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I. THE BLACK COUNTRY OF CONISTON.

' T ''HE summer tourist who has just left the tall 
J- chimneys of Barrow and Askam finds a 

wonderful contrast at Coniston, in its perfectly 
peaceful valley, with woods and moors reaching 
down from the mountains to a clear lake. Wan 
dering by those rocky bays and pebbly shores, 
where trout leap in the sun and kingfishers flash 
through the shade, nobody would believe that such 
an Earthly Paradise was once a black country. Yet 
all along the margin of the lake, and on the pretty 
island of bluebells and heather, and up the becks 
that come down from the fells, there are remains 
which show that once upon a time iron-furnaces 
blazed and charcoal hearths smoked there, and 
black slag-heaps cumbered the woodland nooks 
which now are so dainty with ferns and flowers.

In High Furness, the district of which Coniston 
Lake is the centre, and the most northern part of 
Lancashire, there are about 30 known sites where
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iron was smelted in the ancient way with charcoal, 
producing a bloom the lump of metal made by 
bloiving'm the furnace whence the name bloomeries. 
Of these sites about half are in the valley of Conis 
ton, and eight are actually on the shore of the lake:

Beck-leven (below Brantwood) East side. 
Parkamoor beck (below Fir Island) ,, 
Selside beck 1 (below Peel Island) ,, 
Moor-gill (above Sunny-bank) \\r est side. 
Harrison Coppice (opposite Fir Island) ,, 
Knapping-tree (opposite Fir Island) ,, 
Springs (opposite Beck-leven) ,, 
Water-park (below Coniston Hall) ,,
All these have been bloomeries of a somewhat 

similar kind, and on Peel Island some ironworks 
have been carried on, of a rather different type and 
perhaps at a different period. Small bloomeries 
have also been in blast at Tom-gill (the beck coming 
down from the Monk Coniston Tarns, often called 
Glen Mary), and at Stable Harvey in Blawith. One 
is said to be at the limekiln in Yewdale. There 
were two bloomeries of the later and larger type at 
Coniston Forge (up stream from the church) and at 
Low Nibthwaite ; and two others further down the 
Crake : making sixteen in all the valley, now known. 
There are, of course, many beside in the Lake dis 
trict, as in other parts of the country.

In some of these sites there is nothing to see but 
scraps of slag in the stream-bed or on the shore. 
Elsewhere the mounds of slag are verv large and 
remarkable, and in two places there are foundations 
of stone furnaces yet visible, beside those which 
have been excavated recently.

Much has been written about them, and their 
age has been variously guessed. There are no

: I have not been able to locate the hearth, but I Have found slag in the 
beck above the road here.
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traditions or accounts of the smaller hearths, though 
the history of the Coniston Forge and the ironworks 
in the Crake valley is pretty well known. About 
the minor sites the Rev. T. Ellwood, of Torver, 
said, in 1884 (Trans. Cninb. and West. Ant. and 
Arch. Soc., viii, art. 10), "the most natural con- 
" elusion seems to be that they are Roman, or very 
" early English" ; but in 1896 he read a revised 
edition of his paper to the same society at Coniston 
(printed in the Barrow News, Sept. 22nd, 1896), 
suggesting that they were the work of the Norse 
settlers. On the other hand, Air. H. S. Cowper, 
F.S.A., of Hawkshead. thought in 1898 (same 
Transactions, xv, art. 21, reprinted in Archfcological 
Journal, Iv, 88-105), tnat tne.V were of the latter 
part of the sixteenth century at the earliest.- It is 
hardly necessary to mention the opinions of other 
writers earlier in date or less familiar with the place 
and circumstances ; but this paper will show that 
there have been bloomeries at work not far from 
Coniston since Roman times until the present cen 
tury, and that recent excavations suggest various 
dates for various sites.

II. ROMAN BLOOMERIES.

Mr. J. D. Kendall, F.G.S., in his book, On the 
Iron Ores of Great Britain and Ireland (1893), has 
collected evidence that iron-smelting was carried 
on by the Romans in many parts of England and 
South Wales, though there are no traces of Roman 
bloomeries in Scotland and Ireland. Iron was 
known to the Britons in Caesar's time, but in small 
quantities and probably in the south only ; so that 
we need not expect to find pre-Roman iron-works 
in Lancashire. Roman coins, pottery, and fibulas 
have been found among iron-slag in Sussex, in

- See also his Havkshead; its History, &*., 1899, pp. 287, 288. 
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Somerset, in the Forest of Dean, at Worcester, in 
South Wales, in Northamptonshire, in Durham 
and Northumberland ; making it certain that the 
Romans smelted iron in most of the provinces they 
occupied.

Quite recently, near the Roman camp at the 
head of Windermere, the Roman corduroy road 
has been discovered, and Mr. Cowper says 3 that a 
mass of bog-iron ore and charcoal was found in 
something like a hearth near the road, though the 
nature of the excavations did not allow further 
search to be made, by which it might have been 
settled whether the site was a Roman bloomery or 
smithy.

The name " Roman bloomery," attached to some 
of our sites on the Ordnance Map. is an error.

III. EARLY MEDIAEVAL BLOOMERIES.

Sir John Evans said (in his address at North 
ampton, in 1878) that iron-smelting dwindled during 
the Saxon and Norman ages, although Domesdav 
mentions Perraria at Gretton and Corby (North 
amptonshire) in the time of Edward the Confessor, 
and royal furnaces were at work at Geddington 
from Henry II to Henry III. But that there were 
ironworks before the Conquest in Furness appears 
from the place name of " Ouregrave" in Domes 
day, which must be identical with Orgrave, known 
in the thirteenth century for iron mines, and 
whether derived from Anglo-Saxon or Norse 
evidently having that meaning.

We also know that the same Scandinavian or 
Viking people who settled our district in the tenth 
and eleventh centuries, settled in Iceland about the 
same time. There are many accounts in the sagas 
of their work in iron; thev were ''great smiths" 
and smelted with charcoal in the primitive way in

3 Trans. Ctiinli. and West, Ant. and Arch. SIT., n.s. ii, p. 34.
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which the work is clone all the world over. Many 
of the sites of early Icelandic ironworks mentioned 
in the sagas are still to be seen. Among the ex 
hibits at the reading of this paper (and now in the 
Coniston Museum) was a specimen of slag I took 
from the bloomery at Ljarskogar on Hvammsfjord, 
where Grettir the Strong is said to have worked 
with his kinsman, Thorstein Kuggason, in 1018. 
These Icelandic bloomeries must be of a very early 
date, because the wood which covered the country 
at its discovery was soon used   up, and could not 
have supported bloomeries for many generations. 
The Ljarskogar slag appears identical with that of 
the smaller Coniston bloomeries, and shows that 
the kinsmen of the Icelanders may have worked 
iron in Furness, though nothing has vet been found

' O O ^

to prove that they did.
It is only in the twelfth century that we have 

documentary evidence of a great extension in the 
industry, first in the Forest of Dean. In the 
Weald, in Derbyshire, and in Northumberland the 
earliest references are somewhat later ; but in 
Cumberland a forge and iron-mine were given at 
Egremont to the monks of Holm Cultram by Wil 
liam, third Earl of Albemarle, who died in 1179.

IV. FURNESS ABBEY AND MEDIAEVAL 
IRON-WORKING.

Early in the thirteenth century Furness Abbey 
got its first grant of iron-mines, at the place which 
we have seen was known as an iron-mine nearly 
200 years before. Roger of Orgrave gave them 
the mine "cum . . . aquae cursu ad illam scil. 
" mineriam lavandum," a grant confirmed by his 
son Hamo in 1235 (Couchcr Book of Furness, p. 229). 
About 1230 Thomas le Fleming gave them iron- 
mines in Elliscales. By 1292 a great part of their 
income was derived from iron-works. A valuation
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of " mineria ferri deductis necessariis et expensis." 
came to £6 135. 4^.. or twice as much as their 
sheep and cattle farming profits. If the return was 
a tithe, their income from iron would equal about 
£2000 of our money.

Canon Atkinson, in his introduction to the 
Coucher Book of Furness. ch. xviii., reckoned that 
they must have had some 40 hearths to produce 
the iron they made. In the Abbey lands of High 
Furness there are less than twenty known bloomery 
sites which can on any supposition lie attributed 
to the period, and it is reasonable to suppose that 
part, at least, of these must have been monks' 
workings.

Some of the operations of ancient mining may 
be gathered from a grant (Coucher Book, pp. 261- 
268) by which Hugh de Moresby gave iron-mines 
" tarn infra praedia mea, domicilia et asdificia quae- 
" cumque, quam extra, cum libero ingressu . . . 
"ad praed. mineriam operandum. fodiendum, et 
" perquirendum, lavandum, purgandum, operan- 
" dum, et inde cariandum ubicunque voluerint." 
The carrying away was a great point. William de 
Merton also (temp. Richard II) gave mines in 
Dalton, Orgrave, and Merton (Marton in Furness) 
to Furness Abbey, with leave to wash the ore and 
carry it away when and where they liked. (Coucher 
Book, pp. 288-299.) When ,the wood near the 
mines was exhausted, it became easier to carry the 
ore to the place where charcoal was burned than 
to bring the charcoal so much greater in bulk  
to the ore. An acre of forest was not enough to 
supply charcoal for smelting two tons of metal, and 
so the woods were gradually devastated over a 
wider and wider area. We can gather a few facts 
about this, and make a few deductions as to the 
period at which the scene of smelting operations 
had to be shifted from one point to another.
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In 1240, the Abbey, which owned the eastern side 
of the lake, but not the lake itself, got leave from 
the Baron of Kenclal to put boats on the lake of 
Coniston for fishing and carrying. The carrying 
was chiefly of timber for building ; but the tops and 
branches were no doubt used for charcoal. That 
on the other shore the smelting works were creep 
ing up the valley is seen from the grant, before 
1282, of William de Lancaster to Conishead Priory 
of the dead wood in Blawith, 4 for charcoal to supply 
the canons' bloomeries   for it was not only Furness 
Abbey that dealt in iron ; and. indeed, more bloom- 
cries exist on the side that did not belong to the 
Abbey than on the shore that did. Thus in the 
thirteenth century we infer that .smelting went on 
by Coniston lake shore, well up the west side.

On the east side there is a remarkable coincidence 
between the sites of Furness Abbey " parks " (or 
early clearings for sheep farms) and the bloomeries 
we find there. Near Selside beck, where slag has 
been found, is Waterpark anciently Water-side- 
park, apparently the earliest of the Abbey sheep 
farms. Above Parkamoor beck bloomery is Park 
a-moor the sheep farm on the moor. Above 
Beck-leven bloomery is Lawson park, the latest of 
the Furness Abbey sheep farms. I think the 
inference is, that when the land at the foot of the 
lake was cleared they put sheep on it, and went 
up stream to the next beck for the site of their 
bloomery ; and having exhausted the wood there 
they went up to the next, Beck-leven. Now in 
1338 the Abbot of Furness was permitted by royal 
licence to impark various woods, including Clayf et 
Fournesfelles, which last must refer to Parkamoor, 
for at this time there is no question of deer parks, 
but only of sheep parks. This imparking meant

4 Blawith is bounded to N. by the Merebeck and Torverbeck, and 
includes Stable Harvey.
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clearing, and such extensive clearing suggests char 
coal burning and iron works on the spot.

What we know for certain is, that in early times 
the valley of Coniston was thickly wooded, but by 
the time of the dissolution of the monastery, High 
Furness, as Henry VIII's commissioners reported, 
had been nearly denuded.

V. THE LATER BLOOMERIES.
After the dissolution of the monastery, the com 

missioners of Henry VIII let part of the woods of 
Furness Fells to William Sandys and John Sawrey, 
to maintain three smithies, or combined smelting 
and hammering works, for which the rent was £20. 
Less than thirty years later, in 1564-5, these were 
suppressed, because it was represented that the 
woods were being wasted, and the £20 rent was 
thenceforward paid to the lord of the manor by 
the customary tenants, as " bloomsmithy rent."

But the Furness ore had to be smelted some 
where, and Mr. James Kerr (Traits. Hist. Soc. Lane, 
and Clics/i., 1872) has shown that it was taken to 
Rossendale, by boat to Preston and on packhorses 
for the rest of the way. No doubt this was merely 
an extension of the previous practice, by which it 
had been brought, on packhorses and boats, to the 
woods of Coniston. Mr. Ivison Macadam, F.S.A. 
Scot. (Proc. S.A., Scot.), shows also that a little 
later it was taken as far as the N.W. of Scotland, 
to supply bloomeries near Poolewe, where the slag 
is identical with Coniston slag.

But at the same time it was permitted to the 
tenants of High Furness to make iron for them 
selves with the loppings and underwood. Mr. 
Cowper has suggested (in the papers and book 
already referred to) that the little bloomeries are 
the result of this arrangement, and therefore dating 
from 1565 onward.
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The later and larger bloomery at Coniston Forge, 
mentioned by the German miners, about 1650, as 
already in existence,5 and by Sir Daniel Fleming, 
25 years later,6 is known to have continued in exist 
ence through the eighteenth century, in the middle 
of which it turned out 80 tons of iron yearly. It 
was much the smallest of the later bloomeries at 
work in High Furness, but was apparently much 
the earliest. I think it may have been established 
not long after the permission was given to the 
tenants in 1565, and it would suffice for their wants, 
without additional small hearths of a type then 
antiquated.

VI. VARIOUS FORMS OF BLOOMURIES.
Some bloomeries have been found so placed that 

a natural draught of air blows through a ravine, or 
on an exposed site. We have one example to 
notice, that of Peel Island, which for many reasons 
seems to be the earliest in our series. The hand- 
blown furnace, described by Mungo Park and other 
travellers in Africa and Asia, needed a little more 
apparatus. It was a circular tower, 5 to 10 feet high 
and 3 to 7 or more feet in diameter, built of stone 
and clay, with its bottom concave and underground. 
It was tilled with alternate layers of charcoal and 
broken ore, with a dry faggot at the bottom to start 
the fire. It was blown with bellows, forcing the air 
through clay tubes into the furnace, until the fire 
came out at the top ; but by the third day of the 
operation the tubes were taken out, and the fire was 
allowed to die down. When the furnace was cool 
it was broken, and the bloom, about a hundred 
weight of iron, was found at the bottom. In some

5 Before the collapse of the German mining company, whose head 
quarters were at Keswick (see paper by the late J. Fisher Crostlnvaite, 
F.S.A., in Traits. C. &  \V. A. &  A. Soc., vol. viii), they meant to set up a 
smelting-house at Coniston, because there was already the convenience of 
an iron forge there (West, Ant. of Furness, ed. i, from Rydal JI/SS.)

<> Historical MSS. Commission, xii Report, App. pt. 7, p. 386.
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more advanced types there was an arrangement for 
letting the slag run oft" into a clay-lined pit, leaving 
the bloom of metal at the bottom of the furnace.

Of the still more advanced type, requiring water 
to help in the blowing, there were two kinds. One 
was the Catalan Forge, which is described as an 
arrangement for forcing air down a vertical pipe 
(represented by the down-stroke of a capital L) by 
the fall of water from a cistern (a) above. 
The down-rush sucks air into the pipe 
through holes in its sides, and carries it 
into a receiving-box (b), from which the 
water flows by an escape at the bottom (c], 
while the air goes out through a small tube (d) at 
the top of the box, under pressure from the descen 
ding water.

It has been said that this form of furnace was 
used in our bloomeries, but there does not seem to 
be any good reason for thinking that an arrange 
ment, which is rather complicated, was borrowed, 
when a little water-wheel, such as was well known 
and much used, would serve to work a pair of 
bellows. It is true that we have no trace of water 
courses in the smaller bloomeries, though they are 
always by streams ; and there are such traces in 
the later furnaces.7 It is possible that wooden 
troughs were used to bring the water from the 
stream very little water would suffice and big 
nails have been found at Springs (described later) 
suggesting woodwork. All this, and the small 
wooden wheel, would entirely disappear when the 
place was ruined.

It is remarkable how many tiny streams were 
utilised hereabouts for a bloomerv. The bigger 
rivers, subject to great rise and fall, would not be

7 Boyle's Sceptical Chvniist (1661), speaking of iron smelting in charcoal 
furnaces, mentions " the Fire excited by vast Bellows, made to play by 
"great Wheels turn'd about by Water." In small Swedish ironworks, as 
it was pointed out by Mr. Ehrenborg, at the reading of this paper, a 
waterwheel works the hammer.
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so easy to harness to rude and frail machinery, and 
they were only used later in the larger works ; but 
I have found that search in a stream-bed sometimes 
reveals traces of a bloomery where none was 
known.

On Windermere, where there are also bloomeries, 
Hammerbank is the name of an estate owned by 
the landscape painter, Mr. Hubert Coutts, just 
above Millerground. With much good taste, he 
determined to keep the old name for his new house, 
and he asked me one day what I thought the name 
meant. I suggested his looking for slag-heaps of 
an ancient bloomery, but none were found. Once, 
waiting for a boat at Millerground, I searched up 
the beck : it was not long before I. found slag, which 
showed that there must have been a bloomery 
hard by.

There may be other sites now covered with turf. 
On the old paved pack-horse road from Lady Hall 
on the Duddon, leading up the fell, is a curious 
ancient enclosure, with a tumulus in the middle of 
it. Digging in the tumulus I found masses of char 
coal with lumps of iron, which Dr. J. 13. Cohen, of 
the Yorkshire College, kindly analysed, and found 
to be nearly pure ferric hydrate, with a trace of 
manganese, and sand. It was probably a smithy 
for shoeing the pack-horses at this resting-place. 
There was a bloomery of the early rude type near 
Knott End farm, at the head of Whicham valley, 
on another paved road. At the head of Coniston 
Water I found a specimen of something not exactly 
slag which Dr. Cohen found to consist of about 
equal parts of charcoal, metallic iron, and sulphur, 
most of the latter in a free state.8 This may have 
been casually dropped.

S The figures are, Iron (as metal) ........ 29 88 per cent.
Carbon (charcoal)...... 33 73 percent.
Sulphur (mostly free) .. 30 oo per cent. 
Remainder, moisture.
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VII. SPRINGS BLOOMERY.
Though much had been said and written about 

the smaller bloomeries in these parts, none had 
been examined by digging, so far as I know, until 
1897, when we excavated the Springs slag heap. 
Mr. H. S. Cowper, F.S.A., kindly contributed to 
the expense, and visited the diggings on several 
occasions. He wrote a paper on the subject, 
already referred to, in Trans. Cninb. and West. Ant. 
and Arch. Soc., vol. xv., followed by a paper I pre 
pared independently.

The slag-heap stands near the shore, in a level 
ploughed field, and looks like a long barrow ; it 
is made more conspicuous by a clump of trees 
growing upon it. The length is 115 feet, the 
breadth 69 feet, and we found that it had been 
raised on a slight elevation already existing : the 
slag was nowhere more than about 4 feet deep. 
Hoathwaite beck runs about 50 yards south of the 
mound, with no great volume or fall of water, but 
enough to turn a little wheel. On the bank of the 
stream, at the point nearest the bloomery, is a 
smaller heap of slag. A wall crosses it, so that 
we could not properly examine this smaller heap ; 
but it seems likely that this was the first hearth, 
and as the ground was low-lying and in ancient 
days marshy, they would move to the higher and 
drier site for subsequent operations.

When they had used one hearth for some time 
they seem to have made another, and abandoned 
the first, throwing the slag and heaps of charcoal 
over the disused hearth. We did not clear the 
\vhole site, but found traces of four hearths, of 
\vhich the latest, judging from the fact that it was 
covered only with earth and not with slag, is drawn 
in the plan and profile herewith. It is 7 feet 6 in. 
by 6 feet 4 in. in diameter, built of rough stones 
and packed with clay. There is a hole in the north
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side for the blowpipe, and on the s.w. side a hole 
to let the molten slag run off into a lower hole, 
packed with clay, and confined by large stones 
forming divergent walls like the cheeks of an open 
fire-grate. This arrangement has been shewn in 
a Mashonaland bloomery, figured by Theodore 
Bent, in Ruined Cities of Mashonaland.

The mound was covered with turf, and earth had 
penetrated to the depth of i to i£ feet, the slag 
underneath looking fresh and giving the impression 
of no great age. But it must be remembered that 
the earthing-up of remains in general is chiefly due 
to worms, and worms cannot easily get through 
4 feet of hard slag. The earthing of this mound 
must be the work of blown dust and fallen leaves, 
so that ordinary rules hardly apply to indicate age. 

The clay seems to have been got from pits in 
* the Deerpark, locally said to be fish-ponds. This 
^ is a reason for believing the bloomery to be earlier 

than the park ; for the clay could not have been 
dug while the park was in use, but the pits could 
have been made into ponds after they had been dug 
by the iron-workers.

The slag is of the sort common in early bloom- 
eries. Most of it is heavy and black, but some red, 
and some with a coppery glance. As there might 
be a doubt whether this was iron slag, Dr. J. B. 
Cohen kindly analysed it. and gave as the result of 
four analyses :  

Silica ................................ 18-70
Ferrous oxide ... ........... 55'6o
Ferric oxide .................... 25-50
Magnesia ........ .. ............ oo'iS

99-98
showing that it was a plain iron slag of the early 
type, which Mr. James Kerr said was identical 
with that of Rossendale.
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There was also a small quantity of a curious 
purple dross, very light and porous, like that found 
on Peel Island, but not so often seen in bloomerv 
mounds. Mr. Thomas Barlo\v-Massicks, the well- 
known iron-master, kindly analysed a specimen of 
this, and found a mere trace of iron, 0^041, which 
shows that it is not iron slag of the early bloomery 
type. He considered that it was calcined native 
rock or stone, having" formed the hearth or part of 
a charcoal pit ; and he quoted Woodivard on Fossils, 
writing in 1729 on Veinstones, and speaking of 
specimens taken from fissures of rocks in Cumber 
land (Borrowdale) and Cornwall : " A Pumice, 
" black, light, and porous it looks exactly like a 
'  Cynder or Scoria that has pass'd the Fire, and 
'' on one side it has upon it a Crust that appears as 
" if 'twas vitrified."

Mr. Ivison Macadam says (in the paper quoted) 
that the slag from the Red Smiddy (where Furness 
ore was smelted in the seventeenth century, on the 
river Ewe, in Scotland) is open, porous, and light, 
containing magnesia and sulphur and lime, resem 
bling the pumice-like slag of our bloomeries, and 
made from the same hematite. I think we are safe 
in regarding this dross as a by-product of the 
ancient smelting operations ; perhaps from the flux.

Small bits of red hematite were found, with great 
quantities of charcoal made from small branches, 
also charcoal dust, screened off and lying apart 
from the larger charcoal. Also a nail and two bolt 
heads, which might have formed part of the appa 
ratus ; and a fragment of a quern (now in the 
Coniston Museum).

At Knapping Tree and Harrison Coppice are two 
furnaces still better preserved, though they may 
have been cleared out by some explorers unknown. 
They are round buildings, g feet across and about 
3 feet high as they stand, made of small rough
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stones which have been burnt. The other bloom- 
eries have not been excavated, but present similar 
features, and seem to be all of this type, though 
they may have been worked at different periods.

VIII.  PEEL ISLAND.

The one site on Coniston Water which differs 
from these, and yet has been the site of iron- 
working, is Peel Island. The name, and an 
indistinct tradition that '  armour was buried 
" there," led me to attempt its exploration. There 
was no external sign of remains. The island was 
well known as a most beautiful spot, and to disturb 
it was thought quite a sacrilege ; but the results 
have added greatly to the interest of the place, 
and the kindly, though much abused, Coniston 
weather is now covering the diggings once more 
with ferns and bluebells.

The model exhibited at the reading of this 
paper, and now in the Coniston Museum shews 
the island as it would be without its trees. It 
covers about three-quarters of an acre, and the 
steep rock-ridges which form it rise about 30 feet 
from the mean water-level. Between the two main 
ridges the gap, about 170 feet long, and 18 to 20 
feet above the water, and 33 feet wide in the 
middle, has been quite filled with buildings, and 
built up at each end with a double wall. Near the 
north end a flight of steps, partly built of large 
stones, and partly cut in the rock, leads over the 
ridge to a curious foundation, 30 feet by 15 feet in 
the middle, and made out of a little natural ravine 
by cutting out and building up. At its N.E. end has 
been a door, of which the long stone used for a 
lintel lies near it ; on the x.w. side was a window, 
the lower part of which was cut out of the rock ; 
on the S.E. side was a recess cut in the rock, with 
stones forming a seat; the floor was flagged ; and
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at the s.w. end was a curious building, of the 
shape of a capital D, 10 feet 7 inches by 7 feet, 
which once must have been of considerable height, 
to judge from the quantity of stones lying in and 
around it. The straight part of the wall \vas 
2 feet 4 inches thick, the curved part i foot 6 inches. 
The stones for these buildings were got from two 
quarries, facing west, at the south end of the island, 
now vertical walls of rock, so lichened over and 
weathered that only an eye accustomed to the 
difference between natural and artificial forms of 
rock could tell them as quarries : but the masses 
of chipped stone lying beneath them prove the 
point. Every part of the island is built up in such 
a way as to suggest that it was intended as a 
rude fortress, and in early days it would he difficult 
to attack. There is no notice of it in any old 
records, but up to the thirteenth century there are 
no records of the neighbourhood ; and it is quite 
possible that it was used before the days of the 
abbots' or barons' rule as the stronghold of some 
island settler.

In digging out the side building we found a bit 
of flint, a morsel of bone, an ancient key, and 
potsherds of a poorly made, wheel-turned ware, 
with a green glaze, which Chancellor Ferguson and 
Mr. W. H. St. John Hope classed as early medi 
aeval; also slabs of gritstone, which Mr. J. (i. 
Goodchild, of the Geological Survev, said very 
closely resembled the carboniferous grits of the 
country to the south of Furness, and certainly 
could not have come from any rock in the imme 
diate neighbourhood. They seem to be fragments 
of large querns or millstones, hacked into oblong 
shapes for building purposes. We also found parts 
of one or more red sandstone mortars, well carved ; 
and it is worth mentioning that Mr. H. S. Cowper 
possesses a gritstone mortar from Parkamoor,
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which is about a mile distant on the hill above. 
A piece of ancient red brick, found in the digging, 
is very like a sample of Roman brick from Hard- 
knott camp, but is probably mediaeval; it must 
have been brought from Low Furness, as there is 
no red clay at Coniston. All these relics point to 
an inhabited site of the early middle ages.

But beside these, there were evidences of iron- 
working, though the place was not exactly like the 
sites already described. Scattered over the island, 
sometimes near the surface and sometimes at a 
depth of 18 inches, were lumps of porous dross, 
very light, and purple and yellow when broken, 
like that of which a few pieces were found at 
Springs; and there were great quantities of nails 
and bolts, rivets and lumps of iron, lying among 
burnt stones and blackened soil and fragments of 
charcoal. There was none of the heavy slag 
always seen in our bloomeries ; but the D-shaped 
building in the little ravine, exposed to strong 
prevailing south-west winds, is very much of the 
tvpe of the earliest furnaces already described, and 
it is difficult to see what other use can ever have 
been made of it. Charcoal might have been 
brought from the mainland, as well as ore, and 
the slag may have been thrown overboard, for the 
water is verv deep all round the island, which is 
practically a rock pinnacle standing up in the bed 
of the lake, as Dr. H. R. Mill showed in his 
Bathymetrical Surrey of the English Lakes.

This D-shaped building is not like the usual round 
furnaces; and the straight part of the wall   
the chord of the arc is far thicker and better 
built than the curved part. It may be that the 
original building was converted into a forge, and 
that this was done by simply building an addition 
to the cross wail, which made the end of the 
structure. In the gap between the great ridges
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there were the same evidences of great heat, but 
no round furnaces and no heavy slag. It is pos 
sible that the burnt stone, blackened earth, and 
quantities of iron represent the burning down 
of a large wooden house, or series of houses; 
but that does not account for the purple dross 
everywhere found, like that of bloomeries. The 
conclusion is that there was a forge here, and that 
earlier still Peel Island was a rude fortress. The 
object of carrying on ironworks at the island may 
have been to get the advantage of the natural 
draught for the furnace; but it is possible also 
that, in an unsettled state of the country, it was 
desirable to protect the products of a valuable 
industry." Scots raids never touched Coniston; 
but it was only when the rough hondr of the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries settled down into 
abbey and barony tenants, that it was safe for 
others than themselves to plant bloomeries in the 
wild woods of Furness Fells. A charter of John, 
afterwards King, quite at the end of the twelfth 
century (Conchcr Book, p. 418), directs the removal 
of all tenants in Furness Fells who have not 
rendered due fealty to the Abbot showing that 
even so late the descendants of the Vikings 
claimed independence.

IX.  THE OAKF.N Cuoss.
One more antiquity of Coniston lake shore I 

venture to bring to your notice, as throwing a 
side-light on our subject. The late Dawson 
Herdson. an old resident of Monk Coniston, told 
me in 1897 tnat there was an ancient oaken cross 
lying on the shore at the end of a fence, between 
the Heald and Machell coppice, where the gate 
across the road used to be. It was shown him

9 The little island of Rampsholme, on Derwentxvater, was also the site 
of a smelting forge, to judge from the slag found on the shore.
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thirty years earlier by the old tenant of Parkamoor, 
who had known it for long before, and thought 
it marked the boundary of the Buccleugh and 
le Fleming fisheries ; 
but, as Herdson said, 
both fishers used to
 ' draw up " together 
at Cockshot, the nab 
next above Beck- 
leven. Mr. Edward 
Wadham, of Mill- 
wood, agent to the 
Duke of Buccleugh, 
was so good as to 
search all the old 
documents relating 
to the manors of 
Coniston and Hawks- 
head, but could find 
no mention of any 
such cross as a boun- 
darv mark. He said 
that the site was 
at the boundary of 
Hawkshead Proper. 
in the manor of 
H a w k s h e a d : b u t 
there could be no 
fishing boundary near 
there, because the 
le Flemings had no 
manor on that side 
of the lake, and the 
use and wont for
 ' drawing up " would
probably be a mutual
tor their own convenience.

  OAKEN

CROSS:
on the Shore

the fishersarrangement

I found and dug out the cross in May, 1898. 
c 2



ao Ancient Ironworks of Collision Lake.

was between high and low water-mark on the 
shore, and covered with shingle. It had been 
made of sound oak logs, which might be any age ; 
it was pegged together out of four pieces, and the 
whole fastened down into its place on the beach 
with wooden pegs, more than a foot long, driven 
into the clay beneath the shingle, as at D. where a 
withy has apparently been tied across from peg to 
peg ; so that it could not have been a standing 
cross that had fallen. There were five mortise 
holes, A, H, c. r>, E each made by boring three 
auger holes, and then chopping out an oblong 
cavity which must have held upright posts. Many 
have been the guesses as to the use of the struc 
ture : a boundary mark, a footing for a fence, a 
cradle for boat-building, etc. ; but nothing has yet 
turned up to illustrate or explain it.

Hut the use of pegs was characteristic of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when iron 
and copper in manufactured form were dear in the 
dales. The old kists are pegged, and old doors 
and woodwork of seventeenth century houses ; the 
old boats used to be built with wooden nails. I 
remember, thirty years ago, the last old boat of 
the sort on Windermere, which the fishers called 
'  Miley Pegs." i.e., the peg-built boat belonging to 
Miles somebody. In the middle ages, the Abbey 
supplied its tenants liberally with iron ; later on. 
iron became less and less common, because it was 
manufactured by business men for the market, and 
sold at market prices; not made by the people for 
home consumption. Iron was used only when 
needed ; not for nails, whenever wood might serve. 
No doubt, at all times pegs might be in use, but 
we have seen how in some old sites there are 
great quantities of nails, and in seventeenth and 
eighteenth century work they are less common; 
and this bears upon the question of the date of 
the smaller bloomeries,
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X. THE DATE OF THE SMALLER BLOOMEIMES.

\\'e have seen that there is no reason for calling 
these little hearths Roman ; but we have found 
early mediaeval pottery at Peel Island, along with 
the porous dross, rivets and nails, and querns or 
millstones, not unlike the fragments found at 
Springs. The free use of nails points to a period 
before the seventeenth century, and the com 
plete absence of tradition or record of the small 
bloomeries while Coniston Forge is mentioned   
suggests that they were earlier.

Now. could they be Elizabethan ? The Springs 
furnace is close to Coniston Hall deer-park, and 
the Waterpark furnace, which is another of the 
same type, is in the park. We know that it con 
tained deer throughout the seventeenth century, 
and it probably existed under Elizabeth, when 
Squire William Fleming enlarged and adorned 
the hail '  a gentleman of great pomp and opu- 
" lence," West says. In 1516, Abbot Banks turned 
out tenants in Grizedale to make a deer-park, and 
earlier he had done likewise in Low Furness ; so 
that in the beginning of the sixteenth century deer- 
parks were the fashion hereabouts. Coniston Hall 
was rebuilt under Sir Thomas, who died about 
1481. Now, the Springs and Waterpark bloomeries 
cannot have been worked in or adjoining a deer 
preserve. I think the inference is that they were 
earlier, which puts them back to the beginning ot 
the sixteenth century at the very latest.

All the evidence tends to show that these and 
other small bloomeries are of a mediaeval type. 
Springs and Waterpark I should place earlier than 
the Hall deer-park. They must have belonged to 
the Flemings. The three in Torver were on land 
belonging, from 1334 onward, to the Harringtons. 
non-resident owners. Stable Harvey may be the 
result of Conishead Priory's work in Blawith,

1
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starting from the grant in 1282. The three on the 
lake shore in Monk Coniston were in Furness 
Abbey lands, and I think we have reason for 
regarding them as the work of the monks between 
1240 when they got leave to put boats on the 
lake and 1536, when the Abbey was dissolved.

Compared with Rome or Olympia, Egypt and 
Crete, these poor little diggings yield such tiny 
results, that one is almost tempted to apologize 
for them ; but they are not without value if they 
contribute a chapter to one of the greatest histories 
in the world: the Historv of Lancashire Industries.


