
Farmhouse 
butter-making
Cheese-making was usually a summer-time occupation 
in Wensleydale farmhouses. In the winter, women had 
more time to concentrate on commercial butter-making, 
the cold weather made handling the butter easier too.

“You let the bung out and the blue [skimmed] milk drained off. 
You took the cream off with a saucer. Reight good cream would 
clean off without leaving a trace.” 
Memory recorded by Bill Mitchell

On a small Dales farm, butter-making using a butter churn took place once a 
week. In the summer it could be a long and tedious process agitating the 
cream until it ‘broke.’ One of Bill’s sources told him that it was “a hitty-missy 
affair. If it didn’t want to curdle you might add some hot water, or a handful of 
salt.” Not letting the cream sour enough might also lead to it not breaking.

This panel has been produced by the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority as part 
of the National Lottery Heritage Fund project ‘Dairy Days’, working with the 
community to research, record and share stories of Wensleydale’s dairying heritage.

Find out more about the project on our blog https://blog.yorkshiredales.org.uk/dairy-days

In a Dalesman magazine article published in 
1980, Bill Mitchell described the process of 
butter-making starting with ‘setting t’milk up’ 
where the milk still warm from the cow was 
poured into an earthenware bowl or in the 
distant past, shallow lead troughs called 
‘leads’, and left in the cool of the dairy for the 
cream to rise to the surface. The cream then 
had to be skilfully skimmed off the top. In the 
later nineteenth century a farm might invest 
in a patented cream separator which saved a 
lot of time. The cream was stored in a tall 
‘cream pot’ and added to over several days 
while good bacteria worked to sour it.

"sold Mrs Webster the butter till last of March @1/1 per lb"
Jane Elizabeth Thwaite in her butter and cheese sales accounts, records the 
dates each year when she starts cheese-making on her farm in Walden, 
usually in April, and then when her first butter sales started in the following 
November. In 1905 her winter butter sales totalled £6 1s. In 1906 & 1907 she 
seems to have acquired a single outlet for her butter, a Mrs Webster.

Once churned, the remaining liquid was drained 
off and given to the pigs or used to make 
scones. The butter came out in a “big golden 
slab.” It then had to be salted to help preserve 
it, and ‘clashed’ in a wooden bowl to get the last 
of the liquid buttermilk out and also worked 
using butter pats or ‘Scotch hands’. 

Miss E. Alderson of Black Howe, Swaledale, churns with 
a table churn, unknown date. Photo by Marie Hartley. 
Reproduced with the permission of University of Leeds 
Art Collection © Marie Hartley Estate.

"...we had a glass paddle thing, then patting it with 
wooden thing with little stripes in it t’get the shape and 
the printing on… and always used t’sweat, she couldn’t 
get the water out so it always used t’sweat, y’know.”
David Hodgson (70), of Lowlands Farm, Askrigg. David remembers his 
mother making butter, but just for home use. She apparently had problems 
getting all the buttermilk out

Some farms used their own decorated wooden butter prints on the 
finished butter pats so buyers knew where their butter came from.

Women at Wensleydale Dairy 
using scotch hands. 1980s. 
Courtesy of Ian Millward.


