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FOREWORD

BY BILL BIRKETT

AUTHOR, MOUNTAINEER, PHOTOGRAPHER

Ihave lived, worked, walked and climbed in the Lake District all my life. You could genuinely say that I know and love it very well. So, when Terry Marsh, esteemed writer of some hundred published books, asked me to meet him at The Swan in Grasmere with a view to writing a Foreword to this book, and as it’s only a few hundred metres from my home, I was happy to accept.

Apart from my interest in anything Lakeland, it would be renewing a long-term professional friendship during which Terry and I have shared experiences as travel writers and photographers together in many remarkable locations. Locations ranging from the length and breadth of the United Kingdom to the Italian Dolomites.

Physically, in simple language, the many dales of the Lake District emanate from a central hub and radiate outwards like the spokes of a wheel. There are rivers and lakes, rocks and sediment, fields and crags, trees and flowers, and an incredible natural world, all of which have been shaped since prehistoric times by the hands, thoughts and aspirations of man. There is both immense physical beauty and also a rich history of man’s endeavours and culture. The sound of a crashing waterfall, the feeling of an icy wind on your face, the unmistakable fragrance of hay drying in the summer sunshine.

The objective of this book is to explore all these qualities of the Lakeland Dales. To explore not only the physical aspects of this region, its geomorphology, its immense physical beauty and magnitude, but also to grasp both a sense of place and, more than that, to portray a spirit of place. It succeeds in both an informative and interesting way.

So it’s one thing, a huge thing of course, to know and relate the fact that stone axes from Great Langdale, circa 5,000 years ago were exported throughout Britain (and actually across Europe too); that the Roman ‘Tenth Highway’ once linked the forts of Ambleside and Hardknott; that Coniston was one of the centres of Viking Settlement; that Dorothy and William Wordsworth took inspiration from the wild Ullswater Daffodils, and that sea trout still swim the river Duddon to spawn in Wrynose Bottom. But, it’s quite another dimension to fit it all together and relate these facts in a clear and inspirational way.

To do this you have to have the ability to write well. To hold and inspire the reader. To know and genuinely love the subject. This book is extremely well written, it held my attention to the extent that I could hardly put it down. Crisp and sharp, fascinating throughout, it is an outstanding journey through the Lake District.

Despite the comprehensive nature of this book, covering just about all the dales within the Lake District National Park, you don’t have to be an expert to appreciate the narrative. It is structured so you always have a sense of place. In ten chapters, starting with the eastern dales and the River Kent, it travels chapter by chapter to make an anticlockwise circumnavigation of the region. Finally, it finishes in Furness and South Lakeland – at the starting point once more on the shores of Morecambe Bay. The descriptions and details of the individual dales flow with the rivers and their tributaries, from their source in the fells to their feet in the lake or sea. Clear and effective.

Adding further ease to this book, referenced sources are very clearly laid out. References are all chronologically numbered and then listed at the end of the book. I find this system so much less confusing than others. In other systems, unless you always know the chapter you are in you must thumb back to find it – which for me, Mr Clumsy, means knocking the tea over, losing your reading page or dropping the book completely, by which time the reference number has been forgotten!

I also very much appreciated the inclusion of details of the key literary influencers, which is a guide to the development of the written word of the Lake District from John Brown (1715–1766) to John Ruskin (1819–1900). A fascinating and very useful scholastic reference guide to the development of the descriptive use of the English language. If you would like to know who first coined the term ‘mountaineering’, a word taken for granted today, then you will find it referenced here. Similarly interesting, is the alphabetical list of informative bibliographies and expansive further reading that caught my eye.

Here after laying out the intellectual merit of the book I must circle back to our meeting for a glimpse into the personality and passion of the author. After a couple of pints in The Swan, Terry told me that he often hugged the ancient stones at Castlerigg Stone Circle.
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Bill Birkett on the Cuillin of Rum © Deborah Walsh

He asked me if I did likewise. With typical Cumbrian stoicism, I didn’t answer.

But, of course, I do reach out to these stones. More than just looking I have to fingertip feel their cold, roughness, hardness, immovability, ambience and immense power. Terry writes in this book: ‘Caress the humble stones – gathered like some ancient senate to debate aeons old points of sagacity – and, in so doing connect with the past and, for just a few moments, reach out to the circle’s people, they won’t harm you!’ He gives reason as to why, without self-consciousness, we all should embrace the ancient, timeless, standing stones.

With that I must conclude that Terry’s profoundly knowledgeable and personal ‘Exploring Lake District Dales’ is eminently readable and a very worthwhile addition to everyone’s Lakeland library. A loving appreciation of the Lakeland dales, their value, their place and their spirit.




KEY INFLUENCERS

Throughout this guide there are references to early writers who penned fascinating accounts of what they saw, albeit in some instances coloured by qualms that notes announcing ‘Here be dragons’ might be true. What these lovely accounts give is a lyrical almost poetic rendition of the Lake District in the 18th and early-19th centuries. They are helpful in aiding present-day visitors to penetrate the cloak of tourist paraphernalia and commercialism that today shrouds the district and to reach the hidden Lake District and its dales that lies beneath. Tune your eyes, ears and thoughts to that and you will see a portrait of the Lakeland dales far removed from the brouhaha of the present day. Of course, most of these early accounts were targeted at friends and acquaintances rather than a public readership, but they found their way to the attention of those with time and money to indulge in idle exploration for pleasure, though a few hedged their bets against ridicule by professing scientific curiosity.

BROWN, JOHN (1715–1766)

Moralist and theologian

Dr John Brown was a Wigton-born man who, in his Description of the Lake at Keswick to Lord Lyttelton, while conforming to contemporary taste by stressing the customary scenes of horror, nevertheless betrays in his writing an enthusiasm for what he saw: ‘…the lake, the woods, the grass, and the corn-fields […] contrasted by the grey rocks and cliffs; and the whole heightened by the yellow streams of light, the purple hues, and the misty azure of the mountains.’

Brown’s writing was not only evocative and inspirational, it was the first significant piece to attempt to analyse the beauty of wild scenery, attracting other writers as well as a wider reading public. Brown’s prose has a sense of restraint about it; he does not exaggerate, does not over-enthuse. He describes landscape scenery in picturesque terms, but makes a clear distinction between the permanent beauties and accidental beauties such as might be caused by the play of light and cloud: these he calls romantic. This concept of a romantic landscape, here in its first known appearance with this connotation, is one adopted and adapted by later writers, not least Wordsworth in The Prelude.
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Daffodils near the River Esk at Ravenglass


Brown was ahead of his time. Open enjoyment of the scenery was still to replace the inquiring mind of curiosity about the physical scene.

COLERIDGE, SAMUEL TAYLOR (1772–1834)

Poet, critic, philosopher and theologian

Probably best known for those (like me) on the periphery of poetry for such works as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner and the opium-induced Kubla Khan, Devon-born Coleridge was a long-time collaborator and companion of William Wordsworth and with him, co-founded the Romantic Movement in England in their joint publication Lyrical Ballads.

Coleridge, much dependent on laudanum, moved to Keswick in 1800, and later stayed with the Wordsworths for 18 months, though his fussiness when it came to food frustrated Dorothy Wordsworth and his frequent nightmares woke the children. In 1802, Coleridge spent nine days walking the fells of the Lake District, and is credited with the first recorded descent of Scafell to Mickledore via Broad Stand. Although this was more by accident than design, the experience left him ‘…in a state of almost prophetic Trance & Delight’. He subsequently coined the term ‘mountaineering’.

COLLINGWOOD, WILLIAM GERSHOM (1854–1932)

Author, artist, antiquary and Professor of Fine Arts

Collingwood, born in Liverpool, became a long-time resident in the Lake District. He went to Oxford University, where he encountered John Ruskin, whom he visited at Brantwood in 1873, later staying at Brantwood as Ruskin’s assistant. He was a President of the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and Archaeological Society and wrote many papers for its Transactions and went on to become its editor. His writing, especially in The Lake Counties, is eloquent and insightful and founded on careful study of his surroundings.

DE QUINCEY, THOMAS (1785–1859)

Writer, essayist and critic

In July 1818, Manchester-born De Quincey became editor of the Westmorland Gazette, a weekly newspaper published in Kendal and covering South Lakeland and surrounding areas. He was well placed to give informed opinion about the Lake District, but like Coleridge developed an addiction to opium, leading him to write Confessions of an English Opium-Eater in 1821. His acquaintance with Wordsworth brought him to reside for ten years from 1809 in Dove Cottage in Grasmere, the former home of Wordsworth and his family.

DEFOE, DANIEL (c. 1660–1731)

English writer, journalist, pamphleteer and spy

Not withstanding his works of fiction, Daniel Defoe was a sound journalist. Yet as Nicholson points out1 ‘…there is no need whatever to doubt the authenticity of his account merely because it may be fiction.’ His ‘country eminent’ passage is often drawn into literature in the hope of demonstrating the illogicality of the 18th-century attitude towards Nature’s Art, but his style of writing is too characterless to be entirely successful in that regard. And there is always a significant doubt that Defoe ever actually saw what he was describing; some opinions suggest he never ventured nearer to the Lakes than Lancaster.2

When Defoe writes how the ‘…unpassable hills, whose tops, covered with snow, seemed to tell us all the pleasant part of England was at an end’, he clearly took it as read, and failed to investigate for himself. Likewise, his description of Windermere (Winander Meer) is simply factual. Of the stables at Lowther, Defoe openly admits that as he has, ‘…not taken an exact view of them my self, I am loth to say, at second-hand, what fame has said.’
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FIENNES, CELIA (1662–1741)

English traveller and writer

Fiennes was drawn to the Lakes for reasons that are unclear or no longer accessible, nor do published works enable one to get behind the mind of the traveller. But, even in the 17th century, a new discovery of England was in progress. Poems were being composed on the Wonders of the Peak, articles appeared about ancient monuments like Stonehenge, and an updated edition of Camden’s Britannia seems to have lain on the parlour tables of most well-to-do people. Celia Fiennes’ account of her travels was eventually published in 1888 under the title Through England on a Side Saddle in the Time of William and Mary.

What makes Celia Fiennes’ record so valuable is that, unlike Defoe, her findings and opinions were neither provided nor influenced by others; she saw at first hand everything she described. She held no preconceived ideas, was prey to no direction on how scenes might be viewed and had no guidebook to direct her ways.

GRAY, THOMAS (1716–1771)

English poet, letter-writer and classical scholar

Thomas Gray visited the Lake District in August 1767, but having reached as far as Keswick (where he stayed at the Royal Oak) his visit had to be curtailed because of the illness of his companion, Dr Wharton. Two years later, he returned – in September 1769 – but again he was to be thwarted by the doctor’s illness, who was obliged to return home. But Gray continued from Brough to Penrith and Keswick where he spent six days ‘lap’d in Elysium’, then on through Ambleside to Kendal and Lancaster.

Ironically, but for the doctor’s illness, posterity would have had nothing of record from Gray’s visit; we owe the existence of his journal to Gray’s desire to record what he saw for the benefit of his friend. Gray’s Journal remained unpublished until after Gray’s death, but was edited and published in 1775 in William Mason’s Poems of Mr Gray.

Gray’s writing is quixotic: delightful observation of both great and small set against an absence of information where much might have been expected. But he seems forever describing the bigger picture rather than the detail. ‘The hills here are cloth’d all up their steep sides with oak, ash, birch, holly, &c.’ Yet there is nothing of detail – flowers or wildlife – when both would have been present and worthy of comment.

HUTCHINSON, WILLIAM (1732–1814)

English lawyer, antiquary and topographer

Chronologically, although Thomas Gray’s visits pre-date those of William Hutchinson, it was Hutchinson’s account that was published first. His writing is lively and attractive, indeed at times vitriolic, as when he rounds on ‘a drunken soporiferous Innkeeper’ in Keswick ‘whose small share of natural intelligence is totally absorbed, and who has nothing remaining of human, but his distorted image, and his impertinence.’

Hutchinson is clear from the outset that his excursion was a pleasure jaunt for which the requisites were ‘…companions of suitable taste and curiosity, and conveniences for the journey’ which ‘encrease every enjoyment’. This puts his tour and description within the realms of a tourist account, but he is keen, too, to seek out the ‘…monuments of antiquity, which point out to us the revolutions and history of our own kingdom.’ To do so is in keeping with Hutchinson’s primary interest in topographical history and archaeology.

If there remained any lingering doubt about mountains as the abode of fear, Hutchinson dispelled it when he ascended the fells west of Lowther to view Ullswater with… ‘all its bays, its shores and promontaries, and in the extensive landscape take in a vast variety of objects, thrown together with all that beauty, which wood and water, lawns, rising sweeps of corn, villas, villages, and cots, surmounted by immense mountains and rude cliffs.’

MARTINEAU, HARRIET (1802–1876)

Essayist, novelist, journalist and historical writer

Born in Norwich, Martineau, a polymath, moved to Ambleside, where she commissioned the building of a house called The Knoll, close to the Armitt Museum. Here she found a world vastly different, where ‘The mountains … have here hedged in a piece of old English life, such as is to be found nowhere else within the island.’ It was while in Ambleside that she wrote her Guide to the Lake District, aimed at furnishing the visiting tourist with all the information needed to make a successful tour of the countryside. She would walk daily and wrote with the enthusiasm of someone who has found utopia, her writing laced with euphoric pronouncements: ‘…the stream, the Stock, goes leaping, gurgling and gushing down, overhung by trees and tormented by rocks in its channel, till it passes under the road.’

Martineau was a good friend of Wordsworth, and was visited at The Knoll by several eminent authors, including Charlotte Brontë.

RUSKIN, JOHN (1819–1900)

Writer, philosopher, critic and polymath

John Ruskin often went to the Lake District with his family as a child. There is a monument to that effect at Friar’s Crag, Keswick. The tours gave Ruskin the chance to record his impressions of nature and provided him with the inspiration to write about what he saw. His first publication was the poem 


WEST, THOMAS (1720–1779)




WORDSWORTH, DOROTHY (1771–1855)




WORDSWORTH, WILLIAM (1770–1850)
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