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Background
Oxford Archaeology North (OA North), formerly Lancaster University Archaeological Unit
(LUAU), at the request of The National Trust and Forest Enterprise, undertook a season of
historic landscape survey and management assessment of land in Ennerdale in May 2003 (NY
0905 1584 – 2148 1077).  These investigations followed on from three previous seasons of
survey between April 1995 and April 1997, also undertaken by LUAU.

The earlier phases of survey recorded the archaeological landscapes of the valley within the
forested areas to enable preservation of key sites and areas during felling.  The latest phase
expanded on this work by examining areas not previously investigated and, in addition to this,
the development of the landscape as a whole entity was examined.  The overall study area, from
all seasons, consists of approximately 38.2km², of which 10.1km² was excluded either because
the terrain was exposed and craggy or because of dense impenetrable forest plantation.  The
fourth season of investigation recorded some 187 new sites and monuments, giving a grand total
of 552 recorded sites over the four seasons.

‘Wild Ennerdale’
The purpose of the fourth season of investigations was to provide a narrative history of the valley
for the ‘Wild Ennerdale’ project, a partnership between the three main landowners in the valley
(Forestry Commission, National Trust and United Utilities).  In the context of this project the term
©Wild© describes a philosophical approach to managing the valley.  It describes the sense of
wildness which people experience in the valley and the degree to which natural processes
influence the environment.  It is important to understand that while Ennerdale has been affected
by centuries of human influence, for many people it retains a sense of wildness that is highly
valued.

When Ennerdale is considered in the context of the rest of the Lake District, the value of a ‘wild’
place is recognised due to its relative remoteness, lack of roads, buildings and people.  There is
increasing public interest in the concept of ‘wild places’ as pressures from modern day living
creates demands upon remote and unpopulated landscapes for spiritual and physical
refreshment.

Aims of the survey
The primary aim of the survey was to identify, locate and evaluate the archaeological resource
within the valley. This will then inform future management decisions on conservation matters
relating to both the natural landscape and the archaeological and historical content of the valley.
The report was also designed to provide a management resource for the partnership in order to
help guide the evolution of the valley towards a more ‘wild’ landscape, with greater emphasis on
natural processes to shape its landscape and ecology.  The ‘Wild Ennerdale’ project will guide
this evolutionary change, although for the most part the process of change in Ennerdale will be a
slow one, with no fixed end point.

Landscape History
Prehistory…
The range of monuments and landscapes recorded within Ennerdale demonstrates how the
landscape has been altered and impacted on by human influence over a period of some 3500
years.  The earliest evidence of occupation identified was the small randomly distributed
cairnfields found at the head of the lake in the vicinity of Woundell Beck which typologically are
usually ascribed to the Bronze Age.  The small irregular groups of cairns arranged around small,
cleared plots reflect localised forest clearance and corresponding land improvement for
agriculture.  The cairnfields were not related to structures or hut platforms, and it would therefore
appear that the Bronze Age occupation of the valley was non-intensive and potentially short
lived.
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During the later prehistoric or Romano-British period, an enclosed settlement was established in
the valley.  The site consists of a sub-circular stone piled rampart (now truncated by Low Beck)
enclosing a number of sub-circular huts and is associated with a simple field system.  The site
itself is analogous with other enclosed settlements found in neighbouring valleys and traditionally
understood to have either late prehistoric or Romano-British origins.  It is clear that this was a
more permanent settlement by comparison with the activity associated with the putative Bronze
Age cairnfields.  The existence of this site implies that there must have been a widespread
clearance within its immediate environs, on the valley floor.

Early medieval period…
As with much of the region, the early medieval period in Ennerdale is one of considerable
uncertainty.  Given the lack of any clear understanding about the form and date of any early
medieval occupation or the date of the final abandonment of the enclosed settlement, the
possibility of continuity of settlement into the early medieval period cannot be excluded, although
evidence suggests it is unlikely.  The place-name evidence in this instance is possibly revealing;
the thwaite element of Gillerthwaite, located on the south-facing lower fellsides, is a Norse word
meaning ©forest clearing©.  This may suggest that a new settlement was introduced into an area of
forest land in the latter part of the early medieval period, or at any rate whilst a Scandinavian
language was still commonly spoken in the area.

In the earlier medieval period, settlement was centred in the areas of Woundell Beck, and
Gillerthwaite, where early settlement remains can be seen.  These settlements were slow to
develop and it was not until the later medieval or early post-medieval period that the valley floor
was enclosed and improved.  The medieval settlements encountered in Ennerdale have two
distinct forms: firstly huts associated with small cultivation plots and secondly large stock pounds
with associated dwellings.  The second type has been interpreted as vaccaries (stock farms), two
of which were documented as being in the valley in 1322 (PRO C/134/71/1).  The presence of
two vaccaries would indicate that the Lord of the Manor had a represented presence within the
valley, and it is possible that the peasant settlement had subsequently developed around the
holdings of the vaccaries.

In addition to these, several isolated huts or groups of huts were recorded close to Great Cove
and Revelin Crags which have been interpreted as shielings, which relate to transhumant
exploitation of the higher ground.  This summer grazing pattern of stock movement, or
transhumance, expanded to allow peasant settlement in the uplands of the forests particularly
during the population growth of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries (Winchester, A.
2000).  It is not known who occupied these shielings, but they may potentially have been the
peasant communities centred on Gillerthwaite and Woundell Beck, although this cannot be
confirmed.
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© One of the structures located at the shieling ground at Great Cove, located high above the
valley bottom, just north of Haycock. © �  J Lund/NT

Later medieval period…
At some stage in the medieval period the potential for mineral extraction was realised and an
integrated iron extraction and processing industry developed in the valley.  This resulted in the
working of the mines on the fellsides, the processing of the iron ore beside Smithy Beck, and
possibly the creation of a mining community upstream.  The most likely date for this activity
comes from the bloomery (iron-working site) on Smithy Beck that produced a radiocarbon date
range of Cal AD 1290-1410.  By contrast the earliest documentary record of a bloomery in
Ennerdale is not until 1560 (PRO LR 1/329 f.159).  One of the structures at Smithy Beck was
partially excavated (Fletcher, W and Fell, C.) and produced an assemblage of late medieval/
early post-medieval pottery.  If the assumption that these buildings were mining related is
confirmed, then there is an implication that there was mining activity on this side of the valley in
the medieval and early post-medieval periods.
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© One of the dwellings situated alongside the upper reaches of Smithy Beck and potentially part
of a medieval industrial community© �  J Lund/NT

In the late medieval or post-medieval period the agricultural settlement in the valley bottom was
rationalised with the establishment of two valley bottom enclosures and the two farms at
Gillerthwaite.  By this stage the Woundell Beck settlement had been abandoned, allowing the
later field system to develop over it, but the Gillerthwaite settlements must have still been in use,
hence the intake on the valley floor avoided them.

Post-medieval period…
The post-medieval period saw, in common with all other upland areas, the increasingly intensive
pastoral exploitation of the valley sides.  The numbers of stock shelters and bields (sheep shelter
walls) are testament to the increasing numbers of sheep on the fell, which inevitably had a
considerable impact upon the vegetation, preventing the proliferation of heather moors.  This
system of exploitation was finally rationalised in the later nineteenth century with the
parliamentary enclosure of much of the fellside.  The valley bottom had already been sub-divided
into a series of plots by this time, showing it had taken place through private agreement rather
than by an act of parliament.

The recent past…
The most significant ecological impact in the valley was the large-scale afforestation of the 1920s
which resulted in plantations across a large proportion of the valley.  In 1925 and 1926 the newly
established Forestry Commission acquired nearly 9000 acres of land in Ennerdale, which
extended up to the watershed on both sides of the valley; of this some 3000 acres (1214ha) were
planted (Loxham, J. 1993).  The afforestation caused a general outcry at the time and was one of
the issues that prompted the establishment of the Lake District National Park. But, from an
archaeological perspective the impact of the afforestation was relatively minor in comparison with
subsequent campaigns of forestation.  The planting did, however, have a considerable impact
upon the landscape, resulting in the establishment of extensive lengths of enclosure boundaries,
and access tracks throughout and in between the forest blocks.

Summary discussion
The archaeology of Ennerdale sets it apart from other Lakeland valleys because of the
diversity, complexity, and survival of its archaeological remains.  Ennerdale has no extensive
ring garth and has been subject to only limited valley bottom enclosure, so the archaeological
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resource has not been adversely impacted upon by the same level of intensive land
improvement that is found in other Lakeland valleys.  In part as a result, Ennerdale contains a
remarkable survival of settlement and industrial remains that extend back to at least the
Bronze Age, and there are remains from the subsequent periods, albeit with some
discontinuities of settlement, through to the present. Its medieval remains in particular are
very well preserved.  Some site groups, such as the Gillerthwaite medieval settlements and
the sites associated with mineral extraction and processing are undoubtedly of national
importance, but the greatest archaeological importance of the valley is its collective
archaeological resource, which reveals the complex mechanisms of the valley’s development.
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Map showing the cairnfields alongside Woundell Beck (VIa and VIb) and the rectangular outline of the putative medieval vaccary (102) and longhouse (229)
�  NT
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Map showing the location of the enclosed settlement and associated cairnfields (XIVa and XIVb), part of the medieval settlement of Gillerthwaite (XIc) and the
large stone built enclosed interpreted a medieval vaccary (398) �  NT


