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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION



Whenever I visit the Lake District in spring, autumn or winter I am always convinced that there cannot be a more beautiful place in all the world. A glance at the atlas tells us that this is a relatively small and compact area, with the Lake District core of Cumbria covering not that much more ground than the built-up area of London.


The atlas also tells us that the main three-thousand-footer peaks of the region are mere pimples in comparison to the Alps, let alone to the Himalayas. But atlases cannot tell us about the character and ethos of the area, and the Lake District has an aura of bigness which defies the cartographical facts. The lakes seem broader, the grey summits loftier and the crags more defiantly vertical than they really are. The deceptions do not end here, and most visitors probably imagine that in these rugged, largely unspoilt and sometimes almost brutal landscapes one is meeting a natural wilderness. Yet in fact the scenery of the Lake District is emphatically man-made. Were it not for the efforts of man the farmer, active here for at least six thousand years, the fells would still be blanketed in pine, hazel and oak. Today, when so many lovely English landscapes have been heedlessly destroyed by modern agriculture, the tough and sometimes impoverished hill farmers are still helping to maintain the lovely scenery of fell pasture, moor and walls which are the essence of the region’s charm.


The Lake District was, until the nineteenth century, a remote, neglected and inaccessible part of England. Before the arrival of good communications and tourism it had been home to successive generations of very hardy people: prehistoric peasant farmers, the defenders of small Roman garrisons, Norse and Saxon settlers, monastic tenants and, after the Dissolution of the Monasteries, the doughty farming families of yeomen or ‘statesmen’ and communities of miners and quarry workers. Each group has left its powerful imprint on the landscape and there is an exceptional legacy of prehistoric and Roman monuments, interesting medieval castles and monastic buildings and a wealth of post-medieval vernacular buildings in stone, as well as plenty of relics to attract the industrial archaeology enthusiast.


It is fitting that the Lake District should be the subject of one of the first volumes in this series of National Trust regional histories, since the Trust manages so many properties in the region and has done so much to conserve its beauty. There are scores of books which delight in the loveliness of the Lake District, but very few which tell the visitor in uncomplicated terms about the creation of the landscape. There are also very few scholars who understand this story as well as Chris Barringer does. He was educated at Ilkley in Yorkshire and at St John’s College, Cambridge. Between 1954 and 1965 he was Senior Geography Master at Lancaster Royal Grammar School and, working on the threshold of the Lake District, he could explore every facet of the lake and fell country and develop an understanding of the history of its peripheral towns. This close acquaintance with the region has been regularly renewed since he became Resident Tutor in Norfolk for the University of Cambridge Board of Extra-Mural Studies. Chris Barringer’s previous works include a more detailed guide to the geography of the Lake District and a fine landscape history of the Yorkshire Dales.


 


Richard Muir


Great Shelford, 1983





THE SHAPING OF CUMBRIA



Cumbria is one of the most clearly defined areas of England. It stretches from Morecambe Bay to the Solway Firth and from the Irish Sea to the valleys of the Lune and Eden Rivers. Not only is it a clear-cut geographical area, it is also unique in English landscapes for its combination of lakes and mountains. Local government reforms in 1974 recognized this unity of the ‘Lake counties’ in renaming Cumberland, Westmorland and parts of Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire under the umbrella name of ‘Cumbria’. It is sad to have lost Cumberland and Westmorland as names, and the attractive-sounding ‘Lancashire across the sands’, but Cumbria has a presence of its own.


 


Our story begins long before the counties appeared and runs through to modern times and the creation of England’s busiest National Park. Other sections discuss the stories of the Lake poets, the Lake artists and writers, and the growth of the Lakes as a favourite holiday area. These themes are, of course, closely related and one may well ask why such a small part of England has come to be so well-known. The ‘typical’ English scene, perhaps based on perceptions of Stratford-upon-Avon and the Cotswolds, is often portrayed as one of the slow-flowing stream, of thatched cottages grouped near a timeless church and very probably round a village green. The Lake District, the core of Cumbria, has none of these: its streams roar, its cottages are slate-roofed, and its churches, other than those few in market towns, date largely from the nineteenth century.


Perhaps it is in part this very ‘differentness’ that attracts the traveller. The concept of the Grand Tour, born in the eighteenth century, and later the Gothic Revival movement in architecture, both stimulated educated people to take an interest in new and unusual places. Wordsworth was born in the Lakes and returned to them and so, through him, many more literary and artistic figures were introduced to the region. Painters looking for the Picturesque turned Lakeland vistas into Wagnerian backdrops: Turner, Towne and Harden presented these new scenes for the delectation of new connoisseurs. The railways and the Lakes steamers allowed the nouveaux riches of Liverpool, Manchester and Tyneside to buy up the Lakeside estates on Windermere and around Keswick.


Since then, the Lake District has held its own with the cut-price, jet-borne search for the sun. The YHA, school trips, Outward Bound projects, the ‘cult’ of Peter Rabbit, television films on wildlife and rock climbers, and Ken Russell’s version of Wordsworth striding into the mist, have all drawn new groups of visitors to the Lakes. Meanwhile, the M6 has made it possible for holiday-season motorists to reach Ambleside and Keswick in ever-greater numbers – their queues unfortunately matching those which extend out of nearby traditional resorts such as Blackpool and New Brighton. In fact, so successful has the Lake District become as a resort area that its administrators now try to disperse ramblers more evenly and discourage motorists from all seeking to park their cars at the same viewpoint. Perhaps this book can help further those aims by leading walkers and motorists to look beyond the ‘honey pots’ and discover the host of lesser-known sites when they visit the region, and so enjoy it more fully.



The Story in the Rocks


How far back must we go in attempting to unroll the story of the Lake District? This account will focus on man and his story in the area, but it is also important that the impact of Nature should be understood. Nature’s landscape has been much altered by man so that it is not only lake and fell that characterize the Lakes but also the tough stone buildings, the miles of grey stone walls, the bleating of sheep on the fells and the smell of bracken that provide the detail and flavour – and these are all man-made effects. So too are the smell of fish and chips in Ambleside and the din of motor boats on Coniston Water.
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The Skiddaw Massif, Ashness Bridge and Derwent Water. The steep but regular slopes of the Skiddaw Slates are cut into Cumbria’s oldest rocks.





Even so, really to appreciate the Lakeland scene we must understand its rocks and physical structure. Cumbria is geologically one of the oldest parts of England: only parts of the Welsh Borders, the Malvern Hills and scattered uplands such as the Wrekin in Shropshire are older.


In Ordovician times, some five hundred million years ago, Cumbria, like North Wales to the south-west and Scandinavia to the north-east, was part of a great structural trough, very much like present-day Indonesia. It was a zone of frequent volcanic activity during which masses of ash and lava were thrown out by volcanoes. The sea in which this activity took place was muddy and thousands of feet of sands and muds were deposited when the volcanoes reached above sea level and their cones were quickly eroded. Major forces of movement in the earth’s crust exerted lateral pressure on these deposits or ‘sediments’ as the crustal ‘plates’ or great slowly-moving continental landmasses compressed these materials between them. (The same processes are taking place now in India where the ‘plate’ of the Deccan is squeezing the Himalayan sediments up against the ancient mass of Siberia.) The Cumbrian mountains were thrust upwards to form mountain ranges looking not unlike the modern Himalayas or Alps. The Ordovician sea was inhabited by primitive forms of crabs known as trilobites and by many forms of shellfish, but there were no vertebrate fish and no land plants or animals.


The oldest, that is the lowest, sediments in Cumbria are known as the Skiddaw Slates and they now give rise to distinctive scenery, exemplified by Skiddaw Mountain near Keswick. Because of the later geological history of the region these rocks form a high ridge running south-westwards from Skiddaw very nearly to the coast near Egremont. The slates began as fine-grained sediments laid down in a deep ocean trough and they do not vary greatly in character. Therefore, when the forces of erosion work on them they produce more regular slopes than their successors, the rocks of the Borrowdale Volcanic Series.


The compression between the ancient plates of ‘Atlantis’, which then lay in the area now occupied by the North Atlantic Ocean, and a less definable plate located where the North European Plain is today, became so severe that the earth’s crust was fractured and molten material from the deeper surface layers began either to pour out into the sea as lava or to build up volcanic cones as ash. In some outbursts ash fell and volcanic ‘bombs’ were blown out of the vents to settle in the ash and form rocks known as ‘tuffs’. Lava, ash and tuffs make up the Borrowdale Volcanic Series, and the landscape of the late Ordovician period, perhaps four hundred and fifty million years ago, would have been like the volcanic scenery of modern Iceland, Hawaii or Java.




[image: Illustration]


Oxendale at the head of Langdale shows the ‘knobbly’ irregular surface produced by the varied rocks of the Borrowdale Volcanic Series.
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The Silurian rocks of the southern Lake District give lower surfaces with more uniform summit levels. This view is near Broughton-in-Furness.





An essential feature of volcanic rocks is their variety, so that any hillside carved into them will reflect these differences within the mass of rock and be irregular and varied in its character. One has only to look at the Langdale Pikes at the head of Langdale Valley or at Borrowdale to see the characteristic broken and knobbly scenery formed on these volcanic rocks. They account for nearly all the highest peaks in the Lake District: Scafell Pike, 3210ft (977m), and Helvellyn, 3118ft (949m), are the highest.


The volcanic activity died away with a return to muddy seas in which sediments were laid down in Silurian times to form a third major group of rocks known as the Silurian Series. These were laid down some 440–400 million years ago and they contain fossils of vast numbers of shellfish. Like the Skiddaw Slates, they are more uniform in character than the Borrowdale Volcanic Series and thus the landscape that has developed on them, in the southern Lake District in particular, is less dramatic than that of the Central Fells.


Rock laid down in water as sediments, whether as muds or as ash, will be nearly horizontal and the Silurian beds and the Borrowdale Volcanics might be expected to be lying over the older Skiddaw Slates. However, if the comparison with the Alps and Himalayas is continued, the great lateral pressures from the compression by the plates buckled both the muds of the Skiddaw Slates and the volcanic rock of the Borrowdale Volcanics. The pressure compressed and hardened the muds, ashes, lavas and tuffs into rock forms quite different from their original sedimentary nature. Under pressure and heat the mineral constituents of the rocks changed and new ones grew; as a result of these forces the rocks took on their ‘slatey’ character which was important for their future value to man. This change in the character of rocks is termed their ‘metamorphosis’ so that they are now known as ‘metamorphic rocks’: rocks that have been changed.


This phase of mountain building that took place in Silurian and Devonian times about four hundred million years ago is known as the ‘Caledonian’ period of mountain building, and the mountains of Scandinavia, the Southern Uplands of Scotland, Cumbria and North Wales were all formed in this period.


Just as the forces of erosion are now lowering all existing mountain ranges, so the Caledonian mountains were worn away throughout the Devonian period, some four hundred to three hundred and fifty million years ago.


It is difficult to visualize these very long-term geological processes and, perhaps, it is most difficult of all to understand the next stage in Cumbria’s long geological history. The erosion during Devonian times was so complete that the Caledonian mountains were planed right down to a flat surface. This surface was drowned by a warm, lime-rich sea in Carboniferous times (350–270 million years ago). Fish had evolved in Devonian times, as had the first land plants. By the Carboniferous period the seas were rich in corals, fish and amphibians and their remains accumulated to provide the material from which the distinctive white, blocky limestones of the region were formed. Later in the period the sea became shallow and river deltas and creeks filled with forests of giant ferns and conifers from which the coal seams were to form. Hence the term carbon-bearing (carboniferous) is applied to the period. The Carboniferous rocks now stand highest on the west edge of the Pennines at Cross Fell which is 2930ft (893m) high. The thickness of the rocks on Cross Fell and the fact that they have been completely worn away from the Central Lake District, and that they occur again on the west coast plain, is a reflection of another major chapter in the geographical story of Cumbria.


A second phase of mountain building, the Hercynian, occurred in late Carboniferous and early Permian times (300–260 million years ago). It was not as dramatic as that of the Caledonian, but the Lake District came to be at the centre of a great structural dome that was thrown up. It was this uplift and doming that exposed the Carboniferous limestone to rapid erosion, so that it was stripped right off the Lake District Fells. One can appreciate this phase very clearly from the minor road to the west of Greystoke Forest and from Knipescar, to the north-east of Haweswater, where the gently tilted limestones can easily be visualized as continuing westwards from the Pennines, high over the present ancient summits. A great fault, or vertical fracture, caused the Eden Valley trough to form at the foot of the Pennine escarpment.


The erosion of the Permian dome took place under conditions of desert weathering, very much like those at work in the American deserts of Colorado and Nevada today. Desert sand dunes and salt lakes filled the Eden Valley and Solway and coastal plains.


A third period of mountain building, known as the ‘Alpine’ period because it was responsible for uplifting and folding the Alps and beginning perhaps sixty million years ago, seems to have revived the Lake District dome so that the old rocks of the Ordovician and Silurian periods again stood high in the centre of Cumbria. Rivers running down from the lofty centre of the dome began to cut a radial system of valleys into this dome, whose centre lay roughly at Scafell Pike.


This raising of high mountains in Alpine times meant that they provided an exposed and elevated region for the growth of glaciers as temperatures fell and the Ice Ages began some six hundred thousand years ago. There were probably three separate ice ages here, divided from one another by warmer periods, the whole era spanning the period from about six hundred thousand years ago to about ten thousand years ago. The last main glaciation, now termed the ‘Devensian’ by geologists, seems to have lasted from perhaps seventy thousand until fifteen thousand years ago and since then minor changes in temperature have given rise to small glaciers on the high fells up to as recently as ten thousand years ago.
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Cumbria from the south. The Pennines in the south and east and the coastal plains of the Solway Firth, Irish Sea and Morecambe Bay surround the remnants of the once much more massive mountains which now form the Lake District proper, with its highest points of Scafell, Helvellyn and Skiddaw.





The glaciers have had the major effect of widening and deepening the river valleys that had been cut into the Lake District dome. Ice has the capacity, when loaded with abrasive rock débris, to scour out basins in solid rock. These basins provided the hollows in the high mountains that are now occupied by the tarns and the bigger basins in the main valleys that are occupied by the lakes; so the lakes of Lakeland are really a legacy of glaciation. Blea Water, south-west of Haweswater, is the deepest Lake District tarn and Wast Water is the deepest lake. Frost acting on the high peaks and the valley sides supplied a mass of broken rock that the glaciers then used to scour out the valleys. Langdale and Borrowdale are classic examples of severely glaciated valleys with steep sides, the lakes and former lake beds of which are now filled in by post-glacial deposits. The delta of river sediments built into the head of Derwent Water by the River Derwent is rapidly reducing the size of the lake. The River Greta, flowing through Keswick, and Newlands Beck, coming off the Derwent Fells, poured massive quantities of sediment into a former vast lake, and now Derwent Water and Bassenthwaite Lake are the fragmented portions of that lake.


Outside the Lake District proper the glaciers had rather different effects. As the temperature rose and the ice melted in the lowlands, masses of rock débris removed by the glaciers from the mountains were dropped as ‘ground moraine’, ‘boulder clay’ or ‘till’ to form hummocky irregular ground, often with small badly drained hollows occupied by tarns.


When glaciers stopped advancing and had a period of stability, the ice-borne burden of rock débris would pile up at the snout of the glacier to form an ‘end’ or ‘terminal’ moraine. Both Windermere and Coniston Water are partially dammed by such features:
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Wast Water, the deepest lake in the Lake District, lies in a deep rock basin gouged out by glaciers during the Ice Ages.
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In Langdale a lake has already been filled in by fast-flowing rivers. Frost-shattered scree is accumulating at the bottom of the glaciated valley sides.
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Sty Head Tarn looking north. Tarns or small lakes lie in ice-scoured hollows at the head of the glaciated valleys. Sty Head Tarn lies at the head of the western of the two main tributary valleys that unite to form Borrowdale. The upper end of the tarn has already been filled in by the streams coming off High Kern Knott and Great Slack.
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