
When people arrived in south Cumbria

after the ice retreated they would have

found a series of rocky hills surrounded

by marshland and bog. Limestone caves

provided dry shelter, whilst the

surrounding marshes gave good

hunting. Bones and flint axes have 

been found in several caves in the 

area including those on Whitbarrow. 

When people started to keep livestock,

the hills provided pasturage, and right up

until the drainage of the surrounding land in

the 19th century, Whitbarrow (together with

Scout Scar and Cartmel Fell) provided the

only grazing for sheep and cattle in the area.

Norse settlers gave Whitbarrow its name.

The most dramatic change in the landscape

came with the Heversham enclosure award

of 1815 which resulted in the division of the

Lyth Valley and Whitbarrow into allotments.

On Whitbarrow these were named after

the farms or people to whom they were

apportioned, for example Farrers’,

Township and Flodder Allotments, 

the last of which is now the Hervey

Memorial reserve. In the valley,

enclosure led to major drainage works

which have produced today’s landscape.

Natural woodland has always been

present on Whitbarrow and was a vital

resource for people who cropped the

timber on a regular basis for fuel, 

fence posts and building materials. 

The first tree planting began in 1919

when pine, larch, beech and sycamore

were planted by landowners, due to the

demand for timber created by the Great

War. In 1955, the Forestry Commission

acquired leases over Wakebarrow and

Farrer’s allotment and began a major

afforestation plan. Corsican pine was planted

in the open ground whilst existing native

woodland was under planted with western

red cedar. 

Limestone itself was an important resource,

and not just for building stone. Grindstones

are normally made from gritstone, however

this causes sparks. Limestone grindstones,

which do not spark, were therefore

chosen by gunpowder makers who

wanted to avoid an explosive situation!

One of the stones can still be seen in

Township Plantation. The many

limekilns surrounding Whitbarrow 

show that stone was also converted 

to agricultural lime.

The name Whitbarrow means

white hill, reflecting the

distinctive limestone rocks that

make up the cliffs, screes and

pavements. These were laid

down in a geological period

called the Carboniferous, some

350 million years ago - long

before the dinosaurs existed. 

The fossils found on Whitbarrow

tell us about the environment in which the

rocks were laid down. Fossil corals, shells 

and sea lilies show that these rocks were

deposited in a warm shallow sea, perhaps

like the Bahamas are today. Fragments of

this ancient life slowly accumulated on the

sea bed and later hardened and compacted

to form the limestones of today.

The main cliff faces are made up of a layer 

of rocks known to geologists as the Dalton

Beds. These have been used

extensively as building stones in

the local area. Above these rocks

(ie higher on Whitbarrow) are

the Urswick Limestones on which

the pavements here and on many

other fells around Morecambe

Bay have formed.

10,000 years ago Europe was in the grip 

of the ice ages. Glaciers and ice sheets, 

half a mile thick, covered the Lake District. 

Beneath the weight of ice, the bedrock 

was scoured and eroded and the familiar

landscapes of today were slowly produced.

Whitbarrow has many glacial erratics (stones

that have been moved by the ice). These are

the distinctive markers of the ice flows, 

left behind when the ice melted.

The ice age scour started 

the formation of limestone

pavements, that were later

eroded and weathered, often

under soil cover, to give the

clints and grikes favoured 

today by flowers and ferns. 

Whitbarrow Geology Whitbarrow History Whitbarrow - Present day

Partly due to this past management,

Whitbarrow is very rich in wildlife and 

is both nationally and internationally

important for a number of different species

and habitats. Today management is being

carried out to make sure it stays this way.

Coppicing of the native woodland

encourages plants such as violet and

primrose to flower and spread. In turn this

benefits many species of butterfly, since not

only do the flowers provide

nectar for the adults but the

leaves also provide food for the

caterpillars. Coppice will only

regrow if it is protected from

browsing by deer, so temporary

fencing is put up around

coppiced areas and some deer

management is undertaken.  

Not all the woodland is

managed as coppice, with some areas being

managed as high forest and others as non

intervention areas. Older woodland is

important for mosses, lichens and insects

which need dead wood and shade. Older

trees also provide more nesting 

opportunities for birds.

Grazing of the grassland areas

prevents the expansion of

woodland and bracken and

increases the number of flower

species present. Township

allotment is grazed by sheep year

round whilst the Hervey reserve is

grazed by low numbers of cattle

and sheep to try to control scrub

whilst allowing rare plants such

as dark red helleborine to flower

and set seed. Grazing with animals may seem

to be an easy management option, but over

five miles of dry stone wall have to be

maintained to keep the livestock in!

The removal of Corsican pine and other

planted trees allows native woodland 

and open grassland to recover. In 1999 

100 hectares of pine were felled on Farrer’s

allotment and the timber and branchwood

carefully removed. This work was

funded by the European Union’s

Life Fund. The grassland

beneath, exposed for the first

time since the 1960’s, is now

recovering with the help of

grazing cattle. It will soon be

impossible to tell that there 

was a plantation here at all. 
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