.e. the last quarter of the twelfth century. It
may have already been present before this, but is unlikely — as a village — to pre-date
the late-eleventh century Norman conquest of the region. There were three likely
sources of tenants for the planned village, movement from an older site, perhaps in
the vicinity of the hall, an influx of colonists from elsewhere, attracted by favourable
conditions, and finally, the aggregation of tenants from outlying single farmsteads
and hamlets, some of which may be in fact represented by the "homesteads" now
seen as earthwork sites. Here as in Waitby,b where some of the steadings generally
interpreted as Romano-British contain traces of rectangular buildings which suggest
a later date, the same process may have been present, involving the concentration of
productive tenant resources at a single locus to obtain the benefits of communal
grain production and to provide the labour for the demesne farms of the Norman
lords. None of these sources of tenants are mutually exclusive, and a combination of
origins is likely.

In Mauld Meaburn there is nothing to suggest a difference in date between the
two compartments. The rectangularity of layout visible in the village plan, and
extending to the field systems of Maulds Meaburn, Wickerslack and Reagill reflects
not only the underlying structure of the glaciated landscape, but a human response
in which elements of planning, perhaps accretive, perhaps holistic, were present.
Holistic planning implies the presence of a conceptual frame, but it should be
appreciated that a series of slow, rational developments, each in accord with the
next, can generate the semblance of a holistic concept when we have access to only
the final product. Such developments could have extended over fifty years or even a
hundred years, while centuries of later adjustments form a dense filter to origins.
The careful use of the approximately parallel valley sides to generate the village plan
can hardly be doubted, while the repetitious regularity underlying many northern
village plans is a pointer to the existence of a generic concept concerning what was
appropriate in given circumstances.

Nevertheless, several points remain: whether it was holistic or accretive, the firm
imposition of a planned village and field system upon the slopes of the Lyvennet and
the creation of a farming system involving demesne and supportive tenants
demanded great labour and many hands: many boulders were moved, and many
ploughs ran on the cleared lands. What survives are the battered remains of a once-
functional landscape, with folk, cattle and carts moving regularly along the back
lanes, and a green and field system whose precious resources demanded careful
management. This physical structure, once established, was sufficiently indelible to
survive ephemeral episodes of devastation. Further, even if we are seeing earlier

 
 
tcwaas_002_1996_vol96_0007



50^A FIELD SURVEY OF MAULDS MEABURN, WESTMORLAND

accretive growth concealed by the complex ambiguities of the earthworks, and this
may well be the case, the community of farmers in Maulds Meaburn eventually
generated a tightly coherent plan, subtly adjusted to the physical qualities of the site
and to their needs. The very large number of tenants already present by 1240
suggests that the plan was in existence by that date and that its origins must be
sought earlier, within the twelfth century. Subsequent centuries have seen a
reduction in the number of farmsteads as a by-product of engrossment, pulling
together former small units into larger farms. With few exceptions, the earlier
buildings have disappeared without surface trace: what remains is the skeleton of the
once great village.
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