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The importance of place-names
Place-names can give us information and special insights into the past in a way that other
sources of evidence cannot. In particular they illustrate cultural aspects of past societies and
communities which may be difficult to retrieve in any other way. Within the survey area are a
number of place-names which, used with care, can give us a fascinating insight into the
languages, human activities and landscapes of the past. The area is typical of the Dales in
displaying a rich mix of tongues going back at least 2000 years, including the old British tongue
(known as Brythonnic or Brittonic) (Brit.), Old English (OE), and Old Norse (ON) and Middle
English (ME). It is not uncommon to find two or more different languages united within a single
place-name – a gentle reminder of our own rich multicultural roots.
Below, a few of the more interesting place-names attached to parts of the landscape within
the survey area have been looked at and examined in closer detail. Of especial interest are
those rare examples which shed light on past beliefs, customs and behaviours associated with
political and religious systems and their associated surviving archaeology: both the
Spechscaflade and the name of Ingleborough itself can tell us about what was going on here
in the middle of the 1st millennium BC. Historical areas of woodland can be identified through
place-names, even if tree cover no longer exists there. The list is far from exhaustive, and
guidelines for further reading are given at the end for those who are interested in pursuing this
fascinating subject.
The ‘spechscaf’ and ‘spechscaflade’
One of the most intriguing and important place-names to be found in the vicinity of
Ingleborough and within our survey area is the Spechscaflade, a name which has shed light
on the unusual enclosure (ING 003:1) within the survey area. The spechscaflade1 is referred
to in 13th century documents, and lies somewhere between the top of Ingleborough and Mere
Gill Hole. The place is mentioned as being on the boundary of the estate of Southerscales
granted by Alice de Staveley to Furness Abbey at some time prior to 1220.2 The estate
covered what is now the north-eastern half of Ingleton township, stretching for over eleven
kilometres from Ingleborough and Whernside up to the ancient boundary with Dentdale and
the medieval Forest of Wensleydale at Mosedalebeck head, now more commonly known as
Newby Head.
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It is a convention of place-name studies that place-names no longer in common usage are written in
italics.
2 The boundaries of this estate are described in two thirteenth century documents (1220 and 1251)
and one from the early fifteenth (1401). The original documents are transcribed in Brownbill’s work on
The Coucher Book of Furness Abbey (1916) and discussed in Mary Higham’s essay on the Furness
Abbey Southerscales estate boundary (1997).

It is an unusual place-name, which A.H.Smith (1961)3 interprets as ‘the speech staff stream’
i.e. a watercourse (lade) which is situated close to a meeting or assembly place where
speeches are made or debates of some kind are held, around a post (the spechscaf).
Interestingly the term lade is still in current use in Scotland for a short stream. Some have
thought this stream was Mere Gill but for various reasons it is more likely that it referred to the
short stream, known today as Sweet Water,4 which runs for 250m below Black Shiver Moss
and disappears down a pot hole at SD738 755 not far from the natural enclosure.

Fig.1 Two views of the probable Spechscaflade, with Ingleborough summit in the background (left)
and looking down the course of the stream, with the natural arena set within the limestone pavement
in the mid distance (right)

Other places incorporating variants of spech can be found elsewhere in the country, such as
Spetchill near Brodsworth, South Yorkshire, and Spetchley in Worcestershire. These are
places where assemblies are thought to have been held, and interestingly they incorporate a
‘t’ in the name – one medieval version of our place-name comes as spethscaflade. The second
place-name element scaf is interpreted by Smith as meaning a post and as being probably
derived from Anglo-Saxon sceaft5 a post, pole or shaft. The existence of posts like these has
been verified by archaeological excavations at places like the royal palace at Yeavering,
Northumberland,6 and Scutchamer Knob7 on the Wessex ridgeway. In summary the evidence
for speech posts does exist both in surviving place-names and in archaeology. Despite
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It is difficult to discuss place-names in the area without constantly referring to the wonderful volumes
written by A.H. Smith covering the whole of the old West Riding. For shorthand ‘Smith’ has been used
in the following text. See Bibliography and Further Reading.
4 This is the name given to it by cavers (D. Johnson pers. com)
5 Bosworth J. and Toller T.N. 1898 An Anglo-Saxon dictionary, based on the manuscript collections of
the late Joseph Bosworth; edited and enlarged by T. Northcote Toller 821
6 Hope Taylor B. 1977 Yeavering: an Anglo-Saxon centre of early Northumbria London
7 Crampton P, 1962 The Prehistoric Ridge Way – a journey Abbey Press 72
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Fig.2 View of the natural arena – the probable Specscaf (ING 003) –
documented for the
set within the limestone pavement by Harry Hallam’s Moss and Mere
Anglo-Saxon period and
Gill Platt, taken from the summit of Ingleborough
later. Within the survey
area there is a spectacular natural arena, a large broadly oval-shaped turf covered hollow set
within the limestone pavements below Ingleborough (ING 003:1; SD737 757). It is nearly 70m
long on its longest axis (NW to SE) and over 30m wide (SW to NE), with a natural annexe on
the south-west which adds another 25m in this corner. The space is lower than the surrounding
limestone, giving it a sheltered and enclosed atmosphere. The other notable feature is the
existence of a natural linear break in the limestone pavements which leads off the arena at its
north-western end. It continues through the pavements towards the edge of the plateau where
it joins a longer network of built trackways (ING 031) which ultimately lead down to the dale
bottom. Despite appearances the ‘arena’ trackway is mostly natural in origin, with two modified
sections where narrower places were opened up. It is arguable that this natural arena, with
its easily accessible and secure, enclosed space is the most likely candidate for the site of the
spechscaf.
The enclosure has an enhanced entrance-cum-exit on its north-western edge. On either side
of the break large blocks of limestone pavement, heavily worn and eroded, have been roughly
placed. They form flanking walls of mixed coursed stone and orthostats of 12.5m and 17m in
length (ING 003:2 and 003:3). The walls only exist around this entrance/exit – they are very
fragile and visitors should take care not to disturb them. It has been suggested that they form
a stock herding wall around the exit, and that the arena may merely have been used as a
stock enclosure. However, they are set well back from the actual edge of the limestone
pavement and, if used as such, form a visual rather than physical barrier. While we cannot
rule out that the natural enclosure may have been used and even adapted for animals at some
time or other it is, however, different from other surviving local stock pens. One close by,

known as Harry Hallam’s enclosure, and a similar one on the opposite side of the valley on
Scales Moor above Twistleton Scar, have both been built at special points in the landscape
where access from the valley below and onto the open moor is available. Interestingly the
natural arena has the former, but not the latter: there is no easy access out of the hollow onto
the surrounding moorland plateau. The other major difference is the type of grass it contains:
rough coarse grasses growing on glacial till, rather than the sweet rich limestone turf on which
other stock pens appear to be preferentially sited.

Fig.3 (a) the trackway where it enters the specscaf arena, with rough and collapsing walls on either
side; (b) view of the specscaf arena, in the shadow of Ingleborough

Fig.4 (a) and (b) Details of the rough walling to the north (a) and south (b) of the entrance.

Another feature which catches the eye as you come in is a cairn (ING 001; SD7373 7569)
which lies just on the Ingleborough side of the limestone pavement close to the natural
enclosure. It is difficult to date but almost certainly prehistoric in origin. The cairn is highly
visible from the trackway as you walk along it into the enclosure and forms a sort of ‘end stop’
to the view, with Ingleborough itself creating a dramatic backdrop to the scene. The cairn
appears to be marking a significant spot, and adds to the chronological depth of the probable
spechscaflade site.

Fig.5 (a) The trackway (ING 031) where it descends from the top of the limestone plateau to the upper
terrace; (b) Lower section of the track on the second terrace down; stone boulder spread/cairn in the
foreground; from here the top of Spice Gill can be easily reached (to the left in the photograph) and
from there the bottom of the valley.

It is unlikely to be by chance that we find evidence for this major meeting place on the flanks
of Ingleborough, for the summit of the hill itself carries evidence of use dating back at least to
the 2nd millennium BC and beyond. The summit enclosure has not yet been excavated but
could well be Neolithic in origin, and its internal circular structures are likely to be ringcairns
dating to the Bronze Age8. The archaeology indicates it was a highly significant social, religious
and political centre in prehistory. This juxtaposition of special meeting areas on and adjacent
to Ingleborough, one from prehistory and one from the historic period, is fascinating. It gives
us a rare glimpse of long gone social systems, with all their political and religious aspects
which are usually so elusive and difficult to research and understand.
Settlement
Southerscales is a place-name which has survived into the modern era from medieval times.
It is associated with a deserted medieval village and the later farmstead, together with their
surrounding pastures. During the medieval period, however, it was the name by which the
whole of the Furness Abbey estate here was known, an estate which stretched over eleven
kilometres up the valley. ‘Scales’ is a common term of Scandinavian origin meaning a shieling
or hut, associated with the pasturing of animals. The name was originally recorded as
Suterscales and Smith interpreted this as an Old Norse personal name Sutari, with the whole
word meaning ‘Sutari’s shieling’. By the 17th century the ‘t’ was softening to ‘th’,9 and an
alternative reading would be to interpret the first element as meaning ‘south’, and the whole
as meaning the ‘southern shieling’, a name which aptly describes the position of the deserted
medieval village within the whole estate, where it lies on the southern border, just north of
Meregill.
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Luke Y.A. 2003 Rethinking Ingleborough Unpublished M.A. Thesis University of York; Luke Y.A.
2007 ’Rethinking Ingleborough’ Prehistory Research Section Bulletin Yorkshire Archaeological
Society vol 44
9 Yorkshire Archaeological Society Parish Register Section, vol 94, 1966 The Parish Registers of the
Churches of Ingleton and Chapel-Le-Dale 1607-1812 Yorkshire Archaeological Society Leeds
passim

Fig.6 A view of the remains of Southerscales in the middle foreground, with crofts,
paddocks and gardens clearly visible as low ruined walls and banks

Woodland
Looking at this stretch of land on the north-west flank of Ingleborough it is difficult to believe
that it was once wooded, but evidence garnered through the study of ancient pollen and
macrofossils proves that it was.10 In addition, place-names show us that parts of the landscape
in the medieval period retained sufficient tree cover to have descriptive woodland names. One
is the area around Braithwaite Wife Hole (SD743 762), where a scattering of small trees still
survive on the adjacent limestone pavement. ‘Braithwaite’ is a relatively common place-name
made up of two elements brad(e) (OE) meaning ‘broad’ and thwaite (ON) ‘clearing’.11 It implies
that the immediate area was more wooded at one time than it is now, with a large clearing at
its centre. Another example is the hillside below Southerscales Scar known as Highwood
Pasture even today, and still lightly covered in trees, a rare survival of a once common form
of vegetation known as ‘wood pasture’, where trees intermingled with pastureland. Finally the
area just north of Meregill Hole – now devoid of tree cover - was known as Friar Wood as late
as the mid 19th century.12 The name presumably refers to its medieval use as woodland
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Swales S.1987 The vegetational and archaeological history of the Ingleborough Massif, North
Yorkshire University of Leeds 1987 . Now available on-line at http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/1246/
11 Smith A.H. 1962 The Place-Names of the West Riding of Yorkshire Part Seven Introduction,
Bibliography, River-Names & Road-Names, Analyses English Place-name Society Vol XXXVI
Cambridge University Press 222; 161.
12 BD45 Ingleton Tithe Records, West Yorkshire Archives, Sheepscar Library; also recorded in Smith
A.H. 1961 p.248. The Place-Names of the West Riding of Yorkshire Part Six The Wapentakes of East
and West Staincliffe and Ewcross The Survey of English Place-names Vol XXXV Cambridge
University Press

belonging to a religious institution. All these examples show how place-names can be used to
reconstruct historic vegetation.

Fig.7 Highwood Pasture, which lies just to the south of Southerscales – as its name suggests it is a
remnant of old wood pasture, once a common sight in the Dales.

Watery places
There are a number of place-names describing streams, springs and watercourses within the
survey area including some, such as the spechscaflade discussed above, which are no longer
in use.
Keld Bank is the name given to the northern part of our survey area. ‘Keld’ is a common placename in the Dales. It comes from the Old Norse kelda meaning a spring or well, but Keld Bank
today is a dry exposed area of limestone pavement and pasture. It appears to be referring to
a water source which is no longer visible on the surface. This may be because it is piped off
from its source, like other streams and springs in the area, to provide water for local
farmhouses. Alternatively it could be the Scandinavian name for Great Douk, the water cave
just to the south of Keld Bank.
Great Douk Cave is a marvellously atmospheric place, hidden by trees, with a great stream
pouring out of the large cave entrance and almost immediately vanishing from sight in a
sinkhole clogged with stone. Smith explains a similar place-name in Littondale (Dowkabottom
Cave on Hawkswick Clowder) as being from a North Country dialect word, douky, meaning

‘damp, wet, misty’.13 and if this is correct, then it is likely that Great Douk Cave has the same
meaning. There is another Douk Cave nearby at Thornton and Douk Ghyll in Horton township,
suggesting that it is a place-name commonly connected with caves and watercourses.
Mere Gill, Mere Gill Hole and Mere Gill Platt are place-names on the lower reaches of the
stream which cascades down The Arks and disappears into the ground at SD740 757. The
earliest surviving records for Mere Gill are in 13th century documents, describing the boundary
of the Southerscales Estate, land which was sold to Furness Abbey. Here it is referred to as
Merebek (1220, also 1401) and Morebech (1251) (Higham 2004). Platt appears to mean little
more than ‘a plot of ground’ (ME) (Smith 1962), and is associated with the flat area just to the
south of Mere Gill Holes. ‘Mere’ is a fascinating place-name which helps us enter an otherwise
often obscure world of historic land tenure and territories. It derives from the Old English
(ge)mære meaning a boundary, an important place-name which is found all over England.
Although not recorded until the medieval period, it is possible the boundary had been in place
for many centuries before then.
Fairweather Syke is an interesting example of a place-name no longer in common use. The
upper reaches of the stream we now tend to call Mere Gill, which issues forth from a spring at
SD746 747, was referred to by William Howson in the 1850s as Fairweather Syke.14 A ‘syke’
or ‘sike’ is a name given to short streams or ditches in the Dales and derived from both Old
English and Old Norse. Fairweather suggests that despite its high altitude it rarely dries up,
even in extended dry periods. It is counterbalanced by several Wet or Foul Weather Sykes in
the area such as that found on Simon’s Fell at SD739 753.
Wife Holes
Braithwaite and Tatham Wife Holes are a pair of
large shakeholes at SD743 762 and SD731 747
respectively. There are other examples in the
vicinity of this eccentric and endearing placename, such as at Batty Wife Hole near
Ribblehead. It may have its common English
meaning here, but if so it is not yet clear why it
should have been used. Alternatively, it may be
a good example of ‘folk etymology’. These are
place-names whose original meaning is lost and
forgotten but which acquire, over time, spelling
and pronunciation from similar sounding words
in a later language or dialect. In some such
cases the original meaning of place-name
elements like this may be beyond recall, but they
provide us with a reminder that not all is
understood and further research may yet yield
surprising results.
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Fig.8 Braithwaite Wife Hole from the north

Smith (see previous footnote) 124-5
Howson William 1850 An illustrated Guide to the curiosities of Craven Whittaker and Wildman,
London and Settle 100-101
14

Ingleborough
This fascinating place-name contains two word elements ‘ingle’ and ‘borough’. It is a name
which has attracted much discussion over the centuries and numerous theories. ‘Ingle’ –
frequently spelt ‘ingel’ or ‘ingil’ in early documents – is an unusual place-name and something
of an enigma. An old explanation is that ‘ing’ means fire or beacon – and it is known that in
post-medieval times the summit was indeed used as a beacon site and that a stone platform
was built for this purpose. The problem with this explanation is that the place-name predates
its recorded use as a beacon site by many centuries.
A radical new theory suggests it basically has the same meaning as Carn Ingli (Carn yr Angeli
which mutates to Ingli) in Pembrokeshire, and means ‘rocky mountain of the angels’.15 It is
known that during the mid 1st millennium AD the holy men of the new Christian religion were
proactive in attacking and even destroying places associated with the old pagan beliefs and
bringing them into the new religion. In practice this meant chasing the devil away armed with
crosses and prayers, and invoking the protection of powerful saints and angels. This type of
activity is the known origin of the name of Carn Ingli, a famous hill in Pembrokeshire, courtesy
of the well documented local legend of St Brynach – the local saint who spent days on the
summit of the hill communing with the angels and cleansing it of its pagan past. It lies behind
the meaning of Cross Fell further north in the Pennines, which has its own legend of St
Augustine climbing the hill and planting a cross there. Although there is no evidence St
Augustine ever visited the area, behind the story is likely to be a folk memory of an important
early British saint making a special visit to the hill to fight and eliminate its devils.

Fig.9 Farrer's sketch map of the prehistoric remains on Ingleborough. Centre left a small circle
shows the position of a feature he knew as ‘St Anthony’s Well’. It appears to be close to the
summit on the western side, but is still not yet positively identified.
This new idea, developed and researched by Yvonne Luke is published in David Johnson’s book
Ingleborough Landscape and History (2008) pp10-11.
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Circumstantial evidence on Ingleborough itself forges a connection with these radical early
Christian missions. This is the presence of St Anthony’s Well. It was recorded by James Farrer
of Ingleborough Hall in the mid-nineteenth century as lying beneath the summit on the western
side. A century earlier a ‘remarkable spring’16 was recorded, also on the western side. Neither
of these phenomena is visible today, possibly due to hydrological changes, but they could
refer to the same feature and link the hill to an early Christian tradition. St Anthony lived in
Egypt during the 3rd-4th century AD and became famous as the founder of monasticism. He
was a popular saint in the early British (‘Celtic’) church, associated in particular with angels as
well as being famous for fighting the devils dwelling in deserts and mountain places.
Interestingly there are also legends that the devil was chased off the summit of Ingleborough,
legends which cling on in old names for the major landslips around its flanks – the Devil’s
Gulch, just to the north of the summit above The Arks, and the Devil’s Pass on the south-west
flank.

Fig.10 The 400m wall (ING 126) (left) and the ‘Citadel of the Angels’ from Twistleton Scar (right)

This interpretation of the place-name Ingleborough envisages a newly invented British
Christian name for the hill which came into being during the 5th or 6th centuries AD. Working
backwards from the later versions of Ingleborough, it would initially have been along the lines
of Caer yr Angeli - the ‘Citadel of the Angels’. In the grammatical context of the British
language (a predecessor of and similar to Old Welsh), this would elide into Caer Ingeli, just as
happened with Carn Ingli. Subsequently the ‘caer’ was translated into the newly dominant
language Old English as ‘burgh’ (later ‘borough’). When placed after its possessive adjective
(in line with the grammar of this language) the name ‘Ingleborough’ emerges. Unfortunately
the earliest record of the place-name is from the 12th century, and none of these linguistic
Farrer’s map in John Phillips The Rivers, Mountains and Sea-Coast of Yorkshire (1853) marks the
site of St Antony’s Well just beneath the western summit but little, apart from a water seep, is visible
today. However, the Gentleman’s Magazine of 1761 refers to a ‘remarkable spring’ on the western
side.
16

processes can be documented. Consequently the interpretation given above can only be
regarded as a working hypothesis. However, I would argue that it fits in well with the form of
the word, as well as shedding light on the references to St Anthony and the devil, which are
associated with physical features found on the hill. In the Pembrokeshire hill Carn Ingli we
have a well documented example of a similar hill, with prehistoric archaeology on its summit,
being turned by the early Christian church into a heavenly place, a place apart where the
angels dwelt, and earth and heaven met. What could be a more appropriate name for our
own striking and charismatic hill.
Further reading
For a list of local place names and their standard interpretations see the Glossary of Place
Names at the back of David Johnson’s recent book Ingleborough Landscape and History
(Carnegie Publishing 2008). Robert Gambles’ Yorkshire Dales Place-names (Dalesman 1995)
provides a good introduction to the subject of place-names in the Dales, including some within
the survey area. For those interested in getting deeper into the history of place-names the
volumes written by A.H.Smith covering the West Riding of Yorkshire provide a capacious
resource and guide and are the starting point for any research. In his Introduction (1962) he
discusses the meaning of hundreds of place-name elements and The Place-Names of the
West Riding of Yorkshire Part Six The Wapentakes of East and West Staincliffe and Ewcross
(The Survey of English Place-names Vol XXXV Cambridge University Press 1961) provides a
detailed record of place-names and their past forms taken from documentary evidence.

