
THE ROAD ACROSS LANCASTER SANDS 
 

 
 

 

Lancaster Sands, Lancashire 

by William Powell Frith and Thomas Creswick, 1848 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/lancaster-sands-lancashire-89990 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/william-powell-frith
http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/thomas-creswick
http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/lancaster-sands-lancashire-89990


άBefore the railway was made, the old way of crossing the sands from Lancaster to Ulverstone 

must have been very striking, both from the character of the scenery around and a sense of 

danger, which cannot but have given something of the piquancy of adventure to the journey. 

The channels are constantly shifting, particularly after heavy rains, when they are perilously 

uncertain. For many centuries past, two guides have conducted travellers over them. Their duty 

is to observe the changes, and find fordable points. In all seasons and states of the weather this 

was their duty, and in times of storm and fog it must have been fraught with dangerέ (Edwin 

Waugh, 1860) 

 

This booklet is a short summary of some of the things I have found interesting about the over-

sands road before the railway came along.  I hope you enjoy browsing through it, and the links 

within it. 

 

Nick Thorne, Bodian Photography, 2013 

 

 

An etching from a picture by Turner - Lancaster Sands c1828 (Tate Gallery) 
http:// www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-lancaster-sands-t04534 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-lancaster-sands-t04534


INTRODUCTION 
²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǳǎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻǳǘŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƎƻŜǎΤ   άYŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ YŜŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ǇŀǊǘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ 

Ƴŀƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŜŀǊέΚΦ  ¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ у-12 miles from Hest Bank to Cartmel.  By land it was 

20 miles or so north to Kendal, then 15-20 miles over rough roads to Cartmel and Furness peninsulas.  

The land distance was shorter after the Ulverston to Carnforth Turnpike was completed in 1820, but it 

was still a fair distance.  And, the roads in the are were nothing like they are now ς they were in very 

poor condition, mainly because not many people in the Cartmel area had carts or carriages. 

 

There was also a crossing from Kents Bank to Silverdale ς this was probably the route used when driving 

stock ς Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ǘƻ /ƻǿΩǎ aƻǳǘƘ ŀǘ {ƛƭǾŜǊŘŀƭŜΦ  9Řǿƛƴ ²ŀǳƎƘ ƛƴ мусм ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƘŜǊŘ ƻŦ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ 

ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ YŜƴǘΩǎ .ŀƴƪΦ  όsee Page 206) 

 

 

David Cox ς {ƪŜǘŎƘ ŦƻǊ Ψ/ǊƻǎǎƛƴƎ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ {ŀƴŘǎΩ ŘŀǘŜ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴ ό¢ŀǘŜ DŀƭƭŜǊȅύ 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/cox-sketch-for-crossing-lancaster-sands-a00185 

 

http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=rPgGAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/cox-sketch-for-crossing-lancaster-sands-a00185


 
Lancaster Sands 1842  ς David Cox the Elder 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/lancaster-sands 

 

  

Crossing Lancaster Sands c1834-1840  ς David Cox the Elder 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/crossing-lancaster-sands-171676 

http://www.whitworth.manchester.ac.uk/medialibrary/mygallery/itemdisplay.php?groupirn=289&irn=9

84&add=984&lower=10 

  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/lancaster-sands
http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/paintings/crossing-lancaster-sands-171676
http://www.whitworth.manchester.ac.uk/medialibrary/mygallery/itemdisplay.php?groupirn=289&irn=984&add=984&lower=10
http://www.whitworth.manchester.ac.uk/medialibrary/mygallery/itemdisplay.php?groupirn=289&irn=984&add=984&lower=10


CHRONOLOGY 
 

¶ AD79 ς Emperor agricola Tacitus probably meant this crossing when he described the dangerous 

passage of his army to the north. 

 

¶ Roman era in general ς ƛǘΩǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǊƻŀŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ /ŀǊǘƳŜƭ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊŜ ŀǘ 

YŜƴǘǎ .ŀƴƪ ǘƻ {ŀƴŘƎŀǘŜ ŀǘ CƭƻƻƪōǳǊƎƘέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻŀŘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CǳǊƴŜǎǎ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 

the Leven Estuary. 

 

¶ 1322 ς Robert the Bruce and his soldiers crossed the sands when invading Lancashire.  Lanercost 

/ƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜ ǎŀȅǎ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜƴǘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ [ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ /ŀǊǘƳŜƭΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ŎŀǘǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǇƻƛƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ YŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ƻŦ [ŀƴŎŀǎǘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ōǳǊƴǘΦέ ς

http://ia700402.us.archive.org/2/items/chronicleoflaner00maxwuoft/chronicleoflaner00maxwu

oft.pdf - page 238 

 

¶ 1660s - George Fox, Quaker ς Taken across the sands to Lancaster Jail with an armed guard of 

14-15 men. 

 

¶ 1759 ς in May John Wesley crossed from Hest Bank on a Friday evening across what he referred 

ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ŜǾŜƴ-ƳƛƭŜΩ ǎŀƴŘǎΣ  [ƻŎŀƭǎ ǘƻƭŘ ƘƛƳ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻƻ ƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǊŀŎŜd the tide across 

the Bay to Flookburgh, where he spent the night ς then crossed the Leven to Furness. 

 

¶ 1857 ς the building of the railway effectively ended the road across the sands as the main 

highway. 

 

 

 

  

http://ia700402.us.archive.org/2/items/chronicleoflaner00maxwuoft/chronicleoflaner00maxwuoft.pdf
http://ia700402.us.archive.org/2/items/chronicleoflaner00maxwuoft/chronicleoflaner00maxwuoft.pdf


TRAVELLERS 

 

Turner ς Lancaster Sands (Birmingham Museums and Art Galleries) 

http://www.bmagprints.org.uk/image/750379/j-m-w-turner-lancaster-sands 

Early travellers often described the crossing in journals, diaries, or books ς ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǾŜƭǘȅ 

(and excitement).  The links take you to copies of the books ς which are all well worth reading, as the 

descriptions are far lengthier than the brief extracts I have shown.  You can also download pdf versions 

of most of these books from the relevant websites. 

 

 
1660 
 

 
George Fox  From his Journal of 1660 ς he describes how he was arrested at Swarthmoor, and 

how 15-16 men were set guard on him, followed by a description of being taken 
across the Sands to Lancaster Assizes.http://www.strecorsoc.org/gfox/ch13.html 

 
1727 

 
Sir Thomas 
Lowther 

 
In correspondence between Sir Thomas Lowther and his steward at Holker there 
is the obvious concern over the sands crossing.  James Lowther (MP for 
Cumberland) travelled to Whitehaven from London and was met by the steward 
at Lancaster so that he could be safely helped across the sands.  Extracts from 
the letters are in the CWAAS paper of 1883 (see Bodian webpages - 
http://www.bodian.co.uk/road-across-the-sands.html)  They make fascinating 
reading. 
 
 

http://www.bmagprints.org.uk/image/750379/j-m-w-turner-lancaster-sands
http://www.strecorsoc.org/gfox/ch13.html
http://www.bodian.co.uk/road-across-the-sands.html


 
1769 

 
Thomas Gray 

 
Journal in the Lakes  (no on-line copy found as yet). 
 
 

 
1774 

 
Thomas West 

 
Antiquities of Furness (page 14 onwards, and map) ς says that άhƴ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ Řŀȅ 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǎŜŀ ǊƛŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎŘƻƳέΦ 
 
He adds άWhat most attracts the notice of the traveller is not the objects of the 
surrounding country (though they are fine) but the sands themselves. For when he 
has got a few miles from the shore, the nature of the plain on which he treads 
cannot but suggest a series of ideas of a more sublime kind than those of rural 
elegance, and which will therefore gain a superior attention. The plain is then 
seemingly immense in extent, continued in a dead level, and uniform in 
appearance. As he pursues his often trackless way, he will recollect, that probably 
but a few hours before, the whole expanse was covered with some fathoms of 
water, and that in a few more it will as certainly be covered again. At the same 
time he may also perceive, on his left hand, the retreated ocean ready to obey the 
mysterious laws of its irresistable movement, without any visible barrier to stay it 
a moment where it is. These last considerations, though they may not be 
sufficient to alarm, must yet be able to rouse the mind to a state of more than 
ordinary attention; which, co-operating with the other singular ideas of the 
ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘΣ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳōƭƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦέ 
 
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=cjdAAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=An
tiquities+of+Furness&hl=en&sa=X&ei=UN3yUI7HEoaq0AX4j4DwBw&ved=0CDEQ
6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=sands&f=false  
 

 
1792 

 
Adam Walker 

 
Remarks made in a tour from London to the Lakes ς page 51 onwards, describes 
his crossing of the sands when a thick fog descended.  And he concludes that the 
άŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ǳƴǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǊƛŘŜέΦ 
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=m59bAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&sour
ce=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false 
 

 
1794 

 
Anne Radcliffe 

 
Observations during a tour to the Lakes ς in which she describes crossing the 
ΨǾŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƻƭŀǘŜ ǇƭŀƛƴǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘǎ όtŀƎŜ плт-413 
http://archive.org/stream/journeymadeinsum02radcuoft#page/406/mode/2up) 
 

 
1819 

 
William Green 

 
The Tourists New Guide (page 13 onwards ς ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ ²ŜǎǘΩǎ 
description).  άLƴ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻƴ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ Řŀȅ ŀ ǊƛŘŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜǎǘǳŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ 
Leven mentioned a little further on to a speculative stranger or to one who is 
habituated to consider the charms of nature abitractedly will afford a variety of most 
entertaining ideas.  Indeed the objects here presented to the eye are several of them 
so like in kind to what will frequently occur in the tour of the lakes some of them are 
much more magnificent from extent and others so truly peculiar that it seems rather 
surprising that this journey should not often be considered by travellers from the 
ǎƻǳǘƘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎǳǊƛƻǎƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ ƛƴ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜέ 

http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=cjdAAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Antiquities+of+Furness&hl=en&sa=X&ei=UN3yUI7HEoaq0AX4j4DwBw&ved=0CDEQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=sands&f=false
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=cjdAAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Antiquities+of+Furness&hl=en&sa=X&ei=UN3yUI7HEoaq0AX4j4DwBw&ved=0CDEQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=sands&f=false
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=cjdAAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Antiquities+of+Furness&hl=en&sa=X&ei=UN3yUI7HEoaq0AX4j4DwBw&ved=0CDEQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=sands&f=false
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=m59bAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=m59bAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://archive.org/stream/journeymadeinsum02radcuoft#page/406/mode/2up


 

 
 
(extract from GreenΩǎ ōƻƻƪύ 
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=1aguAAAAMAAJ&dq=tourists%20new%20g
uide%20william%20green&pg=PA13#v=twopage&q&f=true 
 

 
1820 

 
Leonard Atkins 

 
Letters from the Lakes  pages 21ς31 ς gives a very descriptive picture of the 
crossing (and other local activities).  See the copy below. 
 
άAfter crossing several very fine streams we arrived at what the driver called the 
/ƘŀƴƴŜƭ ŀ ǊƛǾŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŜƴ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀǎ ǿƛŘŜ ŀǎ wƛōōƭŜ  άbƻǿέ ǎŀƛŘ Ƴȅ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ άǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ 
ŜƛǘƘŜǊ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ƻǊ ǎǿƛƳ ƻǾŜǊέΦ .ǳǘ ƧǳŘƎŜ Ƴȅ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘǊƻǾŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
stream; I own I felt afraid for a moment. But my sister's vivacity soon dissipated 
my fears.   A more picturesque, grotesque, touresque, or whatever other esque 
scene you may think fit to call it, I think I never saw.  There could not be fewer 
than forty carts, gigs, horses, chaises, etc. with men, women, children, dogs, and I 
can hardly tell what beside, all in the river at once.  My sister wished that Mr 
Hope had been there to have taken a sketch of them.  It would have been a fine 
model, she observed, to draw the Passage of the Red Sea from.  A painter had 
nothing to do but transform the carts into chariots - the smock frocks of the 
drivers into armour - the old slouch hats into helmets - and the whips into swords, 
and the picture was sketched.  The waves dashing through the wheels - the horses 
up to the breast in water - the vehicles, some driving one way, some another in all 
imaginable confusion - the carriers swearing - the drivers cracking their whips - 
the women and children screaming - and the apparent impossibility of any of 
them ever escaping - formed altogether such a coup dΩƻŜƛƭ as I never had seen nor 
ever expected to seeΦέ 
 

http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=1aguAAAAMAAJ&dq=tourists%20new%20guide%20william%20green&pg=PA13#v=twopage&q&f=true
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=1aguAAAAMAAJ&dq=tourists%20new%20guide%20william%20green&pg=PA13#v=twopage&q&f=true

