The Mortal Man of Allithwaite
by
Peter H. Le Mare1

Recently my neighbour, Mike Jackson, showed me the above old
photograph of the pub in The
Square, Allithwaite. Neither of us
could decipher the name; was it
Royal Oak, Guide-Over-Sands or
possibly Mortal Man? Probably not
the latter as its date likely preceded
photography. The picture is also in
the account of the Guide/Royal
Oak by Phil and Pat Rowland on
the CPLHS website. Mike said that
Dave Pounder and some others in
the village remember seeing the
name ‘The Mortal Man’ on a
framed list on the wall of the
vestibule soon after the Guide was
renovated about 2000. I remember
the list but not the detail. However,
I have a vague memory of having
heard of the Mortal Man in The
Square.
Pat and Phil Rowland wrote histories of the two existing pubs in Allithwaite, now Yakkers2, closed
since 2016, and The Pheasant.
Both probably date from about the
beginning of the 19th C. For some
years about 1825 one of them may have been briefly the Mortal Man. This possibility is discussed
by the Rowlands in their article on The Pheasant.
J. Hobbs3 commented that the inn was probably built about 1750. Early photographs of the both
pubs indicate they were of the design described as double-pile small house by RW Brunskill in
1 Greenfield House, Allithwaite, February 2018.
2 Blue and underlining indicates a web link.
3 J. Hobbs, “Short History of Royal Oak, Allithwaite.” BAMH/1/52, Melville & Hobbs Box 1, Barrow Archive. This folder also contains
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Vernacular Architecture of the Lake Counties (London: Faber & Faber, 1974). Many were built in
the area between 1700 and 1850 and there are several in Allithwaite, including my house (1842).
However, most have been modified so the common original design is not obvious.
My interest is to discover when and where the Mortal Man existed in Allithwaite. There is general
agreement that it was owned or operated by Sarah Birkett having moved from Troutbeck, Westmorland, where she had owned an inn of the same name.
Putting ‘Mortal Man, Allithwaite’ into Google I found the Lancaster directory by Edward Baines
published in 1825. A copy of page 653 is above. It shows, under Allithwaite Lower, “1 Birkett
Sarah, ‘Mortal Man’”; 1 indicates she resided in the village. This seems to be the first public mention of the inn in Allithwaite and seems to have escaped other writers on the history of the inns of
Allithwaite.
Before commenting in detail I make the following points about the format of page 653.
1. All inn names are in single quotation marks.
2. Vict. (victualler) is not shown against any inn so I assume that anyone listed as a victualler was not a publican.
3. In Lower Allithwaite, residence is indicated by: 1 - lived in village; 2 - lived at Templand.
In Broughton East names marked * indicates lived in Grange or the neighbourhood.
The Rowlands used information from Hobbs (op. cit.) and reported that from 1824 to 1828 the
Guide was operated by James Bell and so concluded that the Mortal Man was probably what became the Farmers Arms and then The Pheasant. I am not convinced of this. I noted above that
none of those described as victuallers were associated with pub names. In Allithwaite Lower
William Ritson was a victualler but was not associated with an inn or public house.
I scanned Hobbs’s paper in the Barrow archive oﬃce. On page 3 his paper states
“The earliest oﬃcial record is for 1823 wherein Miles Crayston is given as the innkeeper
under the sign the “Guide over Sands”. After a year he gave way to James Bell, in residence from 1824 to 1827 when he apparently went to the Swan at Newby Bridge; …”.
Unfortunately Hobbs did not
specify the source of the oﬃcial record so I have not examined it. A search of the
web found the attached note
from Heversham; it may explain why Crayston gave way
to James Bell. Or, as I suggest below, to Sarah Birkett
who renamed the pub to The Mortal Man.
In Baines’s Lancaster directory James Bell is shown under Broughton East, not Allithwaite, as
“vict. and guide over the Sands”. An asterisk against his name indicates he resided in Grange or
its neighbourhood. Although Hobbs refers to oﬃcial records I suspect that he may have made the
mistake of assuming that “guide over the Sands” meant Bell was the publican of the Allithwaite
pub. However we should note that only Sands has initial upper case letter; and the presence of
“the” suggests Bell was a guide, not a publican. In Allithwaite Lower James Carter is also shown
as guide over the Sands but no one has suggested he was the publican at the Guide-Over-Sands.
His place of residence is not recorded.
James Bell has vict. against his name, a victualler. In 1851 Mannex directory a publican is always
shown as vict., unlike the 1825 Lancaster Baines directory. This may be because before the 1830
Beerhouse Act victuallers were purveyors of victuals or provisions as described by the Oxford
English Dictionary. In Ireland a victualler was a butcher; in Scotland he was a dealer in grain, or a
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corn-factor. It seems that a victualler was not necessarily a supplier of alcohol. After 1830 one
who did would be licensed.
Earlier, on pages 2 - 3, Hobbs wrote
“About 1820 there was only one good inn at Allithwaite but Baines’s Directory (1824-25)
then notes a “New Inn” which is not known otherwise, and there is no knowledge as to
which house this refers.
It seems not unlikely that it was our inn – there was then necessarily much delay between
collecting the information and publishing a directory, so that “a new inn” might well have
only just come into existence and the sign not ascertained, or settled upon at the time particulars were obtained. However that may be, it is uncertain who commenced the present
Royal Oak – from the descent of the property to which later reference will be made, it may
not have been the owner, but the early tenants of the inn changed so frequently that there
is doubt if it was the first of them.”
Hobbs then follows with the passage I quoted earlier.
I have not found the 1824-25 Directory referred to by Hobbs
but I suggest there is a case that the “new inn” was the one
which Sarah Birkett is recorded in the 1825 Directory as operating as the Mortal Man, shown on page 653 above, and that
this became, or reverted to, “Guide-Over-Sands” when Sarah
passed it on. She is known to have kept the Mortal Man at
Troutbeck (see below) and it seems likely that she came to Allithwaite about 1822 because the advertisement, on the right,
in the Westmorland Gazette of 17 August 1822 shows the inn
at Troutbeck was to let. I think it surprising that, if there was a
Guide-over-Sands when Baines acquired his data, he did not
include it; so I surmise that Sarah occupied the building after
Miles Crayston and before before her death in 1826.
Unfortunately I have found no definitive evidence for my suggestion; it is based only on interpretation of published papers
and of Baines’s 1825 Directory. So it remains possible that
Mortal Man was an early name of what is now the Pheasant, as the Rowlands suggested in their
paper.
In the Westmorland Gazette on 11 November 1826 Sarah’s death was announced thus:
She was, or became, widely known – her death
was similarly announced in the Chester Chronicle,
as the Rowlands reported, in the Dumfries and
Galloway Courier, in the Lancaster Gazette, and in
Ipswich and Reading papers. In 1832 the death
notice was included, under the heading Ingenious
Insinuation, in a book 4.
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