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In 2011 members of the Ingleborough Archaeology Group investigated an isolated 

structure in Upper Ribblesdale in the Yorkshire Dales, a dig which gained widespread 

publicity in the regional and national media late last year. The area is rich in archaeological 

remains but only one site, the Viking-style settlement at Gauber, has been excavated or 

dated. Most of the known sites have hitherto been assumed to be late Iron Age or Romano-

British, but not based on any reliable evidence. Even the Gauber site is controversial as the 

only firm dating evidence was in the form of three coins: a styca of Edilo, moneyer to 

Aethelred II of Northumbria; a coin from the time of Wylfhere, Archbishop of York in the mid 

ninth century; and a second Northumbrian styca (King 1978, 40). In short, though the 

settlement looks Viking, the coins suggest ninth-century occupation, allegedly too early for 

Viking settlement in the Dales. The site excavated in 2011 offered the opportunity to gather 

evidence that might enable more light to be shed on the chronology of native Roman or post-

Roman settlement in the area.         

 The excavated structure proved to be a small two-roomed building with wall bases of 

stone. No irrefutable evidence was found to suggest how the upper part of the walls and the 

roof were constructed but it is probable that the walls were built of turf or timber with a roof 

thatched with turf. This conclusion was drawn because quantities of chert (some probably 

tooled in the early Neolithic) were found within the surviving walls and on the floor surface. It 

seems that whoever built the structure had dug turves that by chance contained chert from a 

much earlier period.          

 Because of its isolated upland situation and small size – less than 6m long internally 

by 2.30m wide – it cannot have been in permanent use. A common feature of post-Roman 

upland Northern England is a type of small isolated building, known as a shieling, and this 

building was most probably a shieling hut. Shielings were only used during the summer 

months when livestock were driven to upland pastures to rest valley-bottom pastures ready 

for autumn harvesting of the hay crop. Each village would have had its own preferred 

summer grazing grounds and shepherds stayed with the flocks for the duration, sleeping in 

the huts. One would expect to find remains of an enclosure close to a shieling site, for 

corralling animals overnight as protection against predators such as the wolf and lynx which 

are known to have roamed in Ribblesdale in the early medieval period. Adjacent to the 

excavated hut is a shallow stone-free basin, about 50m in diameter and with good grazing, 

encircled by the scant remnants of a circular wall: perhaps this was used as a corral. Close 

by, too, are springs providing permanent sources of water.     

 We can be reasonably confident about the building’s function, but what of dating? 

Fortunately, a large number of charcoal samples were recovered impressed into the floor or 

along the wall lines, and two of these were sent for laboratory analysis in the hope that they 

would provide sensible dates.          

 Both samples did indeed return secure results; in fact they were identical when 

calibrated against tree-ring chronologies. Radiocarbon dates never produce a single year, or 

decade, and sometimes the date range can be excessive making interpretation problematic. 

These came out at AD 660 to 780. What this tells us is that the charcoal was formed at some 

point during that 120-year span. In other words, the timber producing the charcoal was 

burned within that period so the dates do not indicate when or for how long it was in use but 

when it burned down. Again, we cannot deduce whether the roofing (or walling) timbers were 



deliberately fired on abandonment or at some point after, or whether burning was due to 

natural causes. Archaeology can never tell the whole story.     

 So far we have two reliable dates, and we know that the shieling was in use in the 

post-Roman/pre-Viking era, but was it Anglo-Saxon? At first sight, the date range would 

suggest this but it is not that simple. The key question is whether it burned down around 660 

or 780? Let us consider the earlier scenario first. Ribblesdale lay within a British polity known 

as Craven, or Cravescire, but very little is known about its exact geographical bounds, its 

history or demise. However, it lay to the west of another native political unit in the Leeds 

area, known as Elmet. This controlled the lower reaches of the Rivers Aire and Wharfe. It is 

not known for sure if Craven and Elmet had a common boundary, but Anglian penetration of 

the Dales was certainly blocked by Elmet which was not subdued by the Northumbrian 

Angles until 617: only then were they able to push up the two rivers into the Craven Dales. 

Given the distance concerned, it seems inconceivable that settlement could have advanced 

so far between 617 and 660, assuming that penetration was a generational phenomenon. To 

the north of Craven lay the British administrative unit, regio Dunutinga, which was gifted to 

Bishop Wilfrid of Northumbria in the late seventh century (Higham 2007, 59-60), but this 

does not prove a settled Anglian presence here at that time. Furthermore, it has been 

suggested that Craven was not subdued until the mid-seventh century (Wood 1996, 20).  

 On the other hand, if the charcoal was burnt nearer 780, then one can readily accept 

an Anglian presence in Ribblesdale, and an Anglian provenance for the excavated site; 

indeed there is artefactual evidence within the Dales to support this, from Malham Tarn and 

Wensleydale for example (White 2002, 47-8).               

 The crux of the matter lies in the statistical probability of the dating. The range 660-

780 has a 95.4 per cent probability of being accurate and the sub-period 665-715 a 

probability of 45 per cent. However, the years 740-780 have only a 23 per cent probability. 

On this basis, one is drawn to the conclusion that the shieling had been destroyed in the late 

seventh century. In turn, it is this writer’s conclusion that we must think in terms of a late, 

native British survival rather than a very early Anglo-Saxon site. Clearly, other sites in the 

area need close examination to increase the evidence base and settle the matter.    
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