
IV An Aqueduct in the Tebay Gorge

by J.W. Anstee

In 1971 while walking along the eastern side of the Tebay
Gorge the writer noticed a linear mark descending the eastern
flank of Birk Knott at a consistent angle. As the Ordnance

Survey ~~p showed a water course there which did not fit the
natural pattern of drainage the site was visited immediately.
It was clear that the mark seen equated with the water course
and that it was man-made.

The beck draining the boggy ground high up in Little Coum
(603002) has been tapped at the point (604006) where it begins to
cascade down the fell. The rock here tends to form a natural

dam and it has been utilised to guide a head of water through a
12 ft. deep cutting in the bank of detritus on the north side of
the beck. Some bed rock may have been removed to enlarge the
initial source and there seems to be some evidence for the

existence of collapsed stone slabs formerly roofing the channel
in the bank. It is probable that a simple control sluice may
have formerly existed on the spot.

The writer has permission to do some clearing work here
in order to obtain any conBtructional or dating evidence that may
remain.

Water still flows along the channel cutting the contours at
an acute angle, taking up small rivulets en route and banked up
on the downhill side.

Before the coming of the Motorway (M6) the lowest part of the
visible channel pointed directly at the south western corner of
the Roman fort at Low Borrowbridge. It predates the railway
and was led under it near the railway bridge over the old road,
often causing severe flooding.

It was the source of that 'spring' which, flowing into the
western ditches of the fort, proved so troublesome to the
archaeologists during the excavations there in 1950 (Q! 2 LI (1951)
40-66). It subsequently ran under the old Kendal/Tebay road
emerging in the field to the south of the farlu on :l ts final run
to the Lune.

When the Motorway was complete a considerable length of the
channel was destroyed and its water sent back down the fell
southwards to be directed under the new roads via a concrete
spillway. This has since resulted in drier conditions in the
ditches by the south west corner of the fort.

I originally concluded that such a well-engineered cut
falling about 250 ft. in a constant gradient throughout one-third
of a mile, from a water source which never fails, and pointing
directly at the Roman fort must surely be of Roman origin. I
inferred that it once probably bifurcated just outside the fort,
one flow supplying the bath-house outside the southern ditches
and the other led into the fort by anyone of a number of means.
I still cannot believe that military engineers in the circumstances
available would have omitted to do the latter, or that later
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inhabitants of Low Borrowbridge farm were responsible for the
considerable outlay of effort necessary to cut the aqueduct.

The 1951 Excavation Report is especially interesting in
that a puzzling feature is discussed.

In the great section cut across the defences between the
western gate and the south western corner a large pit or ditch
was found immediately behind the tail of the rampart, cut in the
natural clay and having associated pottery which apparently pre
dated the Hadrianic fort. The excavators could not ascertain

its depth or find its other face and it contained a thick layer
of silt topped by masses of sandy peat and wet wood.

~.J.W. Hildyard tentatively interpreted it as the ditch of
s small Flavian fort or fortlet.

I see no reason why it cannot be simply a great pit in
which clay was puddled. On the other hand, it could equally
well have been part of a large water tank or series of tanks fed
from an aqueduct, providing a system which incorporated a
permanent overflow through adjacent latrines. This is pure
speculation but worth consideration in any future interpretation
of the site.

Other general observations about the fort site include the
following:

In two years of extreme drought I have never seen any
detailed evidence for an extensive civil settlement outside the

fort to the south, apart from the obvious platforms mentioned by
Birley in CW 2 XLVII (1947). They are separated from the fort
and its bathhouse by a larGe flat area dominated by the terrace
on which the new barn is built. The space in question, devoid
of artificial terracing should be considered as a possible site
for the parade ground. Two other locations have been suggested
for it; neither in my opinion is very suitable. The constructed
nature of the gorge here may well have dictated a separation of
the vicus from the fort. If so, the growth and layout of the
settlement will probably turn out to be extremely interesting if
they are ever elucidated.

~he high slopes of Tebay Fell to the east give a superb
panoramic view of everything, good photographs taken from there
in the right conditions ought to solve many problems.

Late 3rd and early 4th century pottery came up when the
foundations of Er. Wilson's new barn was put in. The barn sits
just to the south of the bath-house site; the spoil excavated
was tipped elsewhere and the sherds recovered from the tip.

It is also worth noting that a previously unrecorded ramp
slants southwards down the west bank of the Lune opposite the north
east corner of the fort. About forty yards in length, it has been
revetted on its riverside face with heavy blocks built dry-stone

fashion. Originally about ten to twelve feet wide, its date is
uncertain and its condition tumbled and overgrown.

There has been considerable speculation among early
antiquaries regarding the number of ditches visible on the western
side of the fort. The 1950 excavations sectioned two large ones.
The writer has seen a small portion of a third ditch outside these
two when looking down at the site from Birk Iillott.
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