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ARKHOLME WITH CAWOOD: 

The making of a township 

 

M. Robinson 

 

The object of this article is to consider and to try to explain two aspects of the early history of Arkholme 

with Cawood.  The first concerns the origin of the name.  Cawood, once an area of forest belonging to the 

lords of the Manor of Hornby, is what may loosely be described, in an ornithological context, as an 

habitational name, derived from the Old English 'ca' + 'wude', meaning the wood inhabited by jackdaws.
1
  

Arkholme or 'Ergune' is a topographical name which to some extent is open to interpretation as will be 

shown. 

 

The second aspect concerns the development of the early community which laid the foundations for 

Arkholme with Cawood's particular pattern of settlement which has survived, almost untouched, through 

the centuries. The development theory which will be proposed was grounded in an analysis of the Survey 

of the Hornby Castle Estates
2
 undertaken at the end of the sixteenth century, which revealed a strikingly 

disproportionate number of freeholders in Arkholme with Cawood compared with those in the other four 

Hornby Manor townships. 

 

Location 
Arkholme with Cawood is situated in South Lonsdale on the River Lune about 12 miles to the north of 

Lancaster and about 5 miles to the south of Kirkby Lonsdale. The land extends to some 3000 acres of 

lowland roughly bounded on the east by the River Lune with the Beckerthwaite Beck, which flows into the 

Lune, and the beginnings of the River Keer forming the boundaries to the north and north west. The 

boundary line to the west and the south follows no particular natural feature. The township is neighbour to 

Melling, across the river, Gressingham, Over Kellet, Borwick, Priest Hutton and Whittington. 

The township's valley location and the nature of the soil combine to provide good farming land much of 

which is capable of arable cultivation but which has been, from early times, most profitable for stock, in 

particular cattle rearing. There is no evidence to suggest that the land has ever been used for anything other 

than agriculture. Sites of past quarrying still exist but the stone would have been for domestic or farm use 

or for road mending and some for the making of lime. 

 

Origin of the name 
The first documented evidence of the existence of the township now known as Arkholme is to be found in 

the Domesday Book under its ancient name of 'Ergune'. The Dictionary of English Place Names gives the 

meaning of the name Ergune as "(Place at) the shielings or hill pastures", the 'erg' element said to be of 

Scandinavian origin. But the precise origin of the 'erg' element in place names has been shown to be open 

to interpretation. One interpretation ascribes its origin to Norwegian settlers from the far north who had 

had close contact with Scottish Gaels and suggests that although the Scandinavian word for a shieling was 

'saetr', as for example in Satterthwaite in Cumbria, the term 'erg' or 'aergi' was borrowed from the gaelic 

language. Research by Fellows-Jensen in Cumbria and Dumfriesshire promotes the theory that these 

settlers from the north used the element 'saetr' for upland sites where 'aergi' tended to be used of shieling 

sites in lowland arable areas.
3 

 

However, Mary Higham, researching the 'erg' sites of northern England and in particular those in 

Lancashire, has refined this theory and has put forward an alternative and more specific interpretation.
4
  

The gist of her interpretation is that these sites were used for organised cattle-rearing enterprises rather 

than merely as summer hill grazing and that the name element probably pre-dated the Scandinavian 

invasion and may even have been a survival of pre-Roman British occupation of the area. Is there reason to 

suppose then that Arkholme's identity is linked to this theory? 

Higham identified twenty nine 'erg' locations in Lancashire and found that they displayed several common 

physical features. The majority occupied land below 350ft above sea level with the greater proportion 

below 2000ft.  They also tended to be on the best soils in their areas capable of supporting permanent 
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occupation with arable as well as pastoral cultivation. They were also in, or adjacent to, forest areas and 

there was a close geographic connection with Roman forts and roads. 

 

All of these features are to be found in the township now known as Arkholme with Cawood. While some 

of the ground in Cawood, an ancient forest, lies above Higham's maximum of 350ft the major part of the 

land in Arkholme, rising from the river Lune, lies within her minimum of 2000ft. The Lune valley has 

some of the best soils in the north-west of England and during the Roman period Arkholme was closely 

connected to two major forts at Lancaster and Burrow, with a network of roads either side of the river. And 

information about the early history of this part of the Lune valley gathered from archaeological evidence 

supports a theory of pre-historic human settlement.
5 

 

The proposition that 'erg' sites may have been used for cattle-rearing enterprises stems from documentary 

evidence showing that in the medieval period such locations were used by lords for cattle rearing 

enterprises such as the vaccary organisation of the De Lacy family which supplied oxen for demesne farms 

as well as meat and hides and dairy produce.
6
  Vaccaries were stocked by the lord and supervised by 

vaccary keepers and several medieval vaccary locations have already been identified in the Lancaster area 

including two in Quernmore.
7 

 

Higham makes another connection between 'erg' sites and certain closes bearing the name 'Arrow' where 

cattle were collected from vaccaries and kept until they were sold or slaughtered.. She refers to Arrow Park 

in the Wirral and closes in Halton, a township, situated between Arkholme and Lancaster, which was at the 

centre of a very large area in the pre-Conquest period and which, in a later period, is known to have had 

vaccaries. In the fifteenth century the name 'Arrome' - a close enough approximation in spelling to the 

name 'Arrow' when verbally transmitted - appears in a description of property and land belonging to the 

then Lord of the Manor of Hornby, James Harrington, Knight who was convicted of high treason 

whereupon his property was forfeited to the crown. Among areas of settlement declared at that time to be 

part of his lordship were 'Ergholme in Lonesdale', 'Cawood' and 'Arrome Cawood'.
8
  If 'Arrome Cawood' 

land was used for the same purpose as the Halton closes, the fact lends weight to the proposition that land 

in 'Ergune' was used for some form of cattle-rearing enterprise and supports Higham's interpretation of the 

place-name element 'erg'. 

 

But Higham suggests that the medieval cattle-rearing enterprises in these 'erg' locations were of more 

ancient origin and may well have been the continuation of a Celtic practice called Daer-rath which were 

operated on somewhat similar lines to the medieval vaccaries. When the Scandinavians arrived in the tenth 

century, it is possible that some may have settled and established new cattle-rearing enterprises and used 

their own linguistic term 'erg', to which they would attach a personal name, but Higham argues that it is 

extremely unlikely that they would have had the resources to able to do so over so wide an area as that 

covered by the 'erg' place-name element. She suggests that it is more likely that as immigrants they became 

associated with existing cattle-rearing enterprises. There is, for example, documentary evidence from the 

Wirral area that, having been expelled in some disarray from Dublin, Norse immigrants requested 

permission to settle there from Aethelflaed, King Alfred's daughter, Lady of the Mercians and she may 

well have made use of their skills by giving some of them posts as vaccary keepers.
9
  Arkholme with 

Cawood has one piece of evidence of Norse settlement in the existence of a farm with the name 

Gunnerthwaite - 'Gunnar's' clearing. Could he have been just such an immigrant seeking refuge? 

 

Arkholme with Cawood has then all the features identified by Higham as common to other 'erg' related 

place-names - land of good agricultural quality rising little higher than 350ft above sea level, adjacent to 

forest ground and in close proximity to Roman forts and roads. And there is the evidence, previously 

noted, which suggests that the fertile Lune valley was being farmed commercially in the pre-Roman 

period. One final point that Higham makes to support the possibility of pre- Scandinavian 

 

occupation of 'erg' sites is how to explain the fairly high number of 'erg' place names not preceded by a 

Norse personal name as in the case of Arkholme or 'Ergune'. Had it been the case that the 'erg' element was 

brought over from Ireland by the Scandinavians it could be expected that all 'erg' related place names 

would have been preceded by a personal name. While Arkholme with Cawood seems to have been 
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attractive to one Scandinavian settler, he appears not to have been of sufficiently high status or authority to 

claim ownership over more than a small area of land. 

 

The development of the community 
There are then, reasons to suppose that Arkholme with Cawood had been populated to some degree from 

very early on. We also know, from the Domesday survey, that a comparatively large area of land, six 

caracates or ploughlands (about 600 acres) was under cultivation which would point to the active presence 

of a community of farmers by the eleventh century. It is not until the end of the 16th century though, when 

the Survey of the Hornby Castle Estates was undertaken, that any comprehensive documentary evidence is 

to be found to show the number landholdings in Arkholme with Cawood and, more importantly, the names 

of the owners. From then until the present day the pattern of settlement has remained relatively unchanged 

and, like all other villages and townships, it is a pattern that is unique to its name and location. 

 

Arkholme with Cawood was one of five townships belonging to the Manor of Hornby, the others being 

Hornby itself, Melling, Wray and Roeburndale. Each had distinguishing features which contributed to their 

individual development as communities. Hornby was dominated by the Castle, its economy dependent to a 

large extent upon servicing the needs of the Lord and his household. Melling contained the parish church 

which had been there since at least the time of the Norman conquest if not before.  All the inhabitants of 

the five townships would have had to attend church there at some time in their life for the necessary 'rites 

of passage' - baptism, marriage and burial. Wray had a fulling mill, probably powered by the River 

Hyndburn which runs through the village, to scour and cleanse woollen cloth thus providing industrial 

employment for many of its people. Roeburndale, which was once forest ground, was remarkable for its 

extensive acreage of wild moorland. 

 

By contrast Arkholme with Cawood had no dominant social, industrial or ecclesiastical feature but did 

contain the best agricultural land.  A concentration of dwellings grew up beside the route which made the 

necessary contact with the parish church at Melling via a ford or ferry crossing the River Lune.  There was 

also a small hamlet at Storrs in Cawood while the rest of the population lived on the numerous scattered 

farms, the majority of which still occupy the same ancient locations. 

 

The Survey of the Hornby Castle Estates reveals two other more particular and significant differences 

between Arkholme with Cawood and its fellow members of the Manor of Hornby. In the first place 

landholdings varied widely in size, composition and uniformity between the townships, with a particularly 

significant feature being the amounts of land held in common or town fields. In Hornby there was no one 

holding larger than 14½ customary acres and each holding was made up of one or more parcels of land of 

varying size in different common fields - Strand, Clough Holme and Ely Holme for example. In addition 

there were about 60 customary acres (about 90 statutory acres) 

  

"of Craggy and Moure Ground the which the Lord Edward Mount Eagle granted to the poor of the said 

Town to put a cow in every of them To wit every householder one and to pay him 2d. Rent by the year for 

every cow so are there so many pastured therein as the rent cometh yearly to 10s.2d." 
10 

 

By my reckoning that amounted to 61 cows! 

In Wray the majority of tenants appear to have held land in common fields - in Colt Park described as 

'Herbage and Pasture' and divided into parcels of approximately 2 customary acres, tenants holding one, 

two, four or eight parcels; in "an Intack enclosed on the Common for two kie grass containing 3 acres 

which as the report is the Lord Edward Stanley at his return from the Scottish field gave to his tenants 

every to take and inclose 3 acres for 2 kye grass without paying any rent for the same"; or on unnamed 

land apportioned by oxgang measurement (approximately 13 customary acres), one holding two oxgangs, 

a few just half an oxgang but the majority holding one. There were a few larger landholders occupying 

enclosed land but none over 32 acres. 

In Melling each of the 2 8 tenants' landholdings was divided into parcels, held in differing combinations, in 

five named enclosures of common land - Greenbanks, Cockshotts, Clynglebarr, Holm and Staynber Hill. 

There were also the parrocks, generally for young beasts, divided into eight parcels of a little less than one 

acre each. 
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In Roeburndale, the extensive area of forest and moorland had, by the sixteenth century, been divided into 

three blocks of 298, 125 and 174 customary acres.  Each block was divided equally between four tenants 

who appear, by the sizes of their dwellings to have been yeomen of some substance. 

 

In Arkholme with Cawood only a small amount of land was held in common or town fields none of which 

was defined by name in the Hornby Castle Estates Survey. Widow Astwick, for example, held 6 acres 22 

fall in "divers places in the field"; Edward Courtt held "divers parcels in the field"; and another Astwick 

held "8 acres 20 fall in divers parts of the Common field".
12

  Through subsequent research into the history 

of landholdings in Arkholme with Cawood, it has been possible to trace the probable location of these 

fields. One appears to have been just to the south of Storrs Hall in Cawood and the other in Arkholme 

towards the boundary with Whittington. The total acreage of these two fields was no more than 58 

customary acres - less than ten per cent of the total acreage of land in use at the time. 

 

Whereas in the other Hornby Manor townships there was a certain uniformity in the pattern of settlement, 

in Arkholme with Cawood both settlement and size of landholdings were of a random order. Landholdings 

were scattered and of widely varying acreages and what is more the tenants were, unlike those in Hornby, 

Melling, Wray and Roeburndale, continuing to take in more ground. William Widder, for example, who 

happened to be the largest landowner at that time with around 66 customary acres, also held "one little 

encroachment before his gate and pays yearly 2½d. It is worth 2d. yearly" and also "an Intack containing 6 

acres and pays yearly Nil. It is worth 7s. yearly". Likewise, Edward Nelson who held 15½ acres of land, 

also held "one little Incroachment and pays yearly 2d. It is worth 12d. yearly" and "one Intack containing 

311 acres and pays yearly Nil. It is worth 9s.4d. yearly".
13

  But the other and more significant contrasting 

feature was the large number of tenants holding land by freehold as distinct from those holding land as 

customary tenants.  In Hornby and Melling there were no freeholders; in Wray, four; and in Roeburndale, 

two. In these four townships only 5.7% of the total number of tenants held by freehold . In Arkholme with 

Cawood there were in total 42 tenants, 17, or 40%, of whom were freeholders. So why did Arkolme with 

Cawood have such a comparatively large number of freeholders and did this remarkable difference have 

any correlation with the difference in the pattern of settlement? The answers may possibly be found in the 

historical status and role of the class of freemen within the manorial system of administration. 

 

Pre-Conquest 'freemen' owed their status through gifts and services rendered to their lords. Living within 

their lord's household they would have done various jobs - harvesting, wood-cutting, driving game for 

example - besides fighting under the lord either to snatch land from the natives, to defend it when once 

settled or to snatch from another tribe. At some time before 1066 a practice had arisen of freemen, mainly 

armed servants, being given land - not waste land but land with men on it - to live by. It was an 

arrangement that had mutual advantages for the freeman had land which was, to all intents and purposes, 

his to farm as he wished in order to provide for his own needs and to hand on to his heirs and successors, 

and the lord retained some of his tenant services, received rent and could expect to see the land increase in 

value as it was improved under cultivation. It is known
14

 that some of the Anglo-Danish king's armed men 

had been maintained by grants of land and that after 1066 the arrangement quickly spread when William's 

military system required his tenants-in - chief to provide 'knights' or armed serving men. 

 

By the end of the thirteenth century the manual and fighting services of a knight had been more or less 

discontinued in favour of rents in money or kind but the tradition persisted in name as witnessed in the 

Hornby Castle Estates Survey in which 15 of the 17 freeholders in Arkholme with Cawood are said to have 

held 'Certain Lands by Knight Service'. The other two held by 'Knights Fine' a term which appears to stem 

from a Saxon law aimed to discourage migration into another shire without licence from the lord - when 

found the culprit had to come back and pay a fine. Did these sixteenth century freeholders then hold land 

by virtue of it once having been granted by the Lord as an alternative to providing maintenance within his 

household and if so, why was Arkholme with Cawood chosen for the purpose? 

In the first place, Ergune and the forest of Cawood would have provided an ideal location for such a 

purpose. An indication of the favourable nature of the land is demonstrated in the Domesday survey which 

shows that about 20% of the total area of Ergune and the forest of Cawood combined was already being 

farmed. This was by Domesday levels, a comparatively high proportion for this area. Neighbouring 
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townships came well below this level of cultivation. Gressingham, for example, is said to have had two 

caracates or 10% of its total land area in use and Kellet, Over and Nether together, about 12%. It would 

also have satisfied the requirement that the land granted to knights should already have men on it. It has 

already been shown that the land is likely to have been used, possibly for centuries, for stock rearing 

probably under the vaccary system which in itself would have employed farmers to manage the stock and 

to cultivate winter fodder as well as food for domestic use. 

 

Secondly, it is known that when Roger de Poitou acquired his 'Lancashire' estates after the Conquest, 

Ergune had been newly added to the Lordship of Hornby having before then been part of the Manor of 

Whittington.
15

  We do not know why the exchange was made but it was certainly to the benefit of Hornby 

Manor given that the evidence shows that it contained some of the best agricultural land within the area. 

Could Roger de Poitou have recognised the potential of Arkholme for settling his knights? 

 

The possibility that the pattern of settlement in Arkholme with Cawood was influenced by the deliberate 

settlement of knights in order that they may provide for themselves instead of being maintained within the 

Lord's household is made more credible in view of the random pattern of settlement and the varied size of 

the landholdings in Arkholme with Cawood as revealed in the late sixteenth century survey of the Hornby 

Castle Estate and which contrasts significantly with the comparative uniformity of settlement in each of 

the other four townships belonging to the Manor of Hornby. There appears to have been a greater element 

of freedom in the way that the land was farmed with comparatively little held in common fields and the 

continuing possibility of taking in more land by agreement with the manor court. There is no documentary 

evidence to support this theory of planned settlement but the fairly strong theoretical suppositions which 

have already been discussed together with archaeological and documentary evidence of the development 

of the land from an early period all point to some unique form of settlement which depended entirely upon 

agriculture and the quality of the land. And indeed, what better places than Arkholme and the forest of 

Cawood to grant land to your knights in exchange for their continuing service when required? With land of 

their own they had more reason to be loyal; the land generated income for the Lord with rather less hassle 

than farming it in order to provide food for household retainers; and it was also likely to rise in value as 

more land was taken into cultivation and improved. And the Lord of the Manor, when in residence in 

Hornby, was left in peace and quiet with the population out of view and out of mind!;  
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