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Prehistoric Earthworks at Brackenthwaite

A mysterious bank underlies the existing freld system at Brackembwaite Farm near Appleby.
What was it for and where does it lead? These were the questions that led members of the group to
uvestigaie the area on a windy day last summer.

Brackenthwalte Farm

Brackenthwaite  means  “clearnng  with
bracken' e Old Scandinavian. However,
apart [rom the brocken, there s hitlle
evidence for Scandinavian ocoupation. The
carlwest wap showing the farm m s present
fonn distes o 1548 ad dllustrates a lield
system  hitke changed  from today.
Brackenthwuite 1 nlso mentiosed mn the
Inclosuee Award of 1774 though there 1s no
clear revord of field boundares relating to
theat e,

Benesth the peesent field system (s an
carthen bank. In places the stone walls run
on top of it bul wnmediately belind
Brackenthwaste  farm  the  bank  runs
dingonally neross the present ficld system.
It 15 preserved to o better extent in some
fickds than i others where it was clearly
constdered o musance by [anmers m the
past I two fields the bank las been
ploughed out and barely survives as a mark
in the pasture. In others it has survived well
und can be seen clearly as a lincor bank
{lanked by two ditches, one on each sade.

Field Survey

The aun of the survey was 1o recond e
exterd of the carthwork and plot its position
om an OS map, We were able 1o show that
the bank  survives o some oo foe

i places and is 330c wide ol ils base
The diteles have Hlked up over e and
aze visible only 10 a lew locations along its
length, The bank bas been severcly croded
und has been cut through m recent times (o
provide occess into the present lields. In
oo snll field of Shepherds Cotige the
bunk was completely demolishad s Ul
I trace of it survived. Caused, 1l secms,
by the owner keepiag g an the ficld

Al posd D the bank cune 1o an el and
o further trace of ot could be Tfound
However at this point, where the bank
mweets the Murton beck, there 1w a high
bunk on the for side of the stream. It
appeirs that the natural londscape was
used a5 a continuation of the carthwork,
forming an effective boundary along the
beck side This maturs] bank continues
along the beck until it meets Swine Gill
This stream runs below Castle Hhill
seftlement where it meets up with Kiesley
Beck, close 1o where the carthwark bank
begins Could these natural stream banks
torm the etber side of a lasge enclosure?

Prehistoric Settlement

Castle Hill settlement (NYTU2230) 15 0
fine exampie of o defended Larmsicad of
the ron Age or Romuno-British pesiod,
perhaps some 2,000 year old or maoee. The
stone foundations ol circular huts e

Cicardy vasible uy are the substantial bunks
and dateh cnclosang the sate(A ) 1 cecupies
a promisent locstion on a spar of land above
Flakebridge wood  and would once lave
commandad u clear view of the land below,
The arca outlned by the carth bank would
hitve boen clearly visible from thus vantage
postl I the absence ol other evidence 1l
seemis Hikely Uit the bank e sssociated with
this setilement.

Sunular systems are known elsewhere i the
Eden Valley where these earth banks are
Known as “dvkes”. At Wattby und Crosby
Garret! Tuneur banks have been wlentificd up
o five Kilomeicrs long associaled wilh
roctilinear fteld systany and unenclosed
setthements duted o the Rooun penod
There 15 alse evidence for e use of a
number of steeply banked streams as notural
boundaries  which  supplemeat (e
censtructed dyke system. In some arcas U
combnation of natural and constriscled
boundary leatures allows us to construgl o
complete pictore of prehustone land use
nclucding settloments, small felds and
lange scale enclosures

Conclusions

It seems Likely it ut Brschenthwate we
van adentify ws sinudar system Lo those
dentificd ot Waitby and Crosby Garzetl
with o lorge arca having been enclosed by

approximately
two amd o hall
kilometers.  The
map below shows
the extent of thye
bank which runx
fromn Keisley
Tleck ot one end,
L

i point marked D
on e map clow
o Murton Beck (
The dashed lue
ut € morks the
weed of the bank
which has been
largely destroved.
B marks  the
position of
Hrackenthwale
Famm )

The bank s

constructed  from
boulder chay and
stanwds | 10cm hugh

Map of Castle Il seitlement and Brackenthwaite Dyke

1he | 1c mihmbitants of Castle hill
selllement. We have wentified holf of the
enciosure as an carth bank atd it 15 feasible
that the other half wax bowlod by tie Togh
suded stream banks that delieste o large
wrem withm view ol x  scttiement
Although we have not duted the bunk. by
association with the settlement it is either
lote Iron Age or Romano British m engin

Purpme

The dyke could have been parely a
teesitorial boundary delineating U arca
tnder the control of the settleanent. Equally
nocould form part of the apriceliural
landscape of these prelustocic farers e
Dok may have enclosed an aren of pasture
sl for griang stock i the winter. 1t would
serve not only to keep animals sale within
he enclosure, but could leasibly have been
tesed fo heep twm out during the sunes
woaths, sllowing the land to recover for the
next winter s grazing.



