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Introduction  
 

Muncaster Castle is a Grade I listed building situated on the West Coast of Cumbria 1 
mile south of Ravenglass.  There are only 13 Grade I listed buildings in Copeland (many 
of which are churches or ruins), and 29 in the Lake District National Park (9 of which are 
churches).  Muncaster is one of the few to have been continually o ccupied since 
medieval times, and is an important award winning tourist attraction for the area, 
attracting 93,000 visitors in 2004.  In 200 3 Muncaster won the Top Tourist Attraction 
(less than 100,000 visitors) in the national England for Excellence Awards, and won the 
same award for the Northwest Region in 2004.  It is a major employer for the area.  
 
Despite considerable ñfolkloreò and some evidence that the castle has developed from a 
medieval core of a pele tower dating to around 1300 (possibly built on the foundations 
of a Roman ñwatchtowerò), little is known about the structure of the c astle pre 1861 
when Anthony Salvin was commissioned to carry out extensive improvements.  
Recently, local archaeologists have commenced preliminary investigations in the 
gardens surrounding the castle, with some interesting results, which could support the 
alleged Roman occupation of the site. Certainly the site has been a focus for the local 
community for many centuries . 
 
Architectural historians from English Heritage and experts from the Lake District 
National Park Authority suggested that, prior to any further significant archaeological 
investigations taking place in the gardens, it would be sensible to closely examine the 
existing buildings on site and carry out a full  historical architectural survey on the castle 
itself.  Before this can commence, however, it was considered essential to complete an 
archival search concerning Muncaster to: 
 
1 Confirm significant structures were present on the site pre 19 th century and 
2 Provide as much archival evidence as possible to stimulate and assist any later 

physical historical survey that may be commissioned. 
 
Through the Countryside Agency, a successful application was made under the Local 
Heritage Initiative Scheme to start a research project into ñThe Architectural Heritage of 
Muncaster Castle.ò  A Development Grant was awarded with the planned outputs of the 
project being:  
 
1 To determine through research of archival sources whether there is sufficient 

reason to carry out a full his torical architectural survey of Muncaster Castle. 
2 To recruit local volunteers to carry out the research and train them in archival 

research techniques. 
3 Provide a list of relevant archival references to assist an historical architectural 

survey and other future research. 
4 To make the findings accessible to local people and visitors to Muncaster Castle, 

a key heritage asset for the area. 
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Peter Frost-Pennington of Muncaster Castle was appointed as Project Director.  
Muncaster has been owned and occupied by the Pennington family since at least 1208. 
 
Alex Chatburn, a Cumbrian researcher with considerable archival experience and 
significant prior knowledge of the archival material held at Muncaster and elsewhere, 
was appointed as Research Director.  It was her task to recruit, train, organise and work 
with local volunteers to deliver the project outputs, including the completion of a report 
into the research findings.  Her report was edited by Peter Frost -Pennington, and 
comprises the rest of this document.  It sh ould be noted that the project has fulfilled 
and in most areas exceeded the outputs required by the Local Heritage Initiative 
Scheme.  There is however, considerable more research which could be completed, and 
it is hoped that this report will stimulate fu rther archival research and enable a full-scale 
physical architectural survey to be commissioned and completed by experts appointed 
by English Heritage. 
 

 

Figure 3. Alex Chatburn delivering training to volunteers, 17 -10-04 
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1)  Organisation and Execution of Research.  
 

 

Fig 4. - 11 of the 14  volunteers who committed 

themselves to researching the project. 

The project started recruiting volunteers to 

help with the documentary research to 

discover the architectural history of 

Muncaster Castle in September 2004. 

Letters were sent to local history groups, 

and they disseminated forms to anyone they 

thought might be interested.  Other people 

in the area with a known interest in history 

or archaeology were approached directly. In 

all, 20 people responded, and of that 20,  14 

were able to commit to the project.

Volunteers ranged from A Level students to the retired. Some had no research experience, 

whilst others were already experienced in researching for local projects. 

 

On 17 October 2004, a training day for volunteers was hosted at Muncaster Castle. Eleven of 

the fourteen volunteers were able to attend. The main locations where research would need to 

be carried out were identified and the different types of rese arch were discussed. The 

volunteerôs views were sought on what type of work they would like to do. For example two 

ladies did not feel comfortable reading old documents and so elected to look through 

newspapers on microfilm and the printed transactions of the Cumberland and Westmorland 

Antiquarian and Archaeological Society. The four main repositories which  had been identified by 

Alex Chatburn as being the most likely to hold relevant documents were Muncaster Castle 

(Pennington family papers and a collection of local history books), The Cumbria Record Office in 

Whitehaven (Pennington family papers and local early newspapers), The Armitt Library in 

Ambleside (early Cumberland guide books), and the National Library of Scotland, in Edinburgh 

(Pennington Family Papers in the collection of the Earl of Crawford and Balcarres). The 

volunteers split up into small teams and tackled different repositories.  
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Figure 5. Patrick Gordon-Duff-Pennington & 

volunteers on a castle tour 

  
 

Figure 6. Volunteers at train ing event, 17-10-04 
 

The research started in earnest in early November. Alex Chatburn arranged to meet the small 

groups at the different locations to provide further research training and settle them into the 

work.  All the volunteers have proved to be enthusiastic, hardworking and efficient , which has 

been of immense benefit to the project. Alex Chatburn personally conducted part of the 

research with two volunteers in the castle itself and in Edinburgh at the National Library of 

Scotland. The two repositories which proved most fruitful were the Cumbria Record Office in 

Whitehaven, where both the Pennington collection (ref: D/Pen) and the Cumberland Packet 

newspaper on microfilm yielded excellent results, and the National Library of Scotland, where a 

large collection of memoranda books belonging to, and letters to and from, the 1 st Lord 

Muncaster (1737-1813) survive. Excellent progress has been made in the time spent in these 

places, and there is still considerably more which could be done in these locations. 

 

On 19th February 2005 a follow up meeting was hosted at Muncaster. Eight of the fourteen  

volunteers were able to attend, along with Alex Chatburn. Peter Frost -Pennington and Patrick 

Gordon-Duff-Pennington of Muncaster were also present. Alex Chatburn had collated a summary 

paper of the research findings to date, and this was discussed. This session was very fruitful, 

since the volunteers were able to compare notes and learn from each other. Combined with 

examination of early paintings of the castle, progress was made in seeing through some of the 

mists of time. As a result of this meeting, it was agreed to try and relate the different sources 

and information found to the Penningtons inhabiting or responsible for the Castle at the time 

and arrange the sources in chronological order. 
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Figure 7. Follow up meeting, February 2005 

 

 

Figure 8. Discussions in progress, 19-02-05 
 

After this meeting, Alex Chatburn was able to pull the research together into the first drafts of 

this final report, which has now been edited and presented to the Local Heritage Initiative 

scheme on the conclusion of this first research phase of the project, which finished at the end of 

July 2005. 

 

Not including the hours that Alex Chatburn and Peter Frost-Pennington have completed in 

practical research work, organisation of the project  and report writing, collation/creation of 

images and editing, the time spent on the project by the  volunteers is a total of approximately 

715 ½ hours  (102 days to date). Of that total , 96 hours were spent at meetings and training, 78 

were spent researching at Muncaster Castle, 476 were spent researching at the Cumbria Record 

Office in Whitehaven, 10 ½ were s pent at Seascale Library, 12 hours were spent researching at 

the Armitt Library and 45 hours at the National Library of Scotland.  Other Muncaster personnel 

have also been closely involved in supporting the project . 

 








































