IAG Survey of Sleights Pasture Round Cairn complex:
Research questions
Yvonne Luke April 2021

Figure 1 Bing Maps satellite photograph of the Sleights Pasture great round cairn complex © Microsoft 2020

1. Introduction
The remains of a large prehistoric round cairn complex survive in Sleights Pasture
towards the head of Weysedale (grid reference SD 75681 78370, c.325m OD), just to
the south of the B6255 and approximately a kilometre south-east of the Batty Moss
viaduct at Ribblehead. It is the largest cairn in the area and indeed the site is one of
the largest of its kind in the Yorkshire Dales. Considering its size, remarkably little is
understood about the complex and it remains generally unknown in the wider
archaeological literature. It has been extensively robbed and excavated in the past
and one of the challenges and aims of the survey and allied research is to try and
document the history of its destruction with more clarity than is currently possible, in
an effort to understand better the nature of the complex. For example, it may be
possible to separate out any extant excavation spoil heaps from the surviving
earthworks of the archaeological structure through morphological analysis.

2

Figure 2 (a) The Sleights Pasture round cairn complex from the north-east, looking south-south-west to Ingleborough; (b)
the cairn complex from the south-south-east, looking across Weysedale to Whernside

The central structure of the cairn forms a sub-circular body c.33m in diameter.
Covering the approximate centre lie the now crescent shaped remains of a heavily
robbed out but once massive central cairn c.20m in diameter. The highest section of
surviving bank lies in the south-east quadrant and is c.2m in height (Fig.3a).

Figure 3 (a) The highest surviving section of the exterior bank of the round cairn, looking east to Park Fell; (b) the
(apparently) fallen limestone block, also with the highest surviving section of the round cairn – from the other side

Around the outside of the remains of the cairn body runs what appears to be a
completely separate sub-circular bank with occasional limestone boulders embedded
in its length. This is especially visible in the north and north-east segments, but other
parts of this bank-with-stones have been obscured by dumped material, robbed out or
potentially never existed in the first place. It appears to be physically separate from
the central cairn, and has all the hallmarks of a different type of structure, potentially
predating the cairn and presumably serving a different function. Just within this bank
on the eastern side is a large limestone boulder c.1.5m long (Fig.3b). It is heavily
eroded in a manner found typically within certain types of limestone pavement. It gives
the impression of having fallen on its side and perhaps once was upright. If this is the
case, it may have been a (shortish) standing stone. This initial review of the external
bank’s salient features suggest it could be the remains of an embanked stone circle,
but the site has been so comprehensively knocked about that it requires detailed and
accurate survey in order to confirm this preliminary diagnosis.
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Radiating out from this perimeter bank are several long and some shorter banks or
heaps. They are clearly visible on the Bing Maps satellite photograph (Fig. 1). The
three major banks lie approximately between two cardinal directions, east and south.
Starting with the west-east running bank, this is c.13m long; going off to the southsouth-east is a bank c.25m long; finally running nearly due south, but from the western
side of the south-west quadrant is the longest bank c.40m. The latter two banks are
cut by a farm track, but this appears to deviate slightly around the end of the west-east
bank. Both the cuts and the deviation suggest the banks predate the farm track.

Elsewhere on site there are much shorter linear dumps c.6-7m long, most easily visible
in the south-west area. These appear to overlie the remains of the earlier structures.
2. Scheduling Details and Description
The monument complex lies in the Civil Parish of Ingleton, in the District of Craven,
County of North Yorkshire. It was Scheduled in 1963 as a round barrow, List Entry
Number 1010443. The Reasons for Designation are given within the standard terms
below (though in fact it is probably more accurate to describe the monument as a
round cairn, rather than a round barrow):

Figure 4 Scheduling Map of LEN 1010443
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‘Bowl barrows, the most numerous form of round barrow, are funerary monuments dating
from the Late Neolithic period to the Late Bronze Age, with most examples belonging to the
period 2400-1500 BC. They were constructed as earthen or rubble mounds, sometimes
ditched, which covered single or multiple burials. They occur either in isolation or grouped as
cemeteries and often acted as a focus for burials in later periods. Often superficially similar,
although differing widely in size, they exhibit regional variations in form and a diversity of
burial practices. There are over 10,000 surviving bowl barrows recorded nationally (many
more have already been destroyed), occurring across most of lowland Britain. Often
occupying prominent locations, they are a major historic element in the modern landscape
and their considerable variation of form and longevity as a monument type provide important
information on the diversity of beliefs and social organisations amongst early prehistoric
communities. They are particularly representative of their period and a substantial proportion
of surviving examples are considered worthy of protection.
Although the monument has been partially disturbed it is still an important example
containing further archaeological remains.’

The Scheduling Description itself runs thus:
The monument is situated on the edge of a limestone terrace which forms a natural bank on the
west side. The barrow mound measures 24m in diameter and reaches a height of 1.5m and,
although much robbed and disturbed, is still very impressive. It is surrounded by traces of a ditch
2m wide and an outer kerb which on the north side includes large blocks of stone up to 0.9m long
and standing 0.5m high. The stones in the outer banks and in the west face of the remaining
portion of the mound are still exposed; the rest of the monument is covered with rough grass.
Linear banks are discernible radiating from the cairn in various directions, mostly discontinuous.
The best preserved linear bank abuts the barrow on its west side and runs due north-south for
36m. It is 6m wide, grass covered but with stones showing. The exact function of these linear
banks and their relationship to the barrow are not yet fully understood and hence they are not
included in the scheduling.

Permissions are not required from Historic England to conduct a non-invasive measured
survey of the site, but a copy of this document and the results of the completed survey
will be sent to them on completion.
There are a number of potential inaccuracies and problems with the scheduling
description which are worth highlighting, and which it is hoped the survey may help
address:
a. The aforementioned description of the cairn as a ‘barrow’
b. The description of the outer circular bank as a ‘kerb’. Kerbs are usually an integral
part of a prehistoric monument, forming their perimeter edge and not freestanding
structures.
c. The gap between the external circular bank and the surviving remains of the round
cairn is described as a ‘ditch’. This implies that the space has been dug out, but
there is no evidence for this, and the ground beneath the site does not appear to
have been cut into to form a ditch.
d. The decision to not include the linear banks within the scheduled area was based,
according to the Scheduling document, on lack of knowledge and understanding.
There appears to be an assumption that they are not prehistoric in origin, which
may not be correct.
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3. Research Questions
The site is, frankly, a large and under-researched enigma. There appears to be nothing
else quite resembling this monument complex either in the vicinity, nor in the adjacent
Pennines nor westwards to the coast. The size of the site is unusual for the area, even
ignoring the radial linear banks and just focusing on the area around the cairn. Its
morphology is complicated and it appears to be made up of several separate structures,
the chronology of which is currently unknown. The details of its destruction and demise
are also obscure, although preliminary documentary research (discussed below) has
uncovered a number of questions about the monument. It is hoped that a detailed
measured survey and further research may help shed some light on these issues.
a. Are the linear banks and heaps an original part of the monument, a creation of an
excavation i.e. spoil heaps, or a mixture of both?
Batty (2016) has unearthed an intriguing newspaper reference to the excavation of a
‘Druid’s Temple’ in 1828, a site which was by the Lancaster-Richmond turnpike road 21
miles from Lancaster. On 29 March 1828 (transcribed by Fell (1953,3) and quoted by
Batty) the following account was published in the Westmorland Advertiser and Kendal
Chronicle:
“There are now lying in our office two remarkable relics of antiquity, found in a
Druid’sTemple about 21 miles from Lancaster, on the road to Richmond, by Mr John
Tatham, coal proprietor of Hawes. One is a spearhead of bronze, about 4 inches long and
onebroad, with a rib on each side of the centre. The other bears more venerable marks of
antiquity being a flint arrowhead about an inch and a quarter long and half an inch wide. The
formation of the latter is very curious and even with assistance of modern iron implements,
would appear to be made with some difficulty. Mr
Tatham informs us, that in exploring the ruins, a
number of other curiosities have been found; one of
them he describes as an antique drinking vessel.”

Clare Fell then states “The “Druid’s Temple” in
question may be the embanked stone circle near
Casterton, also a scheduled monument (LEN SD
6393 7999), but as Batty correctly points out this is
nowhere near the Lancaster-Richmond turnpike
road and therefore cannot be the site referred to in
the newspaper. Of particular interest is the fact that
the monument was excavated by a mine owner and
Batty puts forward the theory that the long linear
banks are excavation spoil heaps, organized in this
fashion by miners. That Sleights Pasture rather
than Casterton is likely to be the site of the
excavation, as argued by Batty, seems highly
plausible.
Figure 5 The milestone for the Lancaster - Richmond road - Lancaster is marked as 23 not 21 miles away. The milestone is
close to the round cairn complex, near the corner of the field beneath bushes by the roadside.
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There are a number of further issues around this interpretation which need teasing out:
a minor inconsistency is that Sleights Pasture is actually 23 miles from Lancaster
(according to the milestone which is c.130m north of the cairn complex) not 21 miles (Fig.
5). However, the number is so close that it is explicable as a misremembered digit either
by the excavator Mr Tatham or by the journalist who wrote the original article. Incidentally
there is nothing remotely resembling a ‘Druid’s Temple’ in the area which is approximately
21 miles from Lancaster on the turnpike road (the modern B6255) and, although the
removal and destruction of such a site cannot be ruled out, it is thought unlikely.
It is also unlikely that a simple round cairn, however large, would be called a ‘Druid’s
Temple’. The use of this term, which we interpret as a romantic confection today, was
almost exclusively used to refer to stone circles or sites which could be entered in some
manner in the 18th and 19th centuries. The fact that the complex includes the remains of
a potential embanked stone circle adds weight to the idea that this is indeed the
excavated monument referred to in the 1828 newspaper column. It also suggests that
the potential embanked stone circle structure, visible today, may have been recognized
and interpreted as such as early as the 1820’s, but that subsequently knowledge of this
interpretation has faded.
The site today looks chaotic on initial viewing, and interpreting the linear banks as linear
excavation tips initially seems an attractive idea. A vast amount of the central cairn is
missing, robbed out and/or excavated. The worse affected area covers much of the
centre and the western side of the cairn which has almost totally vanished. The remnant
bank of the cairn is highest in the east and survives to a lesser degree on the northeastern side of the centre and on the southern side. Given that the current configuration
of the monument complex gives the impression that most of the robbed and excavated
material exited the site in a westwards or north-westwards direction, it seems odd that
the long linear banks are generally on the opposite side of the monument to the most
extensively excavated parts. There is no sign of excavation spoil heaps to the west. On
the other hand the short linear tips mentioned above, most visible in the south-west
quadrant, appear to be the last in a sequence of structures, and it is worth exploring the
hypothesis that these belong to the 1828 excavation not the long linear banks.
As mentioned above, two of these long linear banks are cut by a farm track which
probably dates to the enclosure of the land, as it is heading for the gate into the field to
the north. If the track predated the linear heaps, one would expect to find physical
evidence of avoidance tactics, such as giving a wide berth it. Instead it is quite clear on
the ground that the bank has been cut through to facilitate the track – the cut is steep and
regular, in contrast to the splayed rounded ends of the linear banks. Another puzzle is
why would the excavators carry the material so far away from the cairn? This just
increases the amount of work and seems impractical. Therefore a provisional conclusion
can be reached that the three long linear banks are older than the track and potentially
older than the 1828 excavation. The dating of the field enclosure walls and the trackway
would help further define the chronology of these structures.
Looking further afield a similar looking site can be found on Moor Divock near Askham in
Cumbria (Fig. 6a). White Raise is a partly excavated round cairn with associated linear
banks. A survey done by Taylor (1886) captures its curious configuration, to which he
gives a name type ‘starfish cairn’. A further example from Clava near Inverness is given
below (Fig.6b) (Jolly 1881) but the main concentration in England is thought to be in
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Northumberland where they were first identified and excavated by Bill Ford and the
Borders Archaeological Society in 2002 (Frodsham et al. 2006, 29). These types of cairn
are known today as a tri-radial cairns. Their likeness to the Sleights Pasture Round Cairn
complex is striking but may only be superficial, given its enormous size and the more
restricted distribution of its linear banks.

Figure 6 (a) From Taylor (1886) 335; (b) From Jolly (1881), 306

b. Is the outer perimeter bank an original and separate structure to the central
mound? If so, what is it?
The aerial photograph (Fig. 1) was obtained from Bing Maps earlier in 2020 (the satellite
image has now been updated online, and in the current image the light conditions are not
as good). Usefully it was taken in low clear light. The banks and earthworks cast clear
shadows, and it defines the configuration of the monument as it stands today reasonably
well. One of the unusual features of the site is the existence of a large outer bank
containing occasional large stones. This outer bank is particularly clear in the north and
north-east quadrant, and it begs the question of whether the perimeter of the site always
was a separate earthwork, or whether it is an artificial creation of the excavation.
In the Scheduling Description the outer bank area is described as an ‘outer kerb’
incorporating large blocks of limestone. Confusingly the gap which lies between the sides
of the central cairn and the outer bank is then described as a ‘ditch’ implying it was dug
out. There is no evidence of it ever being created by digging. On the contrary this corridor
appears to have been created by the insertion of the large round cairn, and there is no
visible sign of the original ground surface ever having been disturbed.
The most intact part of the bank includes several embedded large limestone blocks,
apparently still in situ. Other large stones are scattered round the site, many of these
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appearing to be not in their original positions. A measured survey will provide an
opportunity to record and evaluate both the blocks, the nature of the perimeter bank and
its relationship to the cairn. Initial provisional assessment suggests it could be the
partially destroyed remains of an embanked stone circle.
c. Were there originally two great round cairns on Sleights Pasture? what was their
character?
There is an intriguing antiquarian reference to there being not one but two large round
cairns in Sleights Pasture. In John Hutton’s A Tour to the Caves, in the Environs of
Ingleborough and Settle in the West Riding of Yorkshire first published in 1780, he and a
companion returned to Sleights Pasture to pick up their horses after a day excursion.
‘We could not but observe in this field, two remarkable large heaps of small round stones,
at about a quarter of a mile [400 metres] distance from each other, called by country
people the Hurders’ (1780, 29). Nothing apparently survives of this other cairn, but it
would be interesting to examine the ground at the far end of the field and see if anything
persists of a duplicate cairn. The field is huge at 750m N-S and 560m along the roadside
boundary, so Hutton’s location of both cairns within the same field a quarter of a mile
apart is perfectly feasible.

Figure 7 Sandstone pieces on the S-E side of the
site

Hutton continued his description of the cairns, with a
note of surprise: ‘... what was most extraordinary,
there was not one stone scarce to be seen of the
kind near them; all the stones in the neighbourhood
were limestones, but these were round, sandy, gritty
stones; most probably these mounts were tumuli’.
The description of both cairns being made of
rounded sandstone pieces is intriguing, for there is
at least one area on the surviving cairn complex
where a large number of sandstone cobbles can be
seen (Fig. 7). The survey will record these and any
other surviving fragments of sandstone still visible.

d. What happened to the cairns mentioned by Hutton? is there any evidence
relating to how one was totally dismantled and the other partially destroyed? if
so, can this help us better what survives at the northernmost site?
The probable excavation of the cairn has been discussed above (Section 3a), along with
the hypothesis that the linear banks are potential spoil heaps from this excavation and
the problems associated with this interpretation. Is there evidence of excavation spoil
heaps or dumps elsewhere on the cairn complex? Were there other excavations at this
cairn complex and are there any other records to find?
When turnpike roads were being built, stone cairns were particularly vulnerable to being
used as quarries for stone. There is documentary evidence for this practise throughout
the country – as Charles Fothergill writing in 1805 of lost cairns in Nidderdale noted ‘they
have been destroyed and the stones carried away for the mending of roads to save the
trouble of breaking fresh ones’ (Romney 1984, 79). Is it possible that both cairns were
used as handy material to surface the road? Interestingly when viewed from Sleights
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Pasture the road surface is c.0.5m higher than the
surrounding ground surface. Could some of this
height be attributable to the easy pickings available in
the adjacent field? The Richmond-Lancaster road got
parliamentary approval in 1751 but was not
completed until 1774, but it would be useful to know
when and how this section of the road was built.

Figure 8 Sandstone cobbles in the field wall near
the cairn

Another source of information may be the adjacent
field walls. An initial exploration has identified a large
number of sandstone pieces in some sections of the
walls (Fig.8) while the main constituent elsewhere is
quarried limestone pieces. How much sandstone do
the walls hold? is it likely this material was taken from
the cairn? If so, what is the date of the field walls, and
when is it likely this robbing took place? Does the
dating of the field walls help date the farm track which
cuts through two of the linear banks on its way to the
field gate?

4. Methodology of the survey
A measured survey of a cairn of this size presents exceptional challenges. From the
northernmost point of the cairn circle to the southernmost tip of the longest radial bank is
80 metres. To capture the entire site on one drawing board would mean adopting such
a small scale that salient details, particularly within the body of the cairn itself, would be
lost. Drawing on the experience of the Ingleborough Archaeology Group in surveying the
large round cairn on Scales Moor it has been decided to undertake the following:







to survey the body of the cairn complex (NB without the long linear banks) at a
scale of 1:50 using hand tapes, with the tape and offset method.
This will involve dividing the sub-circular core site (embankment and cairn area)
into quarters and surveying each quadrant on a separate board. It will be
transferred to a single sheet at the inking up stage.
to plan at least one cross-section at the same scale of 1:50, more if it is thought
necessary to help capture details of surviving structures
to use a Total Station to set out a 5m grid over as much of the site as possible
prior to measured survey.
This method is used to counteract the distortions likely to occur if measuring tapes
alone are used on such a large site. A central point will be chosen as the base
station, and from this point the N-S and E-W base lines marked at 5m intervals.
This will be extrapolated to the rest of the site to provide an accurate structure for
baseline tapes.
to undertake a Total Station survey of the entire complex including the long linear
banks.
These banks are turf covered and largely without visible significant archaeological
details. For this reason they will not be surveyed at 1:50 through the measured
survey, though details (e.g. the farm track cuts) may be captured in this manner if
thought necessary
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A drone survey of this complex site is recommended. The aim of this would be to
end up with a 3D image of the cairn and its radial banks, not just a ‘flat’ photograph.
This type of imagery is increasingly used in archaeological recording, both of sites
and of excavations. It is particularly recommended for this site due to its size –
even when you are there on the ground it is a challenge to grasp the scale of the
site and the relationship of the parts to each other. Although the IAG website can’t
support this kind of data, it can direct visitors via hyperlinks to bespoke 3D
websites such as Sketchfab (https://sketchfab.com/tags/archaeology).

Documentary research
This to be continued in the hope that further details may come to light in the antiquarian
literature which are relevant to the archaeology of the area, and to Sleights Pasture in
particular.
Training
On site training will be given to IAG members who join the Cairn Survey team.
Permissions & Covid protocols
The farmer Rodney Beresford kindly gave us verbal permission to conduct the survey in
the summer of 2020, and this permission has been renewed for 2021. As legally required,
separate permission has been obtained from him to conduct a drone survey.
Covid protocols, to keep IAG members safe, will be adopted. These include:
 Travelling in separate cars.
 Keeping 2m distance outside.
 Using clean equipment, and cleaning it at the end of the day.
 Designating certain equipment to particular individuals for the day, and minimizing
the sharing of equipment
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