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EVIDENCE ON THE GROUND

Anyone who walks the southern part of the old hundred 
of Lonsdale (map 1) is aware of the phenomenon: the thick 
scattering of initialled datestones which strikes their eye in 
the countryside, and in particular down certain village 
streets such as Wray and Arkholme. This is often perceived 
as a 'great rebuilding' in the later years of the seventeenth 
century, perhaps indicating a resurgence of prosperity and 
confidence after the restoration'of Charles II. The purpose 
of this essay is first to consider from the evidence whether 
the initial impression is correct, and secondly what social 
and economic considerations may throw light on the 
matter.

There are a great number of dated buildings in South 
Lonsdale, although more than half of them fall outside our 
period of 1600-1730. People tend to notice the older stones 
as being more interesting and pass over the even larger 
numbers from the succeeding centuries. The writer has 
compiled a list of about 420 stones with dates up to 1730. 2 
Most are external stones, but internal fixtures such as spice 
cupboards have been included as indications of house 
renewal where there is no external lintel, because in those 
cases where there is both a lintel and a cupboard, the two 
usually belong fairly closely together. The collection is a 
seven-year-old hobby, a simple attempt to collect all the 
dated buildings in the area by diligent walking and 
knocking on doors. This was followed by trying to attribute 
every stone to its family, and drawing as much of a family 
tree as the evidence of parish records, wills, estate papers,
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MAP 1: Townships of South Lonsdale

1. Aldcliffe
2. Arkholme/Cawood
3. Ashton/Stodday
4. Bolton-le-Sands
5. Berwick
6. Burrow-with-

Burrow
7. Cantsfield
8. Carnforth
9. Caton

10. Claughton
1 1. Cockerham
12. Dalton
13. Ellel
14. Gressingham
15. Halton/Aughton

16. Heaton/Oxclifie
17. Heysham
18. Hornby/Farleton
19. Ireby
20. Leek
21. Melling
22. Middleton
23. Morecambe (Poulton,

Bare, Torrisholme)
24. Nether Kellet
25. Over Kellet
26. Overton
27. Priest Hutton
28. Quernmore
29. Roeburndale
30. Scotforth

31. Skerton
32. Slyne-with-Hest
33. Tatham
34. Tatham Fells
35. Thurnham
36. Tunstall
37. Warton
38. Wennington
39. Whittington
40. Wray
41. Wray (Botton)
42. (Over) Wyresdale
43. Yealand Conyers,

Yealand Redmayne,
SilverdaJe

lay subsidy lists and so on, made possible. Slide-talks have 
been given in most of the townships to get further inform 
ation from people who live there, but the list will probably 
never be complete. Even during the seven years some have
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vanished or lost legibility, and sources such as the Depart 
ment of the Environment's 1967 list have provided evidence 
of other disappearances. It is probably fair to assume that 
the list contains about 95% of extant stones, but it is not 
possible to hazard a guess as to the original total. Fashion 
undoubtedly had something to do with it: some townships 
such as Roeburndale, described later, appear to have had an 
inscribed lintel on practically every house; others, such as 
Cockerham, have almost none, although there are plenty in 
neighbouring Ellel.

The methods of attribution are circumstantial, but 
cumulatively reliable. It is not possible here to explain 
methods in detail, but the first premise is important: 
datestones were placed by those of sufficient standing to 
have confidence in their security of tenure. Such 'yeornen' 
are documented: in wills, as prisers of their neighbours' 
goods, as church and parish officers, as payers of hearth tax, 
and of course in the parish registers. Patience and process of 
elimination are the tools, each attribution tending to throw 
a little light on the next, for these people belonged to a 
social web of similar people.

The evidence is overwhelming that datestones, though 
often not in situ, have not moved very far. If such a 
cumbersome and expensive stone was no longer needed in 
its first position, it would normally be reused close by, 
perhaps over a less important door. A small amount of 
intentional mutilation has occurred in the late 19th-century: 
some later owners seem to have minded living in a house 
publicly associated with a different family, and hacked the 
initials off. 5 But there is minimal evidence of the acquisition 
of datestones from a distance as ornaments, although in a 
handful of cases which have so far defied interpretation it 
may be that this has happened. On the whole, where a stone 
has been rescued from a demolished house it has been reset 
close by. Just one early and interesting case of a stone 
apparently moved for family reasons has come to light at 
Bolton-le-Sands. In St. Michael's Lane there is a lintel over 
a garden doorway, a few yards from the old school, and not 
far from the schoolmaster's house, now demolished. The 
inscription is S/JM 1708, and the stone is very like two in 
Nether Kellet, belonging to William Statter (1719) and 
Edward Statter (1721). Their elder brother John was school 
master at Bolton-le-Sands 1706-1736, but the stone cannot 
be his own, as his wife is named Agnes as early as 1707. It 
must be that of his parents John and Margaret Statter, who
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lived and died in Nether Kellet. It would seem that the elder 
son removed the family stone, while the two younger ones 
had theirs made, probably by the same mason.

Any attempt to work out a pattern of datings, and thence 
the pattern of a "great renewal" of the housing stock, has to 
take account of R. Machin's 1977 article 'The Great Rebuil 
ding, A Re-assessment'. 4 Machin himself was looking at 
earlier work by Hoskins and others, which defined the main 
rebuilding period for most of England "up to Lancashire" as 
1570-1640. Hoskins concluded that the great period of 
rebuilding in the four most northerly counties (in which, 
had he been more precise, he might well have included 
Lonsdale) was the eighteenth entury. Any earlier building 
activity, he noted, was not much in evidence here. That was 
clearly a conclusion based on insufficient evidence. Machin, 
seeking a more objective assessment of chronology than 
Hoskins, counted examples recorded by the Royal Com 
mission on Historical Monuments and the Department of 
the Environment lists of scheduled buildings. He did this 
for seventeen English counties, including Westmorland but 
not Lancashire. Westmorland makes quite a good compa 
rison for Lonsdale, geographically and culturally, and has 
been so used here. Figure 1 shows the incidence of 
datestones arranged in five-year periods from the Lonsdale 
list, and in decades for Westmorland, taken from Machin's 
work.

Machin's graph, using 3345 examples of dated buildings, 
ran from 1530-1799. Overall, and equally for Westmorland 
on its own, it showed a regular pyramid "broken by falls in 
the 1590's, 1640's and 1740's (which were decades of 
famine, civil war, and severe agricultural depression)". 3 
These falls, authenticated by historical events, lend 
authority to the rest of his pattern, including his finding 
that "the outstanding decade for dated houses was in the 
1690's". This latter figure is not borne out by the Lonsdale 
figures which, clustering thickly from 1670-1699, peak quite 
sharply in the late 1670s, considerably earlier than in 
Machin's graph.

Since his figures are drawn from many counties, lowland 
and upland, remote and central, culturally advanced and 
retarded, one cannot explain the discrepancy by saying that 
Westmorland was even more disadvantaged than North 
Lancashire, while his criteria of selection was almost pre 
cisely that used here. "A dated house was defined as one 
with a date panel carved in wood or stone or set in
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plasterwork .... Barns were included as expensive alterna 
tive investments .... Doubtful examples were omitted but 
reset date panels were included on the assumption that they 
came from nearby demolished buildings". 6 The difference 
probably arises from a difference in methods of collection. 
Dealing with such a wide area, Machin could not collect on 
the ground. The material he started with was already 
selected. At the simplest level, the houses so listed had to be 
still standing up; and although they might not be contem 
porary with the datestone, which could have been reset, 
they had to be themselves worth listing. The twentieth 
century house in Nether Kellet with a seventeenth century 
datestone over the backdoor, or the one in Wray with a 
similar stone over the front window, could not have been 
counted by him. Nor those many stones which have been 
reset as garden features, or stand propped up in yards, 
waiting to be reused. Common sense suggests that the more 
you select out buildings which have not survived, the later 
will fall the incidence of those which remain. But if certain 
accidents of survival can distort Machin's list, other acci 
dents may be distorting the evidence here offered. We can 
still only deal with what happens to be there after three 
hundred years, and houses, because of their continued use 
and reuse, may actually be more vulnerable than many 
more fragile forms of evidence.

It is possible from the Lonsdale list to refute one of the 
initial impressions, namely that house renewal in this area 
began with the Restoration. In spite of the uncertain times, 
the prosperous small gentry began to build well before that 
date - families such as Rippon of Hareappletree (1622), 
Harrison of Aldcliffe (1640), Fothergill of Ireby (1641), 
Compton of Grassyard (1650), Edmundson of Melling 
(1653).

Unless you are looking for them, the earlier stones are not 
very noticeable. Many were small and crude, and the 
majority have been, often obscurely, resited. But there are 
in the Lonsdale list fifty-nine stones, 14 per cent of the total, 
dated before 1660. Forty-two of these can be checked 
against the earliest extant hearth tax, that of 1664. 7 This 
return shows South Lonsdale to be overwhelmingly an area 
of plain and simple housing: three-quarters of the dwellings 
had one hearth only. But among renewed housing, the 
proportions are quite different. Twenty-six of our forty-two, 
or 62 per cent, belong to houses which in 1664 had three 
hearths or more, the kind of houses which made up only
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TABLE 1: Datestones Compared with the 1664 and 1673 Hearth
Tax Return*

No. oj hearths per house 
1234

No. of hearths in South 
Lonsdale 1664t

No. of houses dated 
before 1660

No. of houses dated 
between 1660 and 
1672J

2428 
100%

42 
100%

41 
100%

1886
77%

9 
21%

14 
35%

354
15%

7 
17%

10
24%

113
5%

14
33%

10
24%

75 
3%

12 
29%

7 
17%

* Sources: see note 7.
t Excludes hearths in the town of Lancaster.
+ No. of hearths checked against 1673 return.

8 per cent of the housing stock, as Table 1 shows. By 
contrast, after 1660 the trend began to swing the other way; 
after the Restoration, house renewal began to come 
downmarket, as fashions always do.

We now seem to have postulated a continuous process of 
house renewal extending over much longer than our original 
casual observer had noticed. However, closer study shows 
that in some places at least there was a quite rapid "great 
rebuilding". Bolton-le-Sands, Over Wyresdale and Roe 
burndale are three examples (see Figure 2). Bolton-le-Sands 
is a lowland township, close by the sea; through it pass the 
over-sands route, and the main north south road. The 1664 
hearth tax, which includes both taxed and untaxed 
dwellings, shows eighty-eight of them; in the Lonsdale list 
there is evidence for the renewal of twenty-one houses, all 
but two between 1660 and 1708. Over Wyresdale is an 
upland township, probably less remote in the seventeenth 
century than it appears now, but always somewhat isolated 
by the steep and difficult Trough of Bowland road at its 
eastern end. The 1664 hearth tax lists 109 dwellings, 
twenty-six datestones survive within our period. Of these, 
seventeen fall between 1662 and 1687, nine of them within 
the five years 1674 1678. No other township shows a similar 
pattern, which cannot be entirely attributed to accidents of 
survival. Roeburndale is the smallest but most interesting of
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Figure 2: Incidence of Dates tone Datings

the three, because from extant evidence it is possible 
actually to place all the dwellings. Here (see Table 2) we 
have an upland township without any village, which had 
probably been recently enclosed from the forest, as the 
layout can be followed very clearly from the Hornby Castle 
Survey 1581.8 It is virtually unchanged in 1988, apart from 
the fact that some of the original small tenements have been 
absorbed by their neighbours. The buildings of the absorbed 
tenements have become farm buildings, have fallen into 
ruin, or have vanished altogether. The survey shows nine 
teen landholding tenements, uncluttered by cottages. The 
total had probably fallen slightly by the mid-seventeenth 
century, but it is not possible to check from the hearth tax, 
because the surveyed area comprised only part of the 
township. High Winder in particular became an important 
holding under the Dowbiggins from 1661, and seems to have 
absorbed its three neighbours. On the other hand, Stovin
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TABLE 2: Datestones in Roeburndale

1581*Tenement 158l*0ccupier 1986 Tenement Dalestone

1.
9.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

9.
10.
11.
12.

13.

14.
15.

16.

17.
18.
19.

Bellhurst
(unnamed)
Burntscale
(unnamed)
Stovin
Nether Salter
(unnamed)

(unnamed)

(unnamed)
(unnamed)
Maladale
Hayloft

(unnamed)

(unnamed)
(unnamed)

High Winder

(unnamed)
(unnamed)
(unnamed)

Thomas Morte
Thomas Scott
Anthony Bateson
William Skirrow
John Bateson
John Edmondson
Richard Edmondson

James Walker

John Chapman
Chris. Procter
Chris. Thornton
Oliver Rimington

William Remington

Robert Melling
Brvan Remington

Chris. Winder

Alien Winder
James Winder-
James Richmond

Bellhurst
(no trace)
Scale
Scale (barns)
Stovins
Lower Sailer
Lower Salter
(barn)
Lower Salter
(ruin)
? Middle Salter
High Sailer
Ma/loii'da/e
Higher Havlott
(ruin)
Higher Havlott
(ruin)
Lower Hayloft
Lower Havlott
(barn)
High Winder

(no trace)
(no trace)
(no trace)

_
-

1655
-

1696
1719
1673

-

-
1658
1663
1715

1694

1724
1669

1672
1679
-
 
 

* Source: see note 8.

was split into two, which does not show up on Table 2, as 
the two are now combined into one again. We may assume 
for our period, therefore, a total of seventeen tenements in 
this part of Roeburndale. Counting only one for High 
Winder, there remain eleven datings, of which eight fall 
between 1655 and 1696, and three more between 1715 and 
1724. The indications are of a very complete renewal of the 
housing stock in this small community consisting entirely of 
yeomen.

It is worth noting that these three townships, though not 
selected for that purpose, confirm the trend in Figure 1. In 
Over Wryresdale the peak comes very sharply in the 1670s, 
in Bolton-le-Sands in the 1680s. Roeburndale has too few 
stones to produce a peak, but is in fact the earliest of the 
three, with six of its twelve stones before 1673.
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CONTEMPORARY EVIDENCE

There are not many contemporary topographical works 
for the north-west in our period. There are Thomas 
MachelPs perambulations through Westmorland in 1692;9 
Celia Fiennes' journey in 1698; Lucas's History of Warton, 
written much later but drawing heavily on boyhood recoll 
ections of the 1690's;" and William Stout's autobiography, 
written up in his old age, but reminiscing back as far 
as 1672. None of them comments directly on anything 
like a "great rebuilding" but there are clues for the picking 
up.

The Reverend Thomas Machell was an antiquary and a 
churchman, but he could see beyond these interests. He 
comments from time to time on new and improved 
buildings, usually churches or houses of the gentry, but 
nothing to suggest any abnormal activity. He makes one 
interesting comment on Grasmere Vicarage which, he says 
in passing, was "lately rebuilt by the present Rector, Mr 
Henry Fleming, from the very foundations". 15 It is wrong to 
make too much of a single phrase, but it suggests that house 
renewal did not commonly mean total rebuilding. Celia 
Fiennes had an eye for houses, but there was little in the 
north-west which struck her as worthy of remark. At one 
end of the scale she approved Liverpool's "new built 
houses of brick and stone after the London fashion", and 
at the other she made a famous remark about the wilder 
reaches of the Lake District, "villages of sadd little hutts 
made up of drye walls . . . little or no tunnels for their 
chimneys and have no mortar or plaister within or without; 
for the most part I took them at first sight for a sort of 
barnes or houses to fodder cattle in . . .". As she rode from 
Preston through Lancaster to Kendal, in all that "abun 
dance of villages, almost at the end of every mile" she saw 
nothing to surprise her, so we may take it that she saw 
houses with proper chimneys and stone walls neatly 
rendered on the outside. 14

Lucas's History of Warton confirms this. "Several humble 
Cottages are to this Day inclosed with Walls of Hazel 
Wattlings dawbed with a course Mortar made of Loam and 
Straw", but in the main "the Houses of this Town and 
Parish [Warton] are all of good stone, strongly lain in, and 
well roughcast with good lime, which makes a substantial, 
warm and not unhandsome building". His description of
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Carnforth, where he was born, is particularly interesting, as 
it confirms three stages in the development of the hearth - 
first in the middle of the floor, then against a bearing wall 
but without much of a chimney, and finally what Celia 
Fiennes calls "a tunnell" and Lucas refered to as "the 
Modern Way", which is almost certainly one of the 
improvements that went along with a dated renewal. Lucas 
noted that only one house in Carnforth out of about forty 
still had the second type of hearth, and said that he had 
even seen the first kind in Over Kellet, but it had since been 
rebuilt.' 3 William Stout mentioned on the first page of his 
autobiography that his father rebuilt the family house at 
Boulton Holmes in 1656, and he talked later about the 
improvements at Hatlex for his brother Leonard about 
1687. But the greater part of his life was spent in Lancaster, 
and his references to rebuilding were mostly about the 
town. One gets a clear impression of old and inefficient 
buildings which careful men like Stout and his neighbour 
Ambrose Gillison improved as money came available, often 
impelled by a justified fear of fire. 16

By all the preceding evidence we are left with the 
impression that the "great rebuilding" in South Lonsdale 
was a longer, slower, steadier, more piecemeal and less 
noticeable process than the steep peaks of Figure 1 seem to 
show. Nevertheless the term is a fair one in that by some 
date more or less at the end of our period there were few 
dwelling houses left of the really unsatisfactory older types, 
and almost by chance the new improvements involved the 
basic elements of what even now we would regard as a 
liveable house. The average person was doing what he had 
always done, modernising his house when he could afford to 
for immediate comfort and convenience, and at this time he 
produced a building more durable and less vulnerable to fire 
and accident than ever before. It was no longer going to fall 
to pieces about once in every generation, and had in fact a 
fair chance of standing up for the next three hundred years. 
This is not to say that improvement now ceased. Thatch 
would be replaced by stone or slate; roofs would be raised 
and the angles flattened; front walls would be straightened, 
windows enlarged, hearths made smaller. Finally would 
arrive modern cooking, plumbing and heating techniques. 
None the less, there is sufficient truth in the initial impres 
sion of a "great rebuilding", between perhaps 1660 and 
1730, to look further into the social and economic factors 
which lay behind it.
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SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC FACTORS

The classic arrangement of initials on a datestone show 
that it was raised by a married man: surname over the top, 
man's initial to the left, woman's to the right. However, 
forty-nine stones in the Lonsdale list have the initials of a 
man alone, thirteen are of parents and a son, fourteen of a 
father and son. A very few belong to absentee landlords, as 
that of Richard and Elizabeth Legh at Dalton Old Hall, or 
that of Anne Cansfield at Clintsfield in Lower Tatham, and 
there are other variations, such as stones which appear to 
show some kind of partnership between individuals or 
families. Taking the vast majority of straightforward 
inscriptions, and the family trees of these people, it is 
possible to look in some detail at the stages of a man's life at 
which he was most likely to renew his house.

At first sight the most likely point might be inheritance 
from the father, or the death of the father's widow, when her 
portion fell back into the estate. In fact, this proved not to 
be the case, as Table 3 shows. There is probably good 
reason for these low percentages. As one knows by reading 
wills, the eldest son's inheritance was usually cluttered by 
bequests to other children. There were many attempts to be 
fair to all the children while leaving the 'ancient tenement' 
entire, and these left the heir in no position to indulge in 
immediate house renewal. The pattern exemplified by 
Bryan Dixon of Caton, who in one year (1715) proved his 
father's will, married, and renewed his house, is very rare.

The death of parents therefore, does not relate strongly to 
house renewal. Tables 4 and 5 show renewal's relation to a 
man's own age, and to his time of marriage. Because at this 
period very few individuals have a full complement of 'vital 
statistics', certain assumptions have had to be made. It has 
been assumed, in assessing age, that christening followed 
close on birth: individual parsons from time to time entered 
both dates, and a four- to six-week delay seems to have been 
the norm. It has been assumed, where a marriage date has 
not been found, that it took place in the year preceding the 
first child's christening. This is justified if the children 
arrive at regular two-year intervals, showing normal fer 
tility. Fortunately one can check with confidence in 
Lonsdale that the first child entered in the parish register 
was the first born, because the naming pattern of the family 
is adhered to with minimal variation: the sons are named in 
order for paternal grandfather, maternal grandfather,
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TABLE 3: Datestones and Family Circumstances

Datestones where date of father's death is known 100% 224 
House renewed within two years 5% 11

Datestones where father's widow's death is known 100% 149 
House renewed within two vears 7% 10

TABLE 4 Datestones Related to Age

No. %

Number of stones:
Age under 30 65 25
Age 31^0 81 32

41-50 60 23
51-60 37 14
over 60 156

Total 258 100

TABLE 5 Datestones Related to Marriage

Number of stones:
Raised by a single man 29 1 1
Raised by a single man within 1 year before marriage 7 3
Raised within 2 years after marriage 35 13

15-10 years after marriage 80 30
1 1-20 years after marriage 54 20
21-30 years after marriage 36 14

over 30 years after marriage 23 9

Total 264 100

A perticolar of what I have lead out for building at Skamlcr in 
Roberrendaell in 1680.
To the Masones 17.10. 0
To the Carpinter 5.19.10
For leading of Stoens at eight shillings the Hundred 5. 0. 0
For Morter lime 3.10. 0
For Sand leading 1.10. 0
For Slate leading and flaggs 1.12. 0
For lat, nells & pickins 6. 4
For slaeting 1.18. 6
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To Nick. Atkinson for iron works 1. 5. 0
To Christopher Harper for Glass 2. 0. 0
To Thomas Wither for lyron works 2. 5. 0
To Thomas Talbett for Slaett and flaegs 4. 6. 7

46.13. 3

father; the daughters for one grandmother, then the other, then 
the mother. The third assumption has had to be for an average 
age at marriage where one of the relevant dates is missing. 
There is no doubt in my mind, from drawing a great number of 
family trees, that in this area, at this time, among this kind of 
family, there was a strong feeling that if a man were going to 
marry, he should start thinking about it at age twenty-five, and 
not delay beyond the age of thirty. There are a few cases, 
usually among the well-to-do, who could afford to support more 
than one family, where marriage was earlier. There are some 
cases where it was later (but there is evidence that these often 
conceal a first short-lived marriage). A mixture of statistics and 
subjective impression suggests that the age of twenty-seven, 
taken overall, is near enough not to throw out the rest of the 
argument.

It seems safe to assume, from the foregoing evidence, 
which also chimes with common sense, that house renewal 
was undertaken most frequently at a time of life when 
working and earning capacity, prosperity and confidence, 
would all be at a high level. Bequests to brothers and sisters 
would be disposed of, and the couple's own children not yet 
old enough to need expensive settlement in life, but 
reaching an age to provide helping hands. That this time 
came early in life is underlined by William Stout. Although 
he belonged to a family particularly careful of its children's 
interests, "As we attained to the age of ten or twelve years, 
we were very much taken off the schoole, especially in the 
spring and summer season, plow time, turfe time, hay time 
and harvest". 17

No complete set of accounts has yet come to hand, so 
there is no unequivocal answer to the question of the 
average cost of a house renewal. But there is information, 
culled from various sources in or near south Lonsdale, to 
indicate the sort of investment needed. Arthur Raistrick 
studied in detail the house of Richard Wigglesworth of 
Conistone in Wharfedale, rebuilt in 1686 7. The building 
still stands, with later adaptations, but in any case we could 
guess at the dimensions from one of the memoranda -
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"eighty sparres or upwards so many as shall suffice for a 
house of 19 yards in length". Raistrick concludes his study: 
"The total of all the miscellaneous accounts, including the 
labour, is £74 8s. 9d., so that it might not be unreasonable, 
in view of the way the accounts are scattered about the 
daybook and the almost casual nature of some of the 
memoranda, to suggest that the house cost about £100". l8 
This rough estimate is well supported by a contract for 
rebuilding Abbey Farm, St. Bees, in 1678, which is found in 
the correspondence of Thomas Tickell, agent to Sir John 
Lowther. "I have made a Contract for Ricd Staintons house 
& Barne at St. Bees to be finished ag[ain]st next 
Mich[aelma]s for £110". 19 The house was to be narrower 
(twelve yards) than the one at Conistone, but three storeys 
high, so the estimates compare well. In comparison, the 
articles of agreement dated 1675 between Anthony Gibson 
of Melling, mason, and Adam Storrs of Storrs, yeoman, for 
the house and barn called Kitley in Cawood, quote the 
surprisingly low sum of £20. 20 The stone was presumably to 
hand, as the old house was to be demolished, and the new 
one was small, thirty feet by eighteen within walls which 
were only twelve feet high. It is also possible that although 
Anthony Gibson was the master mason, labour might have 
been provided from the Storrs estate.

Further light on rebuilding eosts is thrown, as for so many 
other subjects, by William Stout's autobiography. In 1680 
his master, Henry Coward the ironmonger "pulled down the 
back part [of his house and shop] and built all new, which 
might cost him about two hundred pounds". 21 Other pro 
jects mentioned seem similarly expensive, but this was in 
the town. Country builders often had the advantage of free 
supplies - stone, sand, timber, heather for thatch, or 
whatever else their landlord's estate might provide. They 
could put in their own and their servants' labour, not 
unskilled at dry walling and the like. The town had the 
inconvenience of small sites, the business of excavating 
cellars, the need to remove all unwanted material.

Finally, from about 1680, we find a scrappy set of 
accounts in a memorandum book belonging to Thomas 
Benison the elder of Hornby, servant, probably steward, to 
the Hornby Castle estate. 22 He renewed Scambler House in 
Barkin, part of Roeburndale. It is ironic in view of the 
unusually good preservation of this township, already referred 
to, that this one house has disappeared. Thomas Benison 
lived in his new house between 1683 and his death in 1701.
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The accounts consist of one coherent list and some scat 
tered notes, showing that the house was more or less 
complete in 1680.

On another page there is a note "payed to John Pot for 
building at Skamler in Roberendell ye some of fiftene 
pounds ye 29th of Sepr 80". And a further short list 
amounting in all to £5 Is. 3d. is probably for carpenter's 
work, as the name of Thomas Gibson occurs four times. 
Thomas Gibson of Melling was a carpenter, brother to that 
Anthony Gibson, mason, who undertook to rebuild Kitley in 
1675. These lists would seem to show that the building 
stone, the sand, most of the roofing, and the timber, came 
free from the Hornby estate, or from the earlier house, and 
that Benison had to buy only some of the slate and 
flagstones, the glass and the ironwork.

From these various pieces of evidence can be drawn some 
conclusions. Between the years 1660 and 1730 our Lonsdale 
yeoman, undertaking a quite thorough renewal which would 
result in a good modern house - the type of house which 
basically still stands behind many of the dated doorways - 
had to think in terms of an investment round the £100 mark. 
There would be a multitude of variations on price and plan, 
but for his money he would get a house, parlour, kitchen 
and buttery, an inside staircase, one good hearth and 
chimney on the end wall, or possibly a double hearth on the 
inside wall, three divided rooms or a long loft upstairs, and 
a barn attached.

It is not easy to find evidence which bears upon the 
economic background to this slow but powerful wave of 
house renewal. Each individual might cope with his own 
financial problem in a way to suit himself, but put them all 
together and over the period and the area more general 
resources were needed. In an area which from its inventories 
lived very near the bone there was it seems a surprising 
amount of circulating money. The three obvious sources of 
fresh money are more land, more production from the same 
land, or home-based industry requiring no land. There is, 
however, no strong evidence for any of these.

Apart from occasional enclosures such as Tatham's 'New 
Improvement', frequently mentioned in the Hornby Castle 
court books of the 1690s, there is no evidence of any 
increase in the cultivated area. Improvements in land 
management were still in the future. John Marshall cites 
some small beginnings of marling and liming in Cumbria, 
and the introduction of potatoes, but these were as yet
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insignificant. Some families in the area, like the Thorntons 
of Littledale, were building prosperity on the basis of timber 
growing in the small valley bottoms. Timber merchants and 
tanners were undoubtedly among the most well-to-do families, 
along with some millers, fullers, and iron-workers, as their 
inventories show. But these are individuals, and we are 
looking at a broader picture which covers numbers of people 
with holdings of as little as twelve acres; William Stout's 
father, with that much enclosed land, rebuilt his house in 
1656. Nor is there any widespread suggestion from the 
inventories that a home textile industry was producing a 
supply of ready money to match the needs of the house 
renewers. Marshall suggests for Cumbria that this addition 
to the family income was usually very small. 25

It is of course possible to collect inventories belonging to 
people who renewed their houses, but there is no way to 
identify a control group who did not renew their houses. It 
seemed that a possible and quite elegant way round this 
difficulty might be to pair inventories of sons who manifestly 
did renew with those of fathers who, it might be assumed 
since their sons found it necessary to do so, did not renew. It 
proved unexpectedly difficult to collect such pairs, and the 
list in Table 6 is all that could be matched with the original 
Lonsdale list of 420 datestones. Among the above twenty- 
four there are idiosyncrasies (for instance, Christopher 
Hodgson who died before his father) which would have been 
ironed out statistically among a larger number. In spite of 
this, the analysis of the inventories, presented in a summa 
rised form, is interesting and not without significance. 24

It was not possible to refine the headings more than has 
been done here, because of the different ways in which 
different prizers tackled their task. Although the results 
have to be treated with caution, they are interesting. In 
every category of goods, the house-renewers possessed 
slightly less than their fathers. The figures which show an 
increase for the sons are those to do with money. Even the 
category 'purse/apparel' which includes ready money in the 
house, swings slightly that way, while in the matter of 
'money out' and 'money owed', sons' totals are double those 
of the fathers, although in both cases the debts on the whole 
are small and the credits large. As the examples in Table 6 
range across the whole period, some of the early sons were 
dead long before the later fathers, we cannot say that a later 
generation was behaving differently from an earlier one. All 
we can say is that the sons, that is, the house renewers, as a
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TABLE 6 Datestones and Inventories*

Datestones

1656

1664

1668

1672

1673

1674
1677

1678

1679

1683

1685

1686
1687
1688

1688

1688
1691
1697

1697

1698
1699

1703

1715

1716

Place

Roeburndale

Warton

VVhittington

Wray-w-Botton

Wray

Warton
O. Wyresdale

Wray

Caton

Halton

Caton

Thurnham
Bolton-le-Sands
Carnforth

Wray

Wennington
Ellel
Caton

Over Kellet

Arkholme
Tunstall

Bolton-le-Sands

Roeburndale

Caton

Father and Son with dates of death

Richard (1676) and John (1703)
Tatham
Robert (1667) and Robert (1670)
Dawson
Marmaduke (1640) and William (1693)
Margison
Christopher (1671) and John (1693)
Remington
Robert (1668) and Roberrt (1697)
Marshall
Richard (1663) and Henry (1690) Hest
John (1666) and Nicholas (1677)
Drinkall
William (1668) and Christopher (1703)
Skirrow
Richard (1673) and Thomas (1709)
Thorn ton
James (1662) and William (1687)
Thorn ton
Thomas (1662) and Lawrence (1703)
Turner
Robert (1667) and Hugh (1693) Wade
John (1672) and William (1728) Hall
William (1685) and John (1703)
Waithman
John (1676) and William (1708)
Marshall
William (1688) and John (1732) Carter
John (1679) and Richard (1711) Barker
Thomas (1716) and Christopher (1707)
Hodgson
John (1681) and Thomas (1728)
Greenwood
John (1700) and Edward (1707) Wilson
Bryan (1692) and Richard (1722)
Wildman
John (1690) and Robert (1728)
Chippendale
John (1691) and Thomas (1723)
Thornton
Francis (1683) and William (1719)
Parkinson

* Source: Lancashire Record Office, Preston, Archdeaconry of Richmond, 
Deaneries of Amounderness, Kendall and Lonsdale, Probate records.
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TABLE 7 Relative Prosperity of Fathers and Sons

Fathers Sons

Total in goods
Cattle/horses (number)

(value)
Crops growing and stored
House furnishing
Purse/apparel

Money out on loan
Money owed by deceased

£116
18

£45
£21
£18

£6
£46

£3

£92
15

£40
£18
£17

£7
£95
£11

group were involved in much greater financial activity than 
their fathers. They were slightly more prosperous: the 
average absolute total of sons' possessions is £176 to 
fathers' £159, a difference of ten per cent. But this pros 
perity is not in extra goods or (presumably) extra land; it is 
entirely in access to moveable money. The objection might 
be raised that if the sons were thus able to finance house 
renewal by borrowing, why were they so strong in credit and 
weak, on the whole, in debts? The answer to this may lie in a 
return to the family trees to study the gap between renewal 
and the date of death. Of 245 cases where the date of death 
is known for certain, house renewers lived on average 21.2 
years after they had renewed their houses. The conclusion is 
that by the end of their lives they had paid back any debts 
incurred and were in their turn lending out to others, 
possibly for the same purpose.

CONCLUSION

Although there is much more work waiting to be done on 
the inventories of Lonsdale south of the Sands to give a 
convincing picture of the kind which Marshall drew for 
Cumbria, this essay has tried to explore something of the 
background of the phenomenon of house renewal, using 
material not available before. It is clear that a "great 
rebuilding" happened in South Lonsdale, for ordinary 
yeomen mainly after 1660, though they had been shown the 
way by their betters; and that although it is difficult to make 
categorical statements about its beginning or end, the most 
vigorous activity recorded by the extant datestones was in 
the years 1670-1700. We can see that its background,
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though no doubt not its cause, was increased financial 
liquidity. People were becoming gradually more prosper 
ous, and they were choosing to keep more of their prosperity 
in a flow of money.

The typical shape of a yeoman's life at this time seems to 
have been that he inherited an encumbered estate, 
borrowed money to pay off his obligations, and straightaway 
married, less because he could afford to than because he 
could not afford not to, a family team being essential to the 
working of a tenement. As he raised a young family and they 
grew old enough to provide helping hands, the prosperity of 
his holding reached its modest peak and, by now free of his 
earlier debts, he incurred new ones to renew his house, 
which he did at a period of his life when, accidents 
excepted, he could still look forward to a good few years of 
full working capacity. His house renewed and his small farm 
fully stocked, any spare profit now went into financing the 
next generation, either inside or outside his own immediate 
family. If he lived long enough he ultimately pensioned 
himself off, retiring into one or two rooms, keeping a couple 
of beasts in the family herd and his riding pony, and living 
quietly on the interest of his capital.
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