
ART. V – The medieval village of Rickerby: excavations at Rickerby House, 2001-2
BY A. P. MASSER

With contributions by C. M. Brooks, M. R. McCarthy and M. Hastie

RICKERBY, a village approximately 1.5 km to the north-east of Carlisle on
the north bank of the River Eden, is dominated by Rickerby House, which
was built in the late 18th century by the Richardson family, who purchased

most of the land that formerly comprised the medieval manor to create an estate
(Godwin, 1992), and which latterly existed as the Eden School (Fig. 1). In
November 2001, Story Construction Ltd commenced work on the conversion of the
house into flats, with additional residential development within a part of the gardens
between it and the river to the south. Trial-trenching had identified a number of
linear features of 12th-13th century date within this area, which lies close to what
was thought to be the original core of the village (Giecco, 2001). A full
archaeological excavation of the area affected was therefore required by Cumbria
County Council as a planning condition of the development, and Headland
Archaeology Ltd were commissioned to carry out this work.

During the first stage of the excavation in November 2001, the topsoil was
removed from the site with a mechanical excavator, and a base-plan of the visible
features was prepared. This initial stage aimed to resolve some doubt that still
attached to the significance of a soil layer, up to 0.3 m thick in places, which was
encountered in the evaluation trenches directly beneath the topsoil over most of the
site. Test pits excavated into this layer produced pottery of 18th century date, and
the only features cutting or overlying it were obviously modern. This layer was
interpreted as a post-medieval ploughsoil, and was removed over the whole site to
reveal the features cut into the underlying subsoil.

These features were hand-excavated over the following January by a team of four
archaeologists. The conditions under which the excavation was carried out were far
from ideal, as the clay subsoil had become very soft from the effects of frost and held
a great deal of surface water, particularly in the low-lying south-west corner of the
site which could never be drained sufficiently to be workable. Although extensive
hand-cleaning was impossible under these circumstances, an accurate base-plan had
been prepared during the machine-stripping phase and the overall layout of the
features was already known. The remaining task of establishing the date and form of
the features through sample excavation was largely unaffected. A fuller account of
the results of the excavation, with detailed descriptions of individual features and
methodologies, is given in the archive report held by the Cumbria Sites and
Monuments Record (Masser, 2002); this paper will describe the evidence more
briefly and discuss its wider significance.

Documentary evidence

The existing documentary evidence for the history of Rickerby is sparse. A Norman
origin for the village is apparent in the derivation of the name from Richard le
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FIG. 1. Rickerby House, Carlisle: location of the excavation.
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Rydere, granted a lordship, c.1130, by Henry I (Summerson, 1993, 27; Graham,
1921, 139-151). About 1150 the placename occurs in a charter of Athelwold, the
first bishop of Carlisle, who granted lands, including Rickerby, to the newly
appointed prior of Carlisle (Summerson, 1995, 86). The earliest detailed maps of
the village and its fields date to the early 19th century and include a tithe map of
1839 reproduced by Godwin (1992, 230): other plans of the Rickerby estate
apparently existed but disappeared after being sent to London in 1834 (J. Godwin
pers. comm.). The collection of deeds for the Rickerby estate held in Carlisle County
Record Office date from the late 17th century onwards, and describe a village which
was formerly more extensive but had shrunk by the 1720s (Godwin, 1992, 229).
Tofts are described facing east onto a Green in the centre of the modern village,
with crofts extending westwards towards the Brunstock (or Rickerby) Beck. 

The proximity of the River Eden, and probably its confluence with the Brunstock
Beck, was undoubtedly an important factor in the life of the settlement. Rights to
fisheries are mentioned repeatedly in the Rickerby deeds, and fishing, generally with
the use of fish weirs on rivers, is known to have played an important role in the
economy of many medieval communities in Cumbria (Winchester, 1987, 107-13). A
ford across the river at Rickerby is also mentioned in a contemporary account of the
siege of Carlisle in 1644-5 (Tullie, 1840, 25), and this may have been one reason
why the settlement was established there, although the exact location of the ford is
not clear.

Results of the excavation

The most conspicuous elements of the site are the rectilinear arrangements of
shallow ditches or gullies, which cover almost the entire area (Fig. 2). The extent of
these features may be greater than is apparent, since they are quite ephemeral and
disappear due to variable truncation in some places. In particular, the central part of
the site between Features 65 and 41 had been partially truncated by construction of
a hard tennis court, and much of the north-west end of the site had been badly
disturbed, probably as a result of 18th or 19th century landscaping in the grounds of
Rickerby House.

The majority of these linear features appear to be medieval, as they produced
sherds of the wares most prevalent in the North of England throughout the medieval
period (McCarthy and Brooks, below); a number of post-medieval features were
also identified, probably related to landscaping and drainage within the grounds of
the house. The concentrations of finds from the site were, however, remarkably low
for all periods: only 116 medieval sherds were recovered from the site as a whole, the
majority small and abraded. This fact may in itself be significant for the
interpretation of the site, but also contributed to the problems encountered in
understanding its phasing. Moreover, the three successive ceramic traditions
represented, Northern Gritty wares (conventionally dated to the 12th/early 13th
century), Partially Reduced Grey ware (13th/14th century) and Late Medieval
Reduced Grey ware (14th-16th century) are fairly coarse chronological indicators.
No coins or other diagnostic artefacts were found on the site to allow this
chronology to be refined. Within the broad phases characterised by these three
medieval wares, much of the evidence for detailed phasing is therefore derived from
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the relationships between features that appear to have functioned together as a
system, and “horizontal” stratigraphy observed between intercutting features. As
many of the ditches were shallow and contained indistinguishable homogeneous
grey silt fills, however, cleaning and excavating the junctions between them was
often uninformative. While the limitations of the evidence must be borne in mind, it
is possible to draw some conclusions about the character and development of the
site.

11th to early 13th century

The majority of the pottery assemblage consisted of Northern Gritty wares
characteristic of the 12th to early 13th century in the Carlisle region (Brooks and
McCarthy, below). Features in which this was the latest dated material recovered
are shown as a “12th/early 13th century” phase in Fig. 2, although many of the
undated features may also belong to this phase. The shallow ditches or gullies,
which are the most common type of feature, cannot all have been contemporary, but
while this indicates some modification and rearrangement of boundaries, the overall
orientation is retained and continuity of occupation may be assumed. Ditches F1,
F2 and F14, extending across most of the site from south-east to north-west, appear
to define the main axis of the system; the ditches perpendicular to these are more
numerous and more discontinuous. This arrangement is most clearly seen to the
north-east of the site, where conditions of preservation and recovery were best.
Elsewhere, the layout is less coherent and the evidence for dating and phasing
poorer, but the same broad pattern can be distinguished. These linear features are
most plausibly interpreted as boundary ditches, defining or subdividing the crofts
that would have extended to the rear of the houses facing onto the green to the
north-east. 

Two sub-phases can be distinguished among these features on the basis of
stratigraphic relationships and functional groupings. The development of the site
over this period was clearly more complex, however, as many other linear features
produced Northern Gritty Ware pottery, but cannot be readily assigned to either of
these sub-phases. 

Early phase: possible building and associated structures (Fig. 3)

The earlier of these two sub-phases comprises a pair of parallel gullies F16 and F21,
which appear to be foundation trenches, possibly indicating the position of a timber
structure some 16 m long and 4.8 m wide internally. F21 was definitely structural in
character: it had a square profile, up to 0.5 m wide and 0.29 m deep, which in places
showed evidence of two successive cuts, and contained a very heterogeneous fill
produced by deliberate backfilling. Towards the south-west end, postholes were
observed cutting into the base of the slot. F16 was shallower and more ephemeral,
but significantly terminated exactly level with F21. A square posthole F25 mid-way
between F21 and F16, at their south-west end, may be related to this possible
structure. F21 was cut by a ditch F1, also of 12th/13th century date.

This interpretation is consistent with what is known of early medieval building
techniques. Before the later medieval adoption of more substantial cruck-built
houses, which derived their stability from a rigid wooden framework, more
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numerous earthfast posts, set in postholes or post-trenches, were typically used to
provide the basic structure of the walls of buildings (Dyer, 1986; Wrathmell, 1989).
The Saxo-Norman houses 9 and 10 at Barton Blount (Beresford, 1975) for instance,
show this construction method, and it is clear from these examples that the ends of
such buildings may not have left any obvious archaeological trace. On the other
hand, no trace was found of other features characteristic of medieval houses, such as
the cross-passage, hearth and internal and external drains, so this interpretation of
F16 and F21 must remain tentative. 

A small corn-drying kiln F72 (Fig. 4) is among a number of features that may be
associated with F16 and F21 as they are also stratigraphically early, being cut by
ditches which form a coherent system with F1. The chamber of the kiln was formed
by a rectangular pit (Context 391) with vertical sides, 1.5 x 1.2 m wide and 0.4 m
deep; adjoining one corner, and separated from it by a ledge 0.15 m higher than the
base of the chamber, was a flue (Context 397) 0.3 m wide and 0.4 m deep which
sloped up to the surface. Both the flue and the main chamber of the kiln were filled
with charred material, including large quantities of cereal grain (Hastie, below), and
burnt daub which may derive from the superstructure of the kiln, but there was no
trace of scorching on the sides of the feature. Corn-drying kilns are a common type
of structure on medieval sites and continued in use into the 19th century in more
remote areas of Britain: kiln drying of grain was necessary to make it suitable for
threshing, milling and storage in regions with a cool, wet climate, where it would
often be harvested in a damp condition (Monk, 1983; Holden forthcoming). Unlike
the substantial stone-built chambers excavated on many sites, such as the kiln found
at St Bees (Todd, 1987), no stone appears to have been used in its construction, and
the superstructure must have been of wattle and daub. A wicker framework, covered
by a cloth, would probably have been set over the chamber within the kiln to hold
the grain, and the heat from a steady fire would be drawn down the flue to dry it
slowly. The full length of the flue is not known, as the part of the structure
containing the stoke-hole has been plough-truncated; a fairly long flue, probably a
metre or more, would have been preferred in order to minimise the risk of setting
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FIG. 4. Feature 72: corn-drying kiln.
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fire to the grain. Close local parallels for this feature are lacking, although a 10th-
11th century circular “grain pit” with clay and wicker sides but without evidence for
a flue, excavated at Old Penrith (Poulter, 1982), may be a simple corn-drier with a
different design.

There is no indication of a building within which the kiln might have been set,
although some other features nearby, the significance of which is unknown, may be
associated with it. A smaller, square pit F73 was excavated immediately adjacent to
F72, and appears to have been backfilled shortly after it was dug. A curvilinear ditch
F64, which truncated the top of the kiln, and a posthole F71 also contained
quantities of charred material which, in the absence of any other obvious source,
may be presumed to derive from use of the kiln or its later disturbance.

In the vicinity of the possible building and the kiln were a number of pits and
postholes, types of features which are rare elsewhere on the site. A deep pit F61 was
cut by ditch F24, and may therefore belong to an early phase contemporary with
F16 and F21: it was up to 1.3 m wide and 0.8 m deep, with vertical sides, and
contained a very mixed fill of dark silt and redeposited clay. Similar features at
Goltho and Barton Blount, located several metres from houses, were identified as
privies by Beresford (1975). Of the postholes nearby, F63 contained 12th/13th
century type pottery, while F22, F25, F26, F28, F62, F66 and F70 are undated.
While no coherent pattern is formed between any of them, they may represent
ancillary structures. That these features appear to cluster around F16 and F21
suggests that this may indeed be the remains of a house – or at least that it was a
focus of activity within a croft.

Later phase: croft boundaries

A later phase post-dates the features previously described, but is indistinguishable on
the basis of the pottery types present. This phase comprises ditch F1 and three other
ditches, F17, F19 and F24 which, since they terminate on F1 to the north-east,
must be contemporary with it. They appear to define small plots to the south-west of
F1. A ditch, F14, containing Northern Gritty ware pottery but stratigraphically late,
follows a parallel alignment to F1: these two features are spaced an appropriate
distance apart to define two sides of a trackway, although no metalling or evidence
of wheel-ruts or other disturbance was found to confirm this.

11th to 13th century pits

Two large pits, F29 (Fig. 5) and F30, 0.7 m and 0.4 m deep respectively, were also
associated with Northern Gritty wares but cannot be assigned to either of the sub-
phases distinguished above. Quantities of charcoal, charred cereal grain and burnt
clay or daub, a similar range of material to that found in the kiln F72 (Hastie, below),
had been dumped in F29, and it seems likely that the pit was being used as a
convenient place to dispose of ashes from successive firings of the kiln, and/or the
remains of other similar kilns that may not have survived archaeologically. The fill of
F30 was a more homogeneous dark grey silt, suggesting that it had silted up naturally
or been filled with organic materials that have left no trace. A third pit F52, with
similar dimensions, produced no finds but, since it was cut by a late medieval ditch
F48, a 12th-13th century date is possible. Such pits often occur within medieval
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crofts: Astill (1988) suggests that in many cases they would have been dug originally
as quarries for clay to be used as walling material, and later kept open as water-holes
or backfilled with refuse. A broad, irregular hollow F65, at least 5 m wide but no
more than 0.4 m deep, probably developed as a result of trampling by animals, as it
does not appear to be a deliberately excavated feature and contained few artefacts.

Radiocarbon dating

Radiocarbon determinations were obtained from three contexts from this phase, all
of which were associated with Northern Gritty Wares: context 314 came from the
terminal of ditch F17; context 355 from the remains of the corn-drying kiln dumped
in pit F29; and context 389 from the base of the corn-drying kiln F72. The results
are shown in Table 1 below: the dates, especially that for context 355, are
surprisingly early given the historical context and the conventional date-range of the
pottery with which they are associated. While contexts 314 and 389 can be most
plausibly assigned to the 11th or earlier 12th century on this basis, context 355
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FIG. 5. Feature 29: pit.

Lab Context Description Material Radiocardon Calibrated date range
Sample no. Age (BP)

AA-53168 314 Fillof ditch Wood 980 ± 40 1000AD(31.1%)1050AD
F17 charcoal: cf 1080AD(37.1%)1160AD

GU-10639 Alnus sp. (1σ)
980AD(95.4%)1170AD
(2σ)

AA-53169 355 Debris from Carbonised 1055 ± 40 900AD(10.1%)920AD
kiln within pit cereal grain 960AD(58.1%)1030AD

GU-10640 F29 Triticum (1σ)
aestivo- 890AD(95.4%)1030AD
compactum (2σ)

AA-53170 389 Base of kiln Carbonised 920 ± 40 1030AD(68.2%)1170AD
F72 cereal grain (1σ)

GU-10641 Triticum 890AD(954%)1220AD
aestivo- (2σ)
compactum

TABLE 1: Radiocarbon dating of medieval contexts from Rickery.
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presents an anomaly in that it is highly unlikely to be later than 1030 A.D. (2σ).
Although only a single grain was dated, the material used for dating this context
should give a reliable result. A date of around 1030 A.D. would accommodate all
three samples: alternatively, pit F29 may indeed be substantially earlier than the
other two features, suggesting a greater time depth, and an earlier origin for the
settlement at Rickerby than had been previously assumed.

13th/14th century

Features dating to this period are apparently restricted to the north-west fringe of
the site. Four ditches, F47, F49, F50 and F92, were the only features in which
sherds of Partially-Reduced Grey Ware were the latest datable finds. F50 appears to
be contemporary with F49, since it terminates on F49; otherwise, there is no further
information to distinguish a sequence of development among these features. F47
was clearly observed to be cutting F46, further evidence that it belongs to a phase
post-dating the 12th/13th century activity.

14th-16th century

Features containing late medieval Reduced Grey Wares are also restricted to the
north-west of the site. The only features that can be assigned securely to this period,
with Reduced Grey Wares from excavated contexts as the latest material present, are
a deep ditch F48, the most substantial feature on the site; a short linear feature F36;
and a rather broad, irregular linear feature F89.

A number of features can also be more tentatively dated to the same period. Two
ditches, F101 and F104, were not excavated, but sherds of Reduced Grey Ware
were recovered from the surface of both features. Two other ditches, F54 and F55,
contained no finds, but are most plausibly associated with F48, since both F48 and
F55 appear to terminate on F54.

Two broad parallel ditches, F58 and F59, are of relatively late, though not
necessarily post-medieval, date, as they cut a number of demonstrably medieval
features including F64 and F74. As no finds were recovered from either of these
features, they may be late medieval, perhaps a double-ditched trackway, but may
alternatively be a post-medieval garden feature.

The finds (C. M. Brooks and M. R. McCarthy)

The finds of medieval date consisted entirely of pottery and ceramic building
material. Soil conditions were unsuitable for the preservation of bone, and a metal-
detector survey of the site after machine-stripping produced nothing. The ceramics
have been examined using the criteria already established by the authors with regard
to other pottery from Carlisle and elsewhere in Cumbria (e.g. McCarthy and
Brooks, 1992; Brooks, 2001). 116 sherds of medieval pottery were recovered,
accounting for 72% of the total pottery assemblage. Many of these sherds are very
small and abraded, suggesting that they were exposed to surface soil movement and
forces of erosion for some time before becoming incorporated in the fills of features
and other deposits.
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The main medieval type here, of which 81 sherds were found, is Red Gritty ware,
the local variant of the widespread “Northern Gritty ware” tradition (mainly Carlisle
Fabrics 1 and 2, but also including an occasional sherd of similar Fabric 5). This
was the dominant pottery type in Carlisle during the 12th century and into the early
13th century; it still predominates in an assemblage from the infill of a well with a
construction date of around 1193-6 at Old Grapes Lane, Carlisle (Brooks, 2001,
139-40). Red Gritty ware is a very hard, coarse quartz-gritted red ware with a dense
clay matrix; Fabric 2 is slightly less gritty than Fabric 1. The forms are mainly
cooking pots and jugs, with occasional bowls and other vessels. The glaze is usually
brown, sometimes over a whitish slip, and decoration is rare.

The Red Gritty sherds from Rickerby House appear to be mainly from jugs and
cooking pots (possibly bowls), but although many are typical of the wheel-thrown
products found in Carlisle, a number are different in that they are evidently
handmade, with possible traces of coils visible in the sections. A quarter of the Red
Gritty sherds were noted as handmade, although the total may well have been
higher, as many of the other Red Gritty sherds are too small and abraded to be
certain of the manufacturing technique. The handmade sherds tend to be slightly
less hard (and therefore more prone to abrasion) than the more conventional Red
Gritty sherds, suggesting a lower firing temperature. Unfortunately there are no
complete profiles or rim sherds large enough to be worth drawing, but the presence
of this variation in manufacturing technique may hint at a fairly local, rural source of
origin, although no kiln sites for any Red Gritty ware production are known in
Cumbria (McCarthy and Brooks, 1992).

There are a few other sherds of 12th/early 13th-century gritty wares, three of a
buff gritty ware, presumably local (Carlisle Fabric 6), and one of white gritty ware
(Carlisle Fabric 3), a square rim from a bowl; this rim would be unusual if found in
Carlisle, and it may be a regional import, coming from elsewhere within the
Northern Gritty ware tradition.

Pottery from the 13th/14th century is conspicuous by its rarity; there are only six
tiny sherds of the dominant local type, Partially Reduced Grey ware (Carlisle
Fabrics 15/17/19, Brooks, 2001, 140). Jugs are the main form in this ware, and these
can be highly decorated; one small sherd from F59 is from such a vessel, with
anthropomorphic applied “arm and hand” decoration.

Rather better represented here is the main late medieval/early post-medieval
pottery type, Late Medieval Reduced Grey ware (Carlisle Fabric 41). This is a hard,
smooth, fine sandy grey fabric, with a drab olive-green glaze, often flaking; forms are
mainly jugs and bung-hole cisterns. This ware is difficult to date precisely in Carlisle
deposits, because of the lack of diagnostic imports such as Cistercian ware and
Rhenish stonewares, but it appears to be introduced during the 14th century,
becoming the dominant type during the 15th and 16th centuries. It belongs to the
widespread northern “Reduced Greenware” tradition. There are 25 sherds of this
ware from Rickerby, the majority (15 reasonably large sherds, including a complete
strap handle, representing three vessels) coming from feature 48.
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Environmental samples (M. Hastie)

Methodology

For environmental analysis twenty-five soil samples were taken from a representative
selection of all primary fills of ditch, pit and kiln fills. Ground conditions on the site
were not suitable for preservation of organic remains by waterlogging, and the
archaeobotanical evidence was restricted to charred plant remains with the majority
of samples containing low concentrations of carbonised cereal grains, weed seeds
and charcoal. 

A more detailed account of the environmental analysis summarised here,
including the methodology used, is given in a separate report available in Cumbria
Sites and Monuments Record (Hastie, 2003).

Composition of the assemblage

The plant assemblage recovered is typical of rural medieval sites for Northern England
and Southern Scotland, with a mix of oat, barley, bread/club wheat and rye recovered
from the majority of samples. Weed seeds were very sparse with no more than five
seeds per sample. The majority were common weeds of arable land suggesting that the
wild taxa present represents field weeds harvested with the cereal crop.

Unusually, a single possible spelt glume base was recovered from the fill of
Feature 29, a large pit. Cultivation of spelt is generally perceived to have come to an
end after the Roman period, yet recent excavations in Northern England,
summarised by Huntley and Stallibrass (1995), have recovered both spelt grains and
chaff from Dark Age and early medieval sites. The recovery of spelt remains from
such contexts may indicate the continued cultivation of spelt by a number of farmers
into the early medieval period or the inclusion of remnant spelt plants within the
cereal fields.  

Distribution of plant remains

Low concentrations of charcoal, cereal grain and weed seeds were present across the
site and throughout each phase. Three significant concentrations of cereal remains
and charcoal were apparent, these being recovered from corn-drying kiln F72, a
ditch F74 truncating the kiln, and a large pit F29.

Samples taken from both the flue and kiln bowl of F72 were found to contain
high concentrations of carbonised cereal grains, confirming the identification of this
feature as a corn-drying kiln. Of note is the difference in composition of the cereal
remains throughout the kiln: the sample from the bowl was dominated by wheat
grains, while the basal fills of the flue contain predominantly oat grains. There are
two possible explanations for this difference: either the oat remains present in the
flue are remnants of an earlier drying accident, or alternatively, oat straw was used as
kindling in the firebox. 

A discrete layer within F29, a large pit, contained a large quantity of burnt daub,
charcoal and charred plant remains dominated by oat grain. The mix of material
recovered from the deposit including burnt daub and cereal remains suggests that
this discrete layer is the dumped remains of an earlier corn-drying kiln that had been
dismantled, possibly as a result of being destroyed by fire. 
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Features containing cereal grain and weed seeds were primarily centred on the in
situ corn-drying kiln F72. Two later ditches that truncated the kiln contained high
concentrations of plant remains and it is likely that this material originally came
from this kiln. Cereal remains are also present in a number of features located away
from the secondary corn-drying kiln, though present only in low quantities, and this
most likely represents material reworked and re-deposited from the truncated kiln. 

One 14th century ditch, Feature 48 was also found to contain a high
concentration of cereal remains, charcoal, and occasional pottery fragments. This
ditch was located to the north of the site away from the remains of the corn-drying
kilns and the carbonised material present in the ditch is unlikely to originate from
either kiln. Instead, the mix of debris recovered suggests that domestic rubbish was
either dumped or washed into the ditch.  

Discussion

The area excavated at Rickerby House would probably have formed part of an area
of crofts or gardens, situated to the rear of the main row of houses facing onto the
green to the north-east, during the first phase of occupation. The small quantities of
pottery and other finds recovered from the site do suggest that people were not
actually living in this area of the village, even if it is recognised that the inhabited
parts of villages were kept remarkably clean, with houses regularly swept and most
refuse spread on the fields (Beresford and Hurst, 1990, 41-4). The possible
structure defined by F16 and F21 may not be out of place in this setting, as there is
no evidence that it was an actual house, even if it is admitted as a building, and
barns, sheds and other structures would also have existed. The other features
identified are also mostly consistent with a location some distance from the peasants’
houses: kiln-drying of grain, particularly, may have been carried out away from
living areas because of the risk of fire.

Few close excavated parallels for the site can be suggested. The surviving
earthworks of crofts in deserted medieval villages have been extensively surveyed and
studied, but have rarely been excavated, detailed study being generally confined to
the tofts and house sites. Hence there is little archaeological information for the
activities that were carried out in these areas, and some doubt over the extent to
which they were cultivated or grazed, and the reasons for the wide variations that are
apparent between different regions in their size and shape and separation from the
tofts (Astill, 1988). The abundance of small ditches and gullies seen at Rickerby
does seem to be a consistent feature of areas adjacent to houses as well as behind
them, and on long-lived medieval sites these often accumulate into a confusing mass
which can be impossible to resolve into a coherent sequence (e.g. Beresford, 1975).
Small ditches, probably in addition to fences, hedges and other forms of boundary,
would have been used to demarcate crofts and also to define areas within them.
Studies of medieval villages have emphasised the concern with boundaries and rights
to land, property and other resources that would always have been a source of
tension in rural communities, and which were expressed materially in the
boundedness of settlement space (Astill, 1988), and this is likely to have been the
case in crofts as well as the houses and tofts. Ditches would also have functioned as
drains, particularly important on such a low-lying clay site: the abundance of post-
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medieval land drains, and the conditions experienced during the excavation,
illustrate the persistent problem of poor drainage that must have affected the crofts.

Settlement nucleation in the north Cumbrian lowlands seems to have been
planned and enforced under successive rulers, rather than a spontaneous
development. Originally a part of the kingdom of Strathclyde, Cumberland
remained a remote area of uncertain allegiance after it was annexed to the English
Crown by William Rufus in 1092; cross-border links were strong, and there appears
to have been little resistance on the part of the local notables when David I took
advantage of the civil war in England to absorb it into the Scottish kingdom in 1135,
or when it was reclaimed by Henry II in 1157. Carlisle was maintained essentially as
a military establishment controlled directly by the king, and a part of Henry I’s
policy of anglicising and dominating the city and its hinterland was the installation
of Norman nobility and enforced settlement of southern peasantry to work the land,
which was maintained as royal demesne (Summerson, 1993, 16-7). As Carlisle
developed economically and started to experience a moderate degree of prosperity,
the demand for food and other produce by the small urban community would have
encouraged the intensification of agriculture in the surrounding area, and would
have especially favoured cereal cultivation in an area which was more naturally
suited to raising livestock. Rickerby was undoubtedly producing not just for itself
but for the city, and as the trend for peasants to hold their land for a money rent
grew, they would increasingly have had to sell their produce in Carlisle.

The development of the village of Rickerby was undoubtedly influenced by the
establishment of Carlisle and plantation of the surrounding area, and an early 12th
century date for the origin of the site would accommodate two of the radiocarbon
dates obtained. This would also accord with the ceramic evidence. The radiocarbon
date for the fill of pit F29 however, if it is accepted, indicates a much earlier, pre-
Norman origin for settlement on the site and also for the currency of Northern
Gritty ware ceramic production. While it would be unwise to rest such a surprising
conclusion on a single radiocarbon date, this result does emphasise the importance
of obtaining absolute dating where possible from medieval sites, rather than relying
on pottery typologies alone. 

The 11th/12th century phase of occupation recognised at Rickerby may only have
been short-lived, however, as although evidence for several phases of change and
modification is apparent, the ditches show little trace of maintenance. The evidence
for later medieval activity is more limited, and appears to be restricted to the north-
west end of the site. This may simply reflect a change in use of this part of the
village, perhaps accompanying a shift or reorganisation of the layout of the
settlement as a whole, and there is no reason to see it as evidence for desertion or
disruption. The structure of medieval rural settlement was by no means static and
such changes could be routine events. Nevertheless, Rickerby cannot have remained
unaffected by wider political events and social and economic trends. The growing
prosperity of the Carlisle area was brought to an abrupt end by the successive
disasters of the Carlisle fire of 1292 and subsequent loss of the city’s liberties
(Summerson, 1992, 177-9), the war with Scotland, the Black Death and the
devastation of the region’s livestock by disease, all of which resulted in considerable
contraction of settlement and agriculture across the whole of Cumbria (Winchester,
1987, 44-51). The landscape would also have been transformed by the changes in

74 THE MEDIEVAL VILLAGE OF RICKERBY

tcwaas_003_2006_vol6_0007



landholding of the late medieval period, as demesne lands were increasingly leased
to tenants. Perhaps the apparent shift of settlement activity away from the area
excavated at Rickerby can be seen in this context.
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