
III Excavations at Arkholme1973-74
by A.J. White

In North Lancashire a very clear-cut group of Motte-and-Bailey
Castles can be distinguished alon.g the Lune Valley and its
tr1.butarles. Th.eir role as fortified manor-houses of the immediate
pos.t-...conquestperiod, is not in doubt, and their geographical distribution
wouldaeemto be based· on natural defensive positions and the
availab1li:ty of. r1ch rivers1de pastures. The close relationsh1p to
churches is' very noticeable" and manyof the churches, such as HaltoD
and MeJ.l±ng,contaiD pre-Conqueat elemen,ts. Hence there is a strong
suggest1.on that the Mottes were constructed by the new overlords in
existing settlements to control existing estates.

Ther&are remains of these structures at Balton, Hornby, Melling,
Whitt1ngton and Arkholme, in Lancashire; Kirby Lonsdale and Teba,., in
Cumbria; and on the tr1butar1es of the Lune, at Burton-in-Lonsdale
aJlI.dSedbergh. It has: often been suggested that Lancaster Castle is
on the site of another Motte, but the probability is, that it began as
a ringwork, an annular earthwork, topped by a timber palisade, and
this has affected. l.ts later shape. Ringworksare becoming
increasingly reeogpized as a major method of defence in the earlier
Middle Ages, and appear to have been converted into Mottes on occasions.

A. little recent work had been carried out on local examples,
membersof the Lancaster Archaeological Society undertook small-scale
excavations on the Hotte called Chapel Hill at Arkholme, which is one
of the best pres.erved and most accessible examples in the Lune Valley.
Workwas carried on over two seasona in 1973 and 1974, the former on
the flat top of the mound, with the pUl"poseof recovering traces of
structures, the latter to examine the methods and it poss1ble, date
of construction by cutting a narrow tr'ench into the' area of junction
between moundand ground surface.

Excavations of a sort were carried out in ~904 by H.M. White, who
was engaged at that time in more extensive operat1.ons at
Burton-in-Lonsdale. Unfortunately pUblication was limited to a brief

note in CW2V(1905)p309and a mention in. the Victoria County Historyof LancasM:re Vol. 2 p. 521-3. Morerecently some of the finds were
published in the Yorkshire Archaeo:lo.gica~Journal Vol. 43 (1971)
p. 85-98 as a concomitant to the re-discovery of tbe· Burton-1n-Lonsdale
material. The contemporary report suggested that the Hotte consisted
of two distinct levels, a cobb~ed surface immediately belOW:the turf
and another about 9ft. (2.75 metres) lower. on the lower surface
were a number of iron objects, together with charred woodand bone.
It was therefore assumed that the Motte had been raised to almost
double its original h'eight in the Middle Ages.

Whentint upp'er: surface was examinedin 1973 (s1te 1) no trace of
any structure was found. The area, however, was lim1ted to three
3 metresquarea towards the centre of the flat top and there maybe
post-holes etc., towards. the edge. The main feature noted was a slightly
raised band of cobblee approximately 1 metre wide crossing the tDP of
the mound. This was almost certainly the filled-in trench of the 1904
excavators, and due to lack of compression the inlill had remained loose
and raised above,ground surface.

This raised one or two general points.
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Firstly the moundis obviously
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not natural, but is composed of materials readily available in the
surrounding stony soil, from which its composition is not easily
differentiated. Additional cobbles could be obtained from the

adjacent river-bed. Secondly the 'cobbled surfaces' noted in 1904,
should be regarded with some caution as in 1973 it was seen that the
upper surface at least was only slightly denser than the underlying
cobbled build-up. One wonders whether such nice distinctions could
be made at such a depth in such a narrow trench, and whether other
layers or structures were not missed.

In 1974 a trench 2 metres wide and 4 metres long (site 11) was
cut at the base of the mound. No sign of a quarry ditch was found, but
some interesting features were noted. Several large stones ran
obliquely across the trench, forming what must have been either a
retaining wall or more probably a temporary demarcation line to define
the intended circumference of the Motte. Two thin layers of cobbles
were seen in section, representing successive surfaces or tip-lines.
It could not be ascertained whether these possible surfaces belonged
to the two phases of contruction noted in 1904. There was no clear
distinction between layers, as below the immediate topsoil the mound
was constructed of a fine sandy brown alluvium, mixed with river
cobbles, materials readily available over a wide area of the Lune
flood-plain. Only the large stones and the two denser cobble-lines
could be distinguished as separate features.

The topsoil contained pottery dating from the sixteenth to
nineteenth centuries, together with a quantity of window glass and
stone roof-tiles, all of which should probably be associated with the
building of and alterations to the existing church. Given the
absence of agriculture or grave-digging on the north side of the church
a very slow build-up of soil can be envisaged, so that a few
centimetres of topsoil above the Motte surface could well cover the
intervening centuries.

The.area of the Bailey, as suggested by the VCH (loc. Cit.) was
not examined, but according to the owners of the lanq to the immediate
south of the churchyard, there is a distinct change in soil consistency,
from stony brown to soft black, in a line parallel to their northern
boundary. This suggests an infilled ditch, and would agree with the
VCH plan. To the north of the churchyard recent landscaping has
removed most of the traces of the Bailey.

In common with many other such earthworks, Chapel Hill has no

recorded history. The Domesday Book's version of Arkholme:- Ergune
('at the shielings') suggests that there had only recently been
permanen t settlement in the area and that as late as the tenth century
perhaps the only occupation had been seasonal. By the time records
become reasonably plentiful, in the thirteenth" century, the Motte seems
to have been disused, judging by the lack of any mention, and the grant
of a market and fair was made by the Lords of Hornby. It would thus
seem to indicate a very short life for the Motte, notwithstanding the
two phases of construction. One is led to wonder whether the second

stage was an (unfinished?) response to the troubles of the early
twelfth century.

The Arkholme Motte appears to be of similar construction to other
hottes in the district, as far as can be seen from erosion faces at
Castle Stede and Burton, but the form of the earthworks varies
considerably. It would be a mistake to see these as forming a
deliberate system; rather they are the result'of similar economic and
political pressures in an area of reasonable geological conformity.
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Thus it is n@ longer Decessary to look for connections between
Arkholme and Nelling, on opposite sides of the !June, as earthworks
guarding the ford: they may simply both have been placed to overlook
riverside pastures, sometimes independent of the settlements nearby
(as at Hornby), and with only secondary considerations of defence.

The relationship with churches requires an explanation which may
not be the same in all cases. Where there was a pre-conquest church
already in existence there may be implications of a late-Anglian
manorial site, as at Halton. At Arkholme, as we have seen, there is
no evidence of a pre-conquest church and the settlement itself may
have been of recent growth. The church, then, may have been built in
the Bailey and in origin, be a manorial chapel. Now the position is
reversed as the Motte stands in the churchyard. The fact that
churchyard and Bailey are largely co-terminous, suggests that this
succession may well be correct.

One of the main problems which has yet to be solved is how
Domesday can be made to fit the surviving evidence of the Mottes.
The coincidence of Mottes and the recorded manorial structure is

extremely haphazard; relatively unimportant vills contain a Motte and
some of the chief Vills do not. Distribution is perhaps best explained
in geographical terms, with the river valleys as the determining factor,
rather than strictly political considerations.

To sum up, excavations in 1973-74 confirmed the 1904 suggestions
of two periods (at least) of occupation, and revealed something of the
construction of the Motte, but no trace of structures was recovered
on the mound top. It cannot yet be conclusively stated that no
structures did exist, but there is a strong possibility that the
second phase was unfinished. No datable finds were recovered trom
a primary position and it must still be assumed that this area was
aceramic until the mid-twelfth century on present evidence. (but see
below)

Thanks are due to the late Rev. Cairns and the Parachial Church

Council and to Mr. G. Fairhurst for much help and encouragement.

Finds

Finds from the site were all unstratified, in that the topsoil
covering the Motte was undifferentiated in composition but covered
all the centuries since the original construction in a few centimetres
of depth.

i"iaterialranged from two flints, one a broken Neolithic/Bronze
Age scraper (identified by Mr. T. Clare) and presumably incorporated
from the old ground surface, through a single sherd of 1~dor (Silverdale)
pottery and three C 17th. clay pipe stems to Victorian stoneware.
It would be of interest to know the whereabouts of the 'potsherds'
found in 1904 on the lower cobbled surface, as these might now be
dated. In view of what has been said above there existence is

somewhat surprising.

Apart from the absence of any reference to the Motte in
contemporary records, it would be tempting to date the enlargement of
the mound to the sixteenth century, on the grounds that the sherds
of Silverdale pottery lay immediately on its surface. It is much
more likely, however, that the dating belongs to work on the church,
before there was any noticeable build-up of topsoil. A further sherd



of ~~dor pottery was found in a flower-bed at the E. end of the church
and other similar sherds were found at Arkholme in the past, at an
unrecorded spot, but very possibly the churchyard.
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