
Men barrowing milk in 
backcans, Hawes, 
1950s. Photo Bertand 
Unné, with permission of 
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Council Archives.

.

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

Farmers delivering milk churns at Askrigg Station, 1920s possibly. 
Ann Holubecki collection.

The dash for 
the milk train

These ‘battalions’ of milk churns became a familiar sight on 
railway station platforms in the late nineteenth century and 
the trade continued to grow in the early twentieth century at 
the expense of farmhouse cheese-making.

Herbert Mason collecting milk from Far Borwins near Hawes, early 1960s. 
Photo by Bertrand Unné, with permission of North Yorkshire County Council Archives.

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.

Until the arrival of the railway in Wensleydale in the late 
nineteenth century, milk mostly stayed on the farm to be 
made into butter and cheese. Liquid milk soured too quickly 
for it to travel very far.

There were ready markets for milk in the rapidly 
expanding cities of the north-east and even London so 
farmers learned to cool their milk; fill iron churns with it; 
load those heavy churns onto the back of a cart and 
then drive horse and cart in a mad dash to catch the 
morning train. “The first world war with its labour difficulties, 

aggravated by the high prices offered for liquid milk, 
lured more and more farmhouse cheesemakers 
from their time honoured craft into a mad gallop 
to the morning train with churns of liquid milk.”
Kit Calvert writing in 1946

Milk could be on London doorsteps the same day it had been 
milked from cows in Wensleydale. Farms there built up a good 
reputation for rapidly cooled and therefore fresh-on-arrival milk 
and astonishing amounts were sent by train in the 1920s and 30s. 
Historian Christine Hallas has researched how much liquid milk 
passed through Askrigg Station. In 1923, 15,600 gallons were sent 
on to Leeds, 240,038 gallons to Finsbury Park for the London 
market and over 18,000 gallons to the Express Dairy at Appleby.  

By 1932 however, the first motor lorries had arrived in the upper 
dale and the milk train ceased to run on the Wensleydale line. 
Lorries carried Wensleydale milk in milk churns to the Express 
Dairy in Appleby until early 1937 when an Express Dairy opened 
in Leyburn which then took the bulk of the milk produced.

“…so y’had t’get the milk, the ‘ball-gown’ 
type churns and put them onto the cart 
and the horse would then take them t’the 
station, and the horse was so used t’this 
that if the horse heard the train coming 
down the track, from Hawes, down there, 
his ears would prick up. Now, if he got a 
chance, he’d set off and go, whether the 
milk was on the cart or not, ‘cos once he’d 
set off, there was no stopping him, he 
knew he had t’be there for the train!”
Mason Scarr (77), of Cravenholme Farm, Askrigg


