
The Medieval Agricultural Terraces of Cark Manor ?

Although I gave up science in the third year at school, one of the few things I remember 
doing was experiments to prove things were either false (a null hypothesis) or true.  Here is a 
little historical hypothesis, but it didn’t take much to prove I have possibly picked up the 
wrong end of a stick.

One cold, misty dawn during lockdown, the rising sun highlighted what appeared to be 
medieval agricultural terraces carved into the hillside south-west of Cark Manor.  The railway 
line has been built across them disrupting their continuity.

Being familiar with the classic medieval farming terraces at the village of Great Musgrave 
(near Kirkby Stephen), various similarities made me think these slopes at Cark might be 
medieval terraces, too.

At Great Musgrave, the terraces are on a north-east facing slope, opposite the site of the 
original Norman manor house (next to Hallgarth Farm).  The underlying landform is a 
drumlin,1 manually carved into terraces approx 10 feet wide.  The terraces angle downwards 
in a north-westerly direction, presumably to allow drainage.  There are several other areas of 
terraces within a mile of the former Musgrave manor house.

The Agricultural Terraces at Great Musgrave (Hall Garth Farm is in the foreground)

Field Terraces south of Cark



Now back to Cark.  The field in question (marked A on the map) is a north-west facing slope, 
sited on a drumlin.1  The terraces seem much wider (10-20 metres) than those at Great 
Musgrave.  These too are angled at a gentle slope, dipping westwards.  They are within a few 
hundred yards of the building known today as Cark Manor, though the River Eea separates the 
manor from the fields.  So perhaps these fields at Cark could be medieval agricultural terraces.

I have since consulted our very own Rose Clark who wrote a research paper about Cark 
Manor.2  Although the property today is called Cark Manor, its original name was St Anne’s 
Cottage, owned by a merchant rather than a farmer.  This rather scuppers my theory.  The 
building only dates from 1815, built by former slave owner, James Newby, who originally 
called the property, St Anne’s Cottage or Cark Cottage, and later its name was changed to Cark 
Villas, though now it is called Cark Manor.

It is unknown whether a former manor lay on this site.  This would seem unlikely since it lies
within the estate of Holker Hall.  Being just a few hundred yards away, Holker would seem 
more likely to be the dwelling of the lord of the manor.  And perhaps the incline of slope is too 
shallow to require carving out terraces.  It seems unlikely I have ‘unearthed’ former farming 
terraces of a Cark Manor.  And yet the trend of one terrace appears unnaturally straight.

So what else could the terraces be?  Perhaps they are river terraces running parallel to the 
River Eea, or a former shoreline (this being just a few hundred metres from the coastline).  
They are angled slightly in the direction of the shore.  Or perhaps they are glacial terraces 
created during fluctuations in the ‘retreating’ ice sheet.

They are not natural lynchets.3  Geologically speaking, lynchets are caused by soil creep, and 
form on steep slopes.  In fact, just across the road from Cark Manor are some perfect examples
of natural lynchets (marked B on the map, and known locally as 'Ankle Bone Field'), terraces 
just a few inches wide where soil has slipped downwards creating a corrugated surface.  The 
fields we are referring to are much too shallow for soil creep to mould the landscape.

1 A drumlin is a large mound of fairly fertile soil left behind after an ice sheet melted.  Typically, they may average 200 
feet in height and their elliptical shape give the terrain the endearing description of a basket of eggs.
2 Cark Manor: A House of Many Names by Rose Clark
3 Lynchets are terraces carved into a hillside, giving a slope a stepped appearance. They may be man-made to provide 
flat land for farming, or they may be formed naturally, where soiled has crept down a hillside giving it a corrugated 
appearance.

Cark Manor  (Rose Clark)



Further along the shoreline, where Sandgate wind turbine stands is another area of possible 
agricultural terracing (marked C on the map).  They may just be an irregularity caused by 
glacial movement or soil creep.  However, they do create a definite break in the uniformity of 
the slope, suggesting the possible impact of previous farming activity.

Back to my hypothesis.  I guess this is a null hypothesis.  They are not medieval terraces 
made for Cark Manor.  But I could still envisage farmers in ancient times tilling these fertile 
fields.  Today, these fields are used for sheep/cattle grazing, but until 2017 some of the 
surrounding fields provided excellent soil for potatoes and other arable crops. (The Wilsons of
Sandgate only stopped growing potatoes in 2017 as it became an uneconomic commercial 
enterprise).  Of course, potatoes were not available in medieval times, but even so, this was 
fertile farmland close to Holker, not too far from Flookburgh Manor, and within sight of the 
ancient farmstead of Canon Winder, so just perhaps they could be agricultural terraces after 
all?

[Andrew Musgrave]

The naturally-formed lynchets opposite Cark Manor caused by soil creep, 

Terraced field, Sandgate (Flookburgh) showing Waingate & the rooftops of Sandgate Farm 





Recent excavations at the new Sandgate country park reveal the structure of a drumlin, made of fine
tilth mixed with boulders and stones deposited by a glacier when it reached a level plain.  You can 
see why this glacial till is often called 'boulder clay'. 



The drumlins surrounding Sandgate provide fertile soil for growing arable crops
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