
  

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Little houses 
in the fields” 
There are hundreds of field barns in Wensleydale, 
clear evidence for the importance of cattle and dairying 
to the area in the past. 

Each winter the barns housed a handful of cows tied in 
stalls, with enough hay in the mew next to them to keep 
them fed over the long cold months. Barns near to the 
farmhouse held the milking cows; barns out in the 
meadows often held young stock or ‘dry’ cows. 

We find mention of the first ‘out’ houses or 
cowhouses in legal documents dating to the 
early 1600s in Wensleydale. Before then, 
hay may have been stored undercover in 
wooden buildings near the farmhouse or 
stacked out in the fields with perhaps a 
protective thatch of bracken or heather. 

Barn reconstruction. 

Foddering cows tied in a traditional field barn. 
Unknown date. Dales Countryside Museum collection. 

“I like them tied up, cows. 
Theywere all individualy’know, 
y’had t’feed them individually… 
it might be me, but I think we’ve 
gone too far now, yes. I don’t 

Field barns were part of a The muck produced by the cows inside 
sophisticated farming cycle which the barn fed the meadow grass outside 
continued right up to the 1950s. ensuring a good crop the following 
The hay stored inside fed the cows summer. Muck is heavy, so having the 
tied in them in the winter, but also cattle in a barn sat in the hayfield 
helped keep them warm. meant it didn’t have to be carried far. 

“But when y’were on with muck cart, y’had t’take it out every day 
obviously and y’used t’have to rake it out into heaps in those days 
g’round the field, so y’d have a field full of little heaps of muck which 
then you had to go out with a muck gripe [fork] and scale those, 
spread them out, one of the days when y’had nothing t’do.” 
Mason Scarr (77), of Cravenholme Farm, Askrigg 

know how theydo, a lot of cows 
together. When they were tied 
up you could walk up the byre 
and you knew instantlyif there 
was anything not just right or 
everything…they all had, fed 
separate, amount of hay and 
that…now they’re all fed together…” 
William (Billy) Porter (86), formerly of 
Horrabank Farm, Askrigg 

Each barn had to be visited one or twice a day to let 
the cows out to drink while their muck was shovelled 
out of the ‘group’ through the muck hole at one end. 
Portions of hay were cut from the mew, carried 
through the ‘foddergang’ and placed in the stalls or 
‘booses’ for the cows, which ambled in ready to be 
tied back up again. Sometimes there were cows 
needing to be milked, so the farmer carried a backcan, 
milking pail and stool with him on his rounds. 

Thomas Park of Redmire off to milk his cows, 1920s. 
Ann Holubecki collection. 

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 
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