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Knockcross, Bowness-on-Solway: Rediscovered but Still Lost 

BY DANIEL W. ELSWORTH 

APPROXIMATELY 0.5km due east of Bowness-on-Solway the name is 
‘Knockcross’ marked on maps (NGR 322987 562765) from the nineteenth 
century onwards, without explanation. In itself the place-name appears to 

denote a site of some archaeological and historical interest. Antiquarian discoveries 
infer that there was activity there over a considerable period and the location has 
been identifi ed as the site of a Roman temporary camp associated with Hadrian’s 
Wall.1 However, as far as what is published is concerned there is seemingly no record 
of an actual cross from which the name derived. The chance discovery of an early 
illustration of the site shows that there was indeed a cross there, which fi ts with other 
documentary records of a cross from Bowness-on-Solway. This rediscovery adds 
another early medieval cross for consideration to the list of known examples, providing 
valuable information for the otherwise elusive Early Medieval period in Cumbria. 

The relevant published summary of what was known about the site remains that 
summarised by W.G. Collingwood in 1923.2 This demonstrates that the earliest 
description is seemingly Clarke’s of 1787, which states that ‘Knock’s Cross’ ‘is only an 
upright stone, yet standing amidst the ruins of the Picts’ wall’.3  The tithe map of 1838 does 
not apparently show a cross,4 although it is badly damaged in this area and it has been 
described elsewhere as doing so.5 Later, Mannix and Whellan report, in 1847, that 
‘the hilt of a sword with part of the blade, was found a few years ago’ at the site.6  Whellan 
later added that there was a mound ‘resembling an ancient British Barrow’ at ‘Knock’s 
Cross’, although it had been encroached upon by the road, and that the proverb, said 
to be common throughout Cumberland, “As old as Knock’s Cross”, derived from 
this site.7 By the time the fi rst Ordnance Survey map of the area had been published, 
in 1868, all that is shown is an area named ‘Knockcross’; no mound, and no cross.8 
Subsequent references are very sparse. It is mentioned in passing in connection with 
the movement of St Cuthbert’s relics, the suggestion being that a cross might have 
been erected because ‘the numerous intervening halts would each, by ancient custom, be 
marked by a cross’.9 It was also suggested that the place-name is derived from the 
mound, Knock coming from the British word for a low hill: ‘cnoc’, something that is 
essentially bourn out by modern scholarship.10 

A perhaps more pertinent piece of information is that supplied by R.G. Collingwood, 
a few years after his father’s summary: ‘Knock’s Cross does not appear to have yielded 
Roman objects; we were told locally that certain monks were buried beneath the mound, 
and that it was erected by “John Knox’s men”. These traditions, however, wanting in literal 
accuracy, at least suggest some archaeological signifi cance for the site’.11  The suggestion that 
the name derives from someone called Knox is not otherwise substantiated, although 
the record in 1279 of a Leo de Knock perhaps demonstrates that someone was named 
after it.12 

There the sum of our knowledge about the site might remain if it wasn’t for a remarkable 
body of work by one of Cumbria’s arguably lesser known mid-19th century artists, 
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Thomas Bland (b.1798-d.1865) of Reagill near Crosby Ravensworth. A detailed 
account of Bland’s life and work has been published elsewhere so it is not necessary 
to describe this in detail.13  His greatest achievement was arguably the construction 
of a somewhat idiosyncratic ‘Sculpture Garden’ at his house at Reagill, but he was 
a prolifi c artist and produced several hundred illustrations of historic buildings, 
particularly churches, and other sites of archaeological interest (and often at that 
critical moment before they were subject to late Victorian ‘improvement’), which are 
now held in collections at Tullie House, Kendal Local Studies Library, Rose Castle, 
and Carlisle Library.14 Amongst the drawings held at Carlisle Library is a landscape 
view entitled ‘Knock Cross near Bowness on the Solway Frith [sic] Cumberland’. This 
very clearly shows a cross, presumably stone, of wheel-head type with a square shaft 
stood on a tiered base of two steps that in turn is located on a small hillock (Figs. 1 
and 2). The accuracy of Bland’s drawings has been seen elsewhere to be tolerably 
reliable15 and it would seem reasonable to assume that this is an accurate image of the 
appearance of the cross at Knockcross, indeed the only known image, assuming it is 
not a work of Bland’s imagination.16 

The signifi cance of what is shown cannot be understated. The cross appears to be a 
wheel-head form with a small central boss, of the type seen across much of the northern 
part of Cumbria and the west coast, extending southward into Cheshire.17  These are 
typically ‘Viking-period’, probably fl ourishing in the 10th century, and part of a wider 
school of carving that includes stop-plait and spiral-scroll decoration.18 However, 
what is noticeable is that the arms of the cross at Knockcross seem to terminate at 
the outer ring rather than crossing it, and so in this regard it is perhaps closer in style 
to the 10th century ‘Whithorn School’ of crosses, the known distribution of which is 
confi ned to the north side of the Solway.19 The shaft of the cross at Knockcross is 
also noticeably not decorated according to Bland’s sketch, which is signifi cant and 
might suggest it is actually somewhat later than other wheel-head crosses.20 The 
understanding of the Early Medieval period in Cumbria generally very limited due 
to lack of information, both documentary and archaeological, so monumental crosses 
of this type, which are found in many parts of the county, are crucial. If it was indeed 
considered a genuine cross of the 10th century and of the Whithorn school this too 
would have major implications about the area this infl uenced and the nature of the 
political situation in North Cumbria at that time.21 It also potentially indicates that 
there is some continuity of activity at the site from its origins as a Roman temporary 
camp into the Early Medieval, something that would also be of great interest, although 
only demonstrable through archaeological investigation.  

What happened to the cross after Bland recorded it is uncertain. Bland’s drawing 
must predate his death in 1865 and also the surveying of the Ordnance Survey map 
of 1868, in 1866, by which time it had seemingly disappeared. A clue might be found 
in the catalogues of items held on display at Lowther Castle. One of these, from 1879, 
includes what is unhelpfully described as a ‘Stone fragment from Bowness, Cumberland’,22 
while a later list includes ‘Cross, from Bowness, Cumberland’;23 since there is only one 
Bowness in Cumberland this must be referring to Bowness-on-Solway. The ultimate 
fate of the cross held at Lowther is uncertain; many items were evidently sold some 
time before the great dispersal of the estate in 1947,24 but if it is the same as the one 
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previously known as ‘Knockcross’ or ‘Knock’s Cross’ it presumably passed into private 
hands. Perhaps the current owner of the cross will recognise the drawing produced by 
Thomas Bland over 150 years ago. 

The author would like Stephen White at Carlisle Library for providing a copy of 
Bland’s drawing of the cross and additional information, the staff at Kendal library 
for their assistance with accessing useful sources, and Robert Courtier for his valuable 
additional references relating to Thomas Bland and comments on the accuracy of his 
drawings. Special thanks are also due to Professor Dame Rosemary Cramp for her 
useful comments, and the suggestions of the anonymous referee. 

FIG 1: Thomas Bland’s illustration of Knockcross, entitled ‘Knock Cross, Bowness, Cumberland on the 
Solway Frith [sic]’.

FIG 2: Detail of the cross shown in Bland’s illustration.
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