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These windswept upland spaces mean many things to many 
different people. They are a place of work and play, solitude 
and companionship, toil and leisure, freedom and duty;  
a cultivated wilderness, at once friendly and forbidding,  
vast and intimate, earthy and ethereal.

More than anything, they are a place where stories take root. 
Between 2015 and 2018, the Upper Nidderdale Landscape 
Partnership’s Moorlands: People, Places, Stories oral history 
project set out to capture some of these stories for posterity.

Upper Nidderdale holds a special place in the  
hearts of many people. For residents and visitors 
alike, it is a place that is hard to leave, and the 
brooding moorlands that ring the horizons are  
an essential part of its magnetic appeal.

Introduction

A bygone world
Although only 20 miles from Leeds and Bradford, Upper 
Nidderdale retains a feeling of remoteness and a gentle pace 
of life that seems to belong to a bygone world. Yet while 
change has undoubtedly been slow in coming to the dale,  
life here has altered significantly over the last 70 years.

Patterns of work that had remained unchanged for centuries 
have almost disappeared in the course of a lifetime. Farming, 
textiles, quarrying and leadmining – the industries that 
formerly underpinned the local economy – have either 
changed beyond recognition or disappeared altogether. 

As a result, far fewer Nidderdale residents now work in  
the dale and the connection people had with the land and  
the landscape has changed.

But that does not mean the connection has been lost – far 
from it. As the voices speaking to us in this booklet show, 
the landscape, and the moorland in particular, remains central 
to many people’s sense of identity, a key part of the way they 
see themselves and their place in the world.
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A storytelling tradition
Nidderdale people are inveterate storytellers. Some of their 
stories reflect personal experience. Others are woven from 
local folklore or look back at people and events that left a 
strong mark on the dale. Many families have lived and worked 
in the dale for generations and the stories they have passed 
down frame the way the community understands its past. 

The population of rural areas like Upper Nidderdale is less 
settled than people often suppose. This has always been a 
place people come to from elsewhere. The Second World War 
brought land girls, evacuees and prisoners of war to the dale; 
some of them settled here when peace returned. Earlier in 
the century stonemasons and navvies came in their scores to 
build the reservoirs at Angram, Scar House and Gouthwaite. 

Today people are less likely to come to Nidderdale for work 
than for leisure or a better quality of life. Many retire here or 
commute to work in towns and cities. Others buy caravans 
and holiday homes. Many more visit at weekends and 
holiday periods, walking, camping, caving, youth hostelling, 
birdwatching and taking part in the shooting. They too have 
their stories to tell.

Moorlands: People, Places, Stories
The aim of the Moorlands: People, Places, Stories oral history 
project was not merely to remember a vanishing way of life 
but also to capture the experiences of visitors and newer 
residents, whose contributions offer valuable perspectives  
on what the dale means to people today. 

In all, 24 people shared their memories with us. This booklet 
contains extracts from the interviews. They are grouped into 
seven themes reflecting different aspects of life over the past 
80 years. 

The personal, subjective view of the past given here is one 
that is rarely found in conventional histories. It offers a moving 
glimpse of life in Upper Nidderdale as it has been lived, and  
is now remembered.

If you want to hear the voices of the interviewees,  
you can listen to them at uppernidderdale.org.uk/ 
historic-nidderdale/moorlands-history

The geography of Upper Nidderdale
Upper Nidderdale is a steep-sided glacial valley. The distance 
from its western tip, at the source of the River Nidd on the 
slopes of Great Whernside, to its principal settlement,  
Pateley Bridge, is about 15 miles (23 km).

Although it is carved from millstone grit, the dale takes in  
two limestone outcrops which have left contrasting marks  
on the landscape. 

The spectacular limestone gorge at How Stean has been 
a tourist attraction since the 19th century. Elsewhere the 
limestone is veined with lead ore and other valuable minerals, 
and in the areas around Greenhow Hill and Lofthouse these 
rich resources were mined and quarried for centuries. 

Other influences on the landscape came from further afield.  
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Bradford 
Corporation built three reservoirs in the dale: Scar House  
and Angram near the head of the Nidd and Gouthwaite  
further downstream. 

The uplands on either side of the dale are dominated by 
heather moorland interspersed with blanket bog and acid 
grassland. These rugged landscapes contrast with the 
improved green pastureland of the lower slopes and dale 
bottom. A string of villages and huddled settlements are 
spread out along the valley floor. Outlying farmsteads dot  
the hillsides. 

Although a railway line once ran its full length, today the only 
substantial access to Upper Nidderdale is the narrow road 
from Pateley Bridge, which ventures as far as Middlemoor.  
A private single-track road branches off at Lofthouse and ends 
at Scar House Reservoir. At Lofthouse a narrow lane climbs  
a series of fearsome hairpin bends and sets off on a 
meandering course over the moors to Masham.
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People
Jock Beecroft was born and brought up at Wath. He took  
over at Low Riggs Farm shortly after he and Margaret got 
married in the harsh winter of 1962. They stayed at Low Riggs 
for 44 years and brought up four children there. Jock sadly 
died in 2017. Interviewed by Lynn and Sam Cook, 8th February 2017

Margaret Beecroft was born at Coville Farm on the 
northeastern bank of Gouthwaite reservoir. She also lived  
with her family at West House Farm, between Ramsgill  
and Lofthouse, and Well House at Stean before she and  
Jock were married. She went to school at Middlesmoor  
and Pateley Bridge before working for a time at Burlers  
and Menders in the old market hall in Pateley Bridge. 
Interviewed by Lynn and Sam Cook, 8th February 2017

 
Above: Connie Bickerdike. © Anna Greenwood

Connie Bickerdike lived at Stean as a young girl in the 
1920s. Although she moved away from the area in her early 
teens Connie still has many fond memories of life in Upper 
Nidderdale. Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 22nd October 2016

Gladys Blakeson delivered the post around Lofthouse and 
Middlesmoor for many years. Her route took her to many 
outlying farms in the area. She also played tenor horn in  
the Lofthouse and Middlesmoor Silver Band. 
Interviewed by Kate Abbey, 22nd October 2017

Natasha Bujnoch is originally from Denmark. She now lives 
at Middlesmoor where she breeds and trains gun dogs and 
works her own dogs on the local shoots. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 22nd October 2017

Roger Bumby grew up in Thirsk where he developed an 
interest in fishing. After training as a primary school teacher 
he lived and worked in Bingley. Through a gamekeeper friend 
he started to go grouse beating in Nidderdale. Following 
retirement, he is a regular on shoots all around the dale.
Interviewed by Marion Smith, 22nd March 2017

John Cameron was evacuated to Nidderdale with his mother 
and brother during the Second World War. His family was 
given a cottage in Middlesmoor. When the war was over they 
stayed on in the village and John’s mother married a local 
shepherd. After starting his education at Middlesmoor School, 
John passed his 11-plus and attended Ripon Grammar School. 
He now lives in Otley. Interviewed by Marion Smith, 7th August 2017

  
Above: Jack and Val Challis. © Anna Greenwood

Jack Challis grew up at the now abandoned High Riggs Farm, 
above Middlesmoor. His family was the last to live at High 
Riggs. They moved to Halfway House Farm, Lofthouse in 
the mid 1950s. Jack passed his 11-plus and went to Ripon 
Grammar School before eventually leaving home to take  
over at nearby Hazel Close Farm. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 17th October 2017
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Val Challis’s father came up from the Rhonda Valley  
to work on Scar House Reservoir as a stonemason.  
She and Jack were married in 1956. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 17th October 2017

Alec Dewar’s mother and father met at Angram where  
their families worked during the construction of the reservoir. 
His maternal grandfather came from Scotland to manage the 
sheep farm for the main contractor, John Best and Co.  
Alec’s father and paternal grandfather were steam engineers 
who worked on the reservoir construction. As a schoolboy  
in the 1940s, Alec regularly visited Ramsgill where his 
mother’s parents lived after retirement.
Interviewed by Robert Light, 30th November 2017

Paul Garforth became fascinated by Nidderdale’s lead 
mines after going caving at Greenhow in the 1960s. He soon 
became a regular visitor, helping out in some of the mines  
that were still being worked for fluorspar. Paul later moved 
from Leeds to live in Nidderdale.
Interviewed by Robert Light, 26th July 2017

 
Above: John Graham. © Kate Abbey

John Graham moved with his family from Stean to  
Haver Close Farm in the 1940s. He started shepherding on 
the moors above Middlesmoor in 1958 and took over the 
farm from his father ten years later. John’s sons Jack and  
David now run Haver Close Farm. 
Interviewed by Susan Hockey, 2nd August 2016

Jack Haines grew up at Scar village in the 1920s and ‘30s. 
His father was an engine driver working on the reservoir 
construction. After starting work himself at Scar, Jack joined 
the army and served in the Green Howards and then the 
Black Watch during the Second World War. After the war 
he returned to the dale and eventually worked for Bradford 
Corporation inspecting the pipeline to Bradford.  
Jack sadly died in 2014. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, July 2013

  
Above: Christine Harker. © Anna Greenwood

Christine Harker was born and brought up in Stean.  
Her grandparents took a farm in the village in 1932 although 
the roots of both families in Upper Nidderdale stretch back 
much further. Christine still lives in Stean and has run a 
dressmaking business from her home for over 30 years. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 31st October 2017

Dinah Lee grew up at Stean in the 1930s. She was one  
of the generation of children from Nidderdale who had  
the opportunity to go to grammar school just after the  
war. Dinah went as a boarder to Ripon Girls High School  
and eventually became a teacher. She returned to the  
dale and taught at Summerbridge, Lofthouse and 
Middlesmoor schools. 
Interviewed by Lynn Cook, 21st November 2016
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Tony Knowles grew up at Eagle Hall where his family ran  
a girls’ boarding school in the 1950s. He moved away, 
living in London and Huddersfield before returning to live in 
Nidderdale in 1999. Tony began working with the Nidderdale 
AONB volunteers in the early 2000s and was a founder 
member of the Nidderdale Birdwatchers group in 2006. 
Interviewed by Robert Light, 12th December 2017

  
Above: David Mawer. © Kate Abbey

David Mawer has lived in Greenhow for most of his life.  
One of seven brothers, as a child in the 1960s he helped his 
father on the family smallholding and did other jobs around 
the area. He left the dale to join the army in the 1970s and 
served for three years before returning to Greenhow. 
Interviewed by Kate Abbey, 2nd February 2017

Ron Parker worked as a gamekeeper at Arkengarthdale 
and Kirby Stephen before taking over the grouse moor at 
Longside, between Ramsgill and Lofthouse. Ron retired in 
2005. After more than 40 years experience as a gamekeeper, 
he has a wealth of knowledge about the moorlands.
Interviewed by Lynn and Sam Cook, 6th December 2016

Mabel Peacock was born in Arkengarthdale in 1915. In 1941  
she moved to Wood Top above Wath with her husband and 
sister. The couple brought up six children at Wood Top and 
farmed there for over 40 years. Sadly Mabel died in 2018. 
Interviewed by Lynn and Sam Cook, 6th March 2017

Mabel’s daughter Margaret Peacock grew up at Wood Top 
and looked after her mother in her later years.
Interviewed by Lynn and Sam Cook, 6th March 2017

  
Above: Stephen Ramsden. © Nidderdale AONB

Stephen Ramsden’s family have owned the Middlesmoor 
Estate since 1919. He took on an active role in running the 
estate in 1989 and farms over 1,000 acres himself at North 
Side Head Farm. Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 17th October 2017

Judith and Paul Ransom live in north Leeds. They bought 
and renovated a cottage in Lofthouse during the early 2000s 
and still enjoy spending time in the village. They love the quiet 
rural feel of the area. Interviewed by Robert Light, 12th December 2017

 
Above: John Rayner. © Kate Abbey

John Rayner grew up at Gouthwaite Farm, where his family 
have farmed for many generations. He went to school  
in Pateley during the Second World War. He started work  
full-time on the farm after leaving school and eventually took  
it over. Two of his four sons, Matthew and Colin, now run  
the farm. Interviewed by Kate Abbey, 18th October 2017
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Alan and Trish Robinson first visited Lofthouse in the early 
1990s when they were looking to buy a holiday cottage.  
They fell in love with the village and the surrounding area  
and bought a cottage which they still visit regularly.
Interviewed by Robert Light, 12th December 2017

  
Above: Audrey Summersgill. © Susan Hockey

Audrey Summersgill grew up and worked at Bewerley Hall 
Farm which was run by her family until the 1960s. After the 
family sold the farm she later worked at Newhouses Farm 
above Lofthouse. Audrey has been an active birdwatcher  
and nature conservationist for many years. 
Interviewed by Susan Hockey, 19th August 2016

Yvonne Ugarte is from Beeston in Leeds and remembers 
coming to Nidderdale for a camping and youth hostelling 
holiday in the 1980s. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood at the Nidderdale in the City event,  
Kirkstall Abbey, Leeds, 22nd April 2017

  
Above: William Verity. © Anna Greenwood

William Verity was born at Stean in 1933. He spent his  
school years at Lofthouse School, leaving at Christmas  
1948, just before the introduction of secondary education,  
to work for his father at Middle Stean Farm. William and  
his brother Rowland took over the farm in 1959 after their 
father died. Rowland moved to his own farm at Bouthwaite  
in the 1970s. William stayed at Middle Stean until he  
retired and moved to Lofthouse in 2002. William’s son  
Keith now runs Middle Stean Farm. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood and Susan Hockey, 12th July 2016

Willie’s father’s family came to Angram to work on a sheep 
farm when the reservoir was being built. His family later 
moved to Smithfield Hall Farm where Willie grew up during  
the Second World War. After attending Ripon Grammar 
School, Willie worked in Bradford for a time before returning 
to Middlesmoor and eventually taking over Smithfield Hall 
Farm in 1964. Sadly Willie died in 2018. 
Interviewed by Anna Greenwood, 14th September 2016
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On a Sunday
Connie Bickerdike with Anna Greenwood 

Connie: Every Sunday, when we were old enough, we were 
taken to Sunday School. After Sunday School we went for 
a walk or we went paddling in the Nidd or my dad used to 
arrange racing and we used to have sports day on a Sunday 
afternoon. And we’d have three-legged races, egg and spoon 
race, sack race. When you go down from Middlesmoor to 
Stean there was one field that was level and so being the 
only level field we could have all these races … My mum was 
a wonderful woman with her hands – craft and handicraft, 
knitting, sewing, whatever – and nobody did that on a Sunday. 
There was a special tablecloth came out on a Sunday, I can 
remember, when we got back from whatever we’d been  
doing, walking or paddling, that tablecloth was on because  
it was Sunday.

Anna: Did you have a special meal on a Sunday? 

Connie: Now, that I can’t remember. But no knitting as I say. 
And now what respect is there for Sunday?

Above: The Bickerdike family.
© Connie Bickerdike

Leisure
Midnight Follies
Jack Challis, Val Challis and Stephen Ramsden with Anna Greenwood 

Val: There used to be dances a lot of the time.

Jack: We used to socialise more, I think. There used to be  
a dance every night and a local band. Coates’ band, wasn’t it. 
Willie Coates used to play the piano, Tom Whitfield played the 
trumpet and Ray Coates played the saxophone and they had a 
banjo player. Willie used to play t’ accordion as well, didn’t he.

Val: Who used to play the drums?

Jack: Oh, Laurie Coates, that’s it. They were a good band. 
They used to have a tremendous following as far as  
Kettlewell and Greenhow and places in between. Lofthouse  
or Middlesmoor or Ramsgill or Pateley, [they’d play] every 
Friday. You never hear of one now do you? We used to dance 
to waltzes, not this shaky arsed dancing, like. [Laughter.]  
You learned to dance, didn’t you?

Stephen: Not really, not the way you did. Funnily enough, 
you’ve touched upon something. In those days there wasn’t 
as much entertainment like the box or the internet and there 
were domino drives every month, weren’t there. I remember 
playing dominos with your brother David.

Jack: They used to be nearly every week somewhere.

Stephen: And there were whist drives, weren’t there,  
and you’d go to the pubs. And that’s part of the community.  
And making your own entertainment like the music you 
mention, what was the name of the band? 

Jack: Midnight Follies. 

Val: It used to be midnight before they started! [Laughter.] 

Jack: Aye, that’s why it got its name, Midnight Follies.  
You’d to near drag ’em out o’ t’ pub! [Laughter.] Ray [Coates] 
was a marvellous saxophone player and Willie [Coates] used  
to jump about and take all t’ piano in bits so it made more 
noise. He used to strip front off it and Tom [Whitfield], well,  
he was a good player. Stood out on his own.
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A big playground
Dave Mawer with Kate Abbey 

Kate: Did the moors give you idyllic opportunities?

Dave: I suppose you could just run and wander out on them 
any time you wanted. It’s not like walking around the streets,  
is it? It’s a big playground. There’s nobody else there and 
always seems to be something of interest there, all the old 
mine workings and things. The trouble was the friends in the 

Going on the moors
Alec Dewar with Robert Light

Alec: I walked more than once over to Kirkby Malzeard  
from Ramsgill and then I’ve been up with John Robson and 
friends, and David Chalmers. We’d go up to Mount Pleasant. 
It was a house, a cottage right on the top of the hill. It’s gone 
now because people weren’t living in it. You could see it  
from Bouthwaite. We walked over from there right round  
and down into Lofthouse more than once. We used to 
cycle up as well, up to Scar House, up there. Then we used 
to go grouse driving on Stean Moor. Geoff Ward was the 
gamekeeper then. He was a nice chap, a very nice fellow. 

Robert: Did you ever go up on to the moor at Ramsgill?

Alec: Yes, Ramsgill Moor. Bouthwaite Moor. Ramsgill Moor 
was the other side – owned by a chap called Briggs … 
Harkers were there when I used to go up for my grandmother 
and buy butter from them. It was very strong, very strong 
butter. But my grandmother used to like it.

Looking across the Greenhow Moors. 
© Kate Abbey

Living in Shipley and visiting Ramsgill
Alec Dewar with Robert Light 

Alec: Oh I can’t explain it, words can’t explain it. You see,  
you have to be living in Shipley. As much I love Shipley ...  
I was born there and all the rest of it. But until you came away 
from there and you come out in the country and see the trees 
and everything and then to get to Ramsgill, I mean it was  
just heaven.

But as I say, you’ve got to be living at Shipley, among [all]  
the houses, and the mill chimneys were going, and Bradford! 
If you had a fog, you had all the smoke and everything too. 
I mean during the war many a time with the blackout, you 
literally, if there was fog as well as the blackout, you just 
couldn’t see and it happened quite a lot.

village were so far apart, especially when we were kids [and] 
had to walk. There wasn’t many trees to climb, but what there 
were we did! We went sledging downhill on cardboard boxes.  
It slides quite well on grass does cardboard, with no snow.  
But of course when there was snow we were always sledging 
on anything we could find really, on things like car bonnets.
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Extreme weather
Alan and Trish Robinson and Judith and Paul Ransom with Robert Light 

Judith: We like the extreme weather. We love walking on a 
day like today. A few years ago at New Year we walked round 
Scar with our dogs. There was a banging on the back of the 
rucksack. When I looked the water bottle was frozen on the 
back of the rucksack. We were fine walking. We had all the  
gear on. It was fabulous like today – clear, freezing cold.  
I think it was -11oC in the village at the time. It was really cold 
last night. You get the extremes of temperatures that you  
don’t get in a city. 

Trish: And very clear skies at night. There’s no light pollution. 

Judith: We really like that. We’ve seen the Milky Way so  
many times from here.

Youth hostelling in Nidderdale 40 years ago
Yvonne Ugarte with Anna Greenwood 

Yvonne: I remember walking along the Nidderdale Way 
probably 40 years ago. We did go through Pateley Bridge 
and we went all the way up. I remember the reservoir at 
Gouthwaite, then going up to, I think, How Stean Gorge.  

Above: Extreme weather at Middlesmoor. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Above: The former Youth Hostel at Longside near Ramsgill.
© Nidderdale Museum

But we did go youth hostelling all the way, and camping.  
We carried on all the way up ... past Middlesmoor, I remember 
that, and Masham, we did all round there. We used to take 
the Scouts away, because I was Assistant Scout Leader then. 
It was brilliant. You had a youth hostelling card and you got it 
stamped. You used to have to help washing up and clean boots. 
It was really good fun. It was very safe then. 

Anna: Very safe, do you think it’s changed now? 

Yvonne: Yes I do. My daughter’s 18. She’s got a learning 
difficulty, but even if she hadn’t I don’t know if I’d be happy 
with her going youth hostelling. I think it’s changed.

Anna: When you did it, you walked the whole way.  
How long would you spend walking around here? 

Yvonne: Probably about six hours a day.

Anna: For a week?

Yvonne: Yeah, or probably for a long weekend – Friday  
to Monday. It was brilliant and all the wildlife, it’s lovely  
to see that all that’s still there. It’s made me want to [go]  
back now and do all that again!

Anna: What do you remember of the moorlands? 

Yvonne: Fantastic, absolutely gorgeous. Unspoilt, covered  
in heather, beautiful swathes of purple heather. Wonderful.  
And all the birds. Beautiful. Swaledale sheep, there used to 
be some of them up there too ... lovely memories. This has 
brought it all back. So thank you for that.
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Work

Left: Gladys Blakeson and 
colleagues on the last day  
postal deliveries were made 
from Lofthouse. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Gladys: Well, I used to be a post lady and I used to walk  
up to Stean Moor right onto the edge of it. There was a farm 
there and the farmer got the Yorkshire Post every day by  
the mail and I had to go with it in all weathers. I postied for  
ten years and I left to go to the Crown Hotel at Middlesmoor.  
But I didn’t like being fastened in so I decided to leave and 
I got my postie job back and did it another ten years. Every 
day you could see different pictures in your eyes, because 
sometimes it was snowing and you’re walking along all right 
and then all at once you went down in a drift. And then it’s 
lovely in summer, you see for miles. Every day was a different 
picture to look at although I was walking the same ground  
with the letters. 

Over by How Stean Gorge and up on to the moor edge then 
back down in to Lofthouse and then I went up this side to  

Different pictures every day 
Gladys Blakeson with Kate Abbey

High Lofthouse and back again. I was supposed to finish  
at eleven o’clock, I started about eight. But everybody knew 
me and I stopped for cups of tea and drinks, especially 
at Christmas – I was quite ‘happy’ when I come back at 
Christmas! [Laughs.]

The moor, the colouring when the heather’s out. If you’re 
doing it every day, the sun’s different and winter, comes and 
there’s snow. The clouds are different and everything when 
you’re out in it every day. It’s lovely. It was like going for a long 
walk really, but I had my post bag on my back and sometimes 
the farmer on the edge of the moor or his wife would say to 
me, ‘Do you think you could put a bag of sugar in your bag 
tomorrow? I’m running short of sugar.’ Odd little things like 
that I would take her. Everybody knew me from being a little 
girl because I was born in Lofthouse. I loved it.



11

Left: Tom Whitfield and  
Alan Firth gathering sheep 
on the moor. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Gathering
William Verity with Anna Greenwood 

During the interview Anna read extracts from  
William’s pre-written statement.

William: Veritys’ sheep go right to t’ top [of the moor] and it’s 
about four and a half miles from Stean to t’ boundary. It was all 
open common, but back in the [19]80s Sir Joseph Nickerson 
bought t’ moor and he put a fence right round it because we 
were bothered with so many sheep off other moors. Because 
it was better ground, you see. So that stopped them. 

Anna (reading): ‘There are only three farmers now have 
sheep on the moor and they’re gathered in by quad bikes.’

Anna: What was it when you first started, what would you be 
gathering them in with? 

William: Oh, just walking and dogs … What they do now is do 
it in little pieces, say do it in three, four days – gradually, you 
see, which is far better for t’ sheep. We used to set off very 
early in a morning, say eight ‘o’ clock, and it would get to four 
‘o’ clock in t’ afternoon, I bet, by t’ time you got sorted out. 

Anna: Would you share the job with other farmers, would  
you help each other? 

William: Aye, you each had different areas, you see, and  
they worked them all together and would bring them down  
as one pack. Oh, a terrible going-on. I used to dread them 
days. Chaps falling out and dogs fighting and a lot of lambs  
got broke down, as we call it, damaged their legs. Back in 
them days, they didn’t get t’ food they do now and they were 
very easily broken, their bones. You could have as many as 
ten damaged in a gather. 

Back in them days there was a massive amount and them 
sheep belonging to other moors there could be 3[00] or 400 
of them sheep as well, from Ramsgill and Grassington and 
Middlesmoor. We used to get more sheep from other moors 
when we gathered than there is on now all together.

Half Day Mowing
Audrey Summersgill with Susan Hockey 

Audrey: Biggest change in a way will be from old-fashioned 
hay time to the way they just fly round [now]. We had a field 
up there, it was called Half Day Mowing, and that was what  
it would be with two horses. They would probably start at  
4 o’clock. My uncle usually did the mowing, like. Of course 
that was two horses and going round and round. They 
wouldn’t take as much width of grass as they do these days.  
I mean they’d do that in a couple of hours, if that, now,  
t’ same field I should think. 

Susan: How big is that field?

Audrey: It’s just under four acres. We used to call it Half Day 
Mowing, but I can’t remember just how long it would take. 
It depended on the crop and such like, if it was getting a bit 
dead in the bottom. We used to leave it there for maybe 24 
hours, depends on the weather of course. If it was nice and 
sunny and it wasn’t too heavy a crop we have made it a very 
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Joining the army
Dave Mawer with Kate Abbey 

Dave: Until I was 20 I worked for Foxtons [builders] and  
I was stuck in a rut really. I thought well, I don’t want to be  
just doing this all my life. I want to move out of the dale.  
So I joined the army. It was a big thing for me, I suppose.  
I went down to Leeds to the recruitment place and joined  
up, then moved down to Aldershot, did my training there  
and then got posted over to Germany. I did two tours of 
Northern Ireland in the early ‘70s. But there were some 
good times. With three years in the army I managed two 
Christmases and New Years skiing. 

Kate: Did you come back to visit at all? 

Dave: First time back was after six months, which seemed 
quite a long time then. There was no mobile phones or 
anything ... so you had to write to keep in touch. I didn’t come 
back very often really and when I finally did come back after 
coming out everything seemed so small. The house we were 
living in just seemed small.

Kate: What did you miss most about here? 

Dave: Family, I suppose, more than anything and just being 
able to go out and walk. You couldn’t just do that when you 
were in the army. Go walk about!

Right: Harry Summersgill and family haymaking. 
© Nidderdale Museum

good time. The following day you could make it into hay.  
You had to turn it first and turn what we called the swathe into 
neat rows with a little gap between. We used to turn it and 
some people called it a teather, we called it a strewer because 
it strewed it, broke it all up and spread it about. The horse 
pulled that machine – well, the horse pulled the turner as  
well of course. We didn’t get a tractor until ... in the [19]40s  
I should think. Of course they were very basic standard 
Fortune sort of thing. Ours had nice wide mud guards so – 
they wouldn’t allow you to do it now – you could sit on the 
mud guards. [Laughs].

Gripping
William Verity with Anna Greenwood and Susan Hockey 

During the interview Anna read extracts from  
William’s pre-written statement.

Anna (reading): ‘In the ‘80s the government scheme came 
out with grants for landlords to do gripping on the moors. 
Stean Moor owners applied for a grant and us farmers were 
against it.’

William: We have these annual meetings and we were really 
against it because we didn’t believe in it. Anyway, it went 
ahead didn’t it?

Anna: What is gripping?

William: Well, it’s taking a gully out like a dyke about two foot 
wide by two foot deep. It turns sod right over and leaves this 
big channel. Terrible it were. We were against it, like, ’cos we’d 
seen it on other moors. We owned our own sheep rights. 
That’s what he [the land agent] said. But we didn’t own the 
sod. And that’s what they were interfering with, turning it over.

Anna (reading): ‘A great big machine cutting out a great big 
trench which we thought could be dangerous …’
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© Nidderdale Museum

William: … even for sheep. I mean, young lambs … awful size 
it were. If a little grouse dropped in, they’d never get out and 
if they followed down they’d come at water and drown, little 
places where water used t’ stand. A lot of them, a young lamb 
… you see, they don’t go back t’ moor till they’re quite strong, 
but I think a new born lamb wouldn’t have got out if  
it dropped in. But it went ahead, didn’t it? 

Anna (reading): ‘A large area of the moor was gripped,  
and when the first heavy rain or a thunderstorm came, water 
came off the moor so fast, damaging our small streams  
around Stean.’

William: It did a lot of damage … if it came a thunderstorm, 
within half an hour coming down … banking sides and things 
like that … it were coming off too fast, you see. Moorland  
kind of holds it, doesn’t it, moss and peat, and [the water] 
gradually runs away.

Anna (reading): ‘This went on for quite a few years and when 
the same problem was happening in another areas a new 
scheme came out where you could get a grant to have them 
all filled in.’

William: Yes! [Laughs.] Ah, there were a rumpus on up 
Swaledale, you know. Same thing were happening.

Anna (reading): ‘Stean Moor applied for a grant and was 
successful and over the next two years at a considerable cost 
they were filled in. I did not know what to think about it at the 
time, but it has proved a real success.’

William: It has. We were frightened there could be sheep 
drowned, but do you know, it’s been all right. Better for quad 
bikes, it’s worked well. Oh, it cost hundreds of thousands. 
Luckily Stean’s owned by Lord Vestey and you had to stand  
so much but you got it back, so I don’t think … we didn’t loss 
out much in end. It were mainly paid for by grant.

Freddie Walker and  
blasting for fluorspar
Paul Garforth with Robert Light 

Paul: Another man I used to work with,  
Freddie Walker, lived in Burnsall, and he’d been 
a miner all his life. He’d primarily been mining 
around the Stump Cross area and they did 
open a commercial mine there in the ‘60s,  
but that mine closed as well. 

As you go past Stump Cross Caverns you drop 
down the hill ... and there’s a gateway to your 
left and a track goes up the hill right over the 
top. [An] ‘Old Man’ is a miner who’s gone there 
before you and on the top next to this track 
was an ‘Old Man’ shaft, a proper vertical shaft, 
went down quite a way, and Freddie Walker 
had set up a real Dad’s Army situation. He’d 
got three scaffolding poles at the top in a tripod 
with a steel wire going down the shaft and 
an old tractor with a winch on it and Norman 
Walker [Freddie’s nephew] used to sit on that.
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At the side of the track on a sloping hill, there was an  
ex-Leeds Corporation wagon, a green one. But the 
battery was dicky. So every morning we jumped in he 
had to run it off down this slope. Then we’d pile into the 
front seat, along this really rough rocky track to get to  
the top. I was on the passenger seat and on the floor 
there were hammer heads, axe heads, chisels and god 
knows what, and every time we went over a bump this  
lot jumped up and down. And in the middle of all this  
was a white package and I took no notice of it. 

So we were on the bottom along the level inside  
[the mine] with this bank of fluorspar ... Freddie says, 
‘We’ll do some blasting today,’ and he got out a really 
long – about two foot long – chisel with like a screwdriver 
end on it. He says, ‘Right, I’ll twist it, you hit it’. So every 
time I hit he twisted it and gradually we made a hole, 
because it’s not very hard, fluorspar. We made about five  
or six holes and he says, ‘Right, just nip up to the top and 
bring the gelignite will you.’ I says, ‘Where’s the gelignite?’  
and he says, ‘It’s in a white package on the passenger  
seat on the floor.’ And this was the thing that had been  
bumping up and down! 

So I went back down with the gelignite and he reached round 
and found some clay. And he kneaded the clay in his hands 
and it was like something out of a Wild West film. He got some 
fuse and he put the fuse into the gelignite in the hole. Then  
he pushed the clay around the gelignite, so that all you could 
see was the fuse coming out of the clay. He says, ‘Right you 
get to the bottom of the shaft and when I light these you go 
up.’ So my last memory was seeing this phissssss. Well, I went 
to the top of the shaft and then he followed me … Nothing 
seemed to happen. I went back to the shaft and looked 
over it down from the top and all of a sudden there was this 
thrrruuump! Two seconds later this bloody great cloud of mud 
and dust came flying up the shaft just like a whirlwind, blew 
my helmet off. So I retired back and that was it, we couldn’t  
go down for another two days because apparently after the 
blast you get a lot of bad air and stuff down there.

Robert: Did he make a living from that, then? 

Paul: I don’t know. He must have done. He was a nice man, 
he was a big man.

Above: Tea break at No 2 shaft, Greenhow. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Moving to Low Riggs
Jock and Margaret Beecroft with Sam and Lynn Cook 

Margaret: We rented two farms at Low Riggs. 

Sam: Was it sheep farming?

Jock: Aye mostly sheep farming and a few suckler cows…
about 20.

Lynn: How many sheep did you have?

Jock: Well I lambed 400. 

Margaret: But we hadn’t 400 at the beginning.  
What had we about 200?

Jock: No, 112.

Margaret: And you worked on t’ corporation didn’t you.

Jock: I did, for six months. Working for the Water Board  
at Scar.

Lynn: And what did you do there?

Jock: All sorts.

Margaret: As little as possible, they all did. (laughs)
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Margaret: The snow came on 26th December.

Sam: When did you get the electrics working?

Jock: In t’ spring, it was wired to t’ house when  
we went, but nobody had wired inside.

Walking sheep to Pateley
Jack Challis and Stephen Ramsden with Anna Greenwood 

Stephen: I just about remember when I started farming, such 
as Backer Wardman would walk sheep into Pateley. So would 
John Rayner. How did you get sheep from High Riggs? 

Jack: Walk ‘em ... to Pateley. They were knackered when  
they got there; they looked about ready to flop! [Laughter.] 

Stephen: It’s a long way! [More laughter.] 

Jack: It is a long way, you can understand all them prosperous 
farmers from down about ... they used to buy ’em for nowt 
because they looked that knackered! [Yet more laughter.]  
Tom Whitfield used to take theirs, Glencorses ... 

Above: Walking sheep up Scar road. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Jock: [There were] seven or eight [of us]  
and there were two gangs, Lofthouse gang 
and Scar gang. I was in t’ Lofthouse [gang]. 
[We] cleaned all t’ intakes out where they 
catch t’ water. 

Lynn: Who does it now?

Jock: Nobody. [I worked there] just through  
t’ winter and gave up in t’ spring.

Margaret: We were [at Low Riggs] 44 years. 
When we got it we said we’ll stay here for five 
years and then we’ll move. It was hard work. 

Jock: When we first went there was no 
electric in t’ house.

Jock: We got married in November [1962] 
and Middlesmoor Lane was blocked for about 
12 days. 

Margaret: It was about three weeks before 
we could get there. You couldn’t get there  
by road. 

Jock: We walked across t’ fields to it. 

Stephen: Walk ’em? 

Jack: Aye. Rayners, all down t’ dale used to take theirs ... 
down the main road. 

Anna: How many would you walk at a time? 

Jack: Well, maybe 60. 

Stephen: These were only lambs of course.

Jack: Aye, they hadn’t been used to running on their own 
... You had to have a decent dog, like. There wasn’t as much 
traffic about, you see. I mean I can remember ... Sam Glen 
[Glencorse] was the only man in Middlesmoor that had a car. 
Who else would have a car? I can’t think of one.
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War
Early memories of Scar 
Alec Dewar with Robert Light 

Alec: I’ve forever been thankful for the luck I had to be  
able to go up there and just wander anywhere, as we did.  
We used to walk up to Scar and Angram, of course, but  
during the war the army were there. 

The war started and it was closed off. I was seven the  
year the war started. The army were guarding it. I went all 
through the war to stay at Ramsgill with my grandparents 
during the school holidays. While I was there one of my 
father’s brothers and his wife came from Bradford to stay  
a couple of days … this connection that they had with the 
dale, wanting to get back up to see it ... They wanted to go 
up to Scar. ‘Well, you can’t go because the army are on 
duty at Lofthouse.’ But they said, ‘You can walk over from 
Middlesmoor and look down on Scar.’ So my Uncle John 
and Aunty Alice decided to do that and we got the bus to 
Lofthouse and walked up to Middlesmoor and walked right 
over and this was the first time that I saw Scar House. 

We went past a notice that said we shouldn’t go any further 
because the army were there, but we did and we went until 
we could look down on the wall. The army were on guard at 
each end of the wall. I’d had that desire to want to go, because 
I’d heard so much about it. So it was just wonderful to see it 
and I’ve enjoyed going up ever since. I didn’t go up to  
Angram until after the war.

Prisoners of war 
Audrey Summersgill with Susan Hockey 

Audrey: Prisoners of war during the war used to come out 
from Ripon. We used to have two dropped off during the 
week. They didn’t come at the weekend.

Susan: What did they do? 

Audrey: Any jobs we could find for them. Hedge slashing was 
a job they used to do. We had to cut those hedges by hand 
with a hedge slasher … They were mainly German but we had 
some Italians. But they were right nice chaps, most of them. 
The ones we had were. I think they were very happy to be 
prisoners of war. They dropped them off in the morning and 
picked them up about five o’clock. I remember them weeding 
that big yard at the farm, all by hand, sitting under a wagon  
if it was raining for a bit of protection. They made us toys.

Susan: How many were there around in this area?

Audrey: I don’t know how many used to come around.  
One or two of them got married to English girls. I’ve still got 
an autograph book. They used to put things in my autograph 
book which I’ve still got. One was a waiter. He was better on 
the English side. There was another big strapping chap called 
Heinz – that sounds very German doesn’t it? He came back 
to see us a few years after the war had finished. I was the only 
one who remembered who he was. We must have had them 
for more than a year.

Above: A German prisoner of war at work on a farm at Dacre. 
© Nidderdale Museum
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From the Reichval to the pipeline 
Jack Haines with Anna Greenwood 

Anna: So you’ll have been in the Second World War?

Jack: I was. I started off in the Green Howards and then was 
transferred to the Black Watch. Both infantry regiments.  
What we used to call PBIs – Poor Bloody Infantry!

You won’t ever have even heard of the Reichval. The Reichval 
was the Somme all over again. We got up into the Reichval, 
which was the first time the Germans had fought on their own 
ground. It was a wooded area and they couldn’t get armour  
up and we couldn’t get armour up because the ground was 
too soft. So it was infantry against infantry and the infantry  
in front of us were the first German Parachute Regiment.  
We beat them but my god they made us pay. I nearly cry 
thinking about it. We lost half our men. We were kids really, 
you know. I was 19 then. On a morning you wondered if you 
were going to be there at night. Aye, we lost a lot of good lads.

Anna: How old were you when you came back?

Jack: Twenty-one, twenty-two. I was told not to work and then 
[Ronnie] Palmer came for me to go and work for him, which  
I did. And then it was Lee and Holmes and they got me my set 
of cards. Then I went to work on the pipeline. 30-odd mile of 
pipes [from Scar to Chellow Heights, Bradford]. I’ve walked 
every one of those tunnels, four miles under Greenhow.  
I’ve been down all the pipes and out the other end. Thirty-six 
inch pipes. One or two were 42. There’s one thing about that, 
it’s given me a bit of pension.

Life on the farm during the war
Willie with Anna Greenwood and Lynn Cook 

Willie: I was tenant of Smithfield Farm, where I was born,  
for 30 years. It’s now a head [game]keepers house and it just 
looks straight down the valley. Fabulous place. 

Anna: What do you remember about the farmhouse?

Willie: Well, it was a bit of a wreck really! We did have hot  
and cold running water but we also had earth toilets outside. 
Two, a large one and a small one. One for mum and one for 
the kids. I remember it being cleaned out once a year.

Anna: What did you do with the cleanings?

Willie: [They were] spread on the land, good for the land. 
[Laughs.]

Anna: Was there electricity?

Willie: No, not at that time there wasn’t. My mother had to 
manage. We had only three bedrooms there and there was 
my mother and father, my two sisters, an evacuee girl, a land 
girl, an Irishman and me. So mother and father had one of the 
bedrooms, two sisters, land girl and evacuee another one and 
me and the Irishman in the other one. [Laughs.] I don’t know 
how women managed in those days! I really don’t. 

The water was heated up in a, what do you call them? It was  
in the kitchen actually, it had a fire there but it was a sort 
of semi-circular tub and the water was boiled in that for 
the washing. All the cooking was done on a fire range and 
[my mother] used to make cheese and butter and home-
cured ham. We used to kill a pig every year for our own 
consumption ... we could do that [but] we had to surrender 
half because this is wartime don’t forget ... but it was a big pig. 
Not a little one like they have now. There’s a stable attached 
to the side of the farmhouse and we didn’t have horses in 
there then, not at that time and the pig was hung up in there, 
stretched out, waiting to be cut up. We cured it [the meat]. We 
had a big shallow iron trough and you put salt and saltpetre in 
there, layer it up and so on, rubbed it, cured it ourselves and 
then when it got cured, hung it up in a cool place. We had a 
big cold larder ... Grew a few tatties and that sort of thing.

Anna: You’d live off what you had?

Willie: You had to do, yeah. I mean sugar rationing was in,  
of course. So my mother said, ‘Right, I want you all to vote. 
Sugar rationing’s in. You can’t have sweets and cakes. Which 
do you want?’ So we all voted for cakes and never ate sweets 
at all. I still don’t eat them. Never got a sweet tooth. 
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Evacuated to Middlesmoor
John Cameron with Marion Smith 

John: How I came to be up here in Yorkshire 
in the first place [was] because the war had 
taken off, the Second World War, and London 
was under a blitzkrieg you might say, with 
bombs coming down all over the place ...  
So a government directive said, ‘Let’s get  
you out of London as quick as possible.’

They made the arrangements for trains to 
be laid on to take us to wherever in the 
UK anybody had spare property or would 
take us in to give us shelter from this blitz. 
Consequently, with my mother and brother 
and sister and a couple of aunties they kept  
us together – we finished up in Harrogate 
having got the train out of King’s Cross. 
Then [we were] bussed to Otley and stayed 
overnight. The following day a cavalcade of 
buses was loaded up. The WVS, the Women’s 
Voluntary Service Corps, with clipboards 
[were] telling everybody which coach to get on and then  
they set off to different parts of Yorkshire with their cargo  
of what would become known as evacuees. 

We went to Pateley Bridge and they had to stop outside the 
police station to get further instructions of where to take us. 
From there we went up Nidderdale dropping children and 
mums off at different villages on the way up, starting with 
Wath, Ramsgill and finally at Middlesmoor where it’s a dead 
end. The road comes to an end save for a cart track that  
feeds the farms further on. 

And the welcoming we got there was unbelievable. The village 
hall had been laid out inside with tables laden with food and 
sandwiches and cakes. The locals watched us in awe, as 
though we might be foreign nationals or something like that 
because we talked differently with right cockney accents 
among real Yorkshire people. From there they showed us to 
some property that was labelled for us, which was a refuge 
from the bombs. In this day and age it would be condemned 

Above: A group of boys evacuated to Nidderdale  
from Hull Sailors Orphanage.
© Nidderdale Museum

property, unfit to live in, but my mum said, ‘This is better than 
facing the bombs, we’ll put up with it. It’s not going to last 
long, maybe a fortnight or a month at the most then we can  
all go back home and the war will be finished and we can carry 
on with our normal lives.’

As we know, it was five years before the war finished, but my 
mother made the most of it, [although she] found it very hard. 



19

Shooting
Beating and shoot dinner 
John Graham with Susan Hockey 

John: I went grouse beating in 1950, to all t’ different moors. 
We had to walk to Middlesmoor, get there for 8 o’clock from 
Haver Close and walk right up to t’ top of t’ dale, round  
High West, and put four drives in. It was hard work for a lot  
of people. Then I once had some at Scar from Harrogate Army 
Apprentice [School, later College]. They couldn’t do it, they 
couldn’t walk on t’ moor. They were jiggered. They’d never 
been on t’ moor before. We had a right tussle with them.  
It was a rough moor was Scar then and there was bracken, 
like, as well to go through. 

I can remember pony boys in 1950. Some o’ t’ shooters  
were too fat then to walk up to the butts. They had to have  
a pony. They had a few ponies at Middlesmoor but I can only 
remember one. It used to take one big chap up, up to  
High West. 

We used to look forward to t’ beaters’ dinner. If we had had  
a good season there was a grouse beaters’ dinner at t’ Crown. 
There was quite a lot of farmers used to sing old songs and 
some of t’ farmers could play t’ piano. There were a lot of 
good old songs. Some of t’ shooters that had gone on t’ shoot 
used to come and fair enjoyed themselves, listening to these 
old songs. Farmer’s Boy was my favourite. There were quite 
a lot of old songs, Rugged Cross, some I’ve never heard of 
before and never heard since. 

[We were paid] a pound a day at t’ start at Middlesmoor.  
We were chuffed when it went up to two pound. It stopped  
at two pound a long while. Now it’s up to 45, they say.

Training gun dogs
Natasha Bujnoch with Anna Greenwood 

Natasha: I live at Middlesmoor right on top with a nice view 
across and down on the reservoirs, Gouthwaite Reservoir.  
I breed the odd litter of labradors some times and other 
breeds and then it’s mainly training dogs or training people  
to train their dogs and picking up and being involved around 
the shoots around here.

Anna: You’re not from Middlesmoor, I can tell from your 
accent. What brought you to the moorlands up here?

Natasha: I’m originally from Denmark but I did have a  
pit stop, actually two pit stops, both in Norfolk and Suffolk.  
I moved from Suffolk to up here. It was basically because of 
the moorlands and the shooting we have got round here, 
it’s probably the ultimate finishing off as far as you can get in 
terms of ability to work your dogs on the moors. It’s a perfect 
area for dogs and to get involved in local communities as well.

Anna: What makes it such a good area for dogs?

Natasha: There is a lot of potential work for them during 
the shooting season. We are pretty unique because we have 
both grouse moors on the top and then a little bit further 
down the hills we’ve obviously got pheasant shooting as well. 
That means that up here we have a very, very long shooting 
season, basically six months a year that I can actually come 
out to work my dogs.

Then when it’s not the shooting season … in close 
consultation with the farmers … there is the possibility  
of training working dogs on bits of ground. So it’s a  
full-time occupation.
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And you’ll see them bounce in flight which you don’t see 
in many birds. Woodpeckers do that. Green woodpeckers 
bounce. They [wrynecks] live on ants. So they root about,  
and they’ll feed on trees as well. But they are mainly on  
sparse woodland, rather than on moorland, but you see  
them up here on the passage flight.

Day to day work and predator control
Ron Parker with Lynn Cook

Ron: Your basic job on the moorland, you burn the heather. 
You put grit out for the grouse. Some [moors] haven’t much 
grit, so you put grit out to help them digest the heather.  
And vermin control we’ll call it, which you have to do. 

This is a big thing where you get a lot of people now … that 
think they know more than you. They look at the lapwings and 
things that we have, where you go to other places where there 
are no keepers and there isn’t [any]. They’re there because  
we are killing the crows and the foxes and the weasels and  
the stoats. 

If I left a pair of carrion crows on that moor day in and day  
out in spring time, nesting time, they’d probably do ten, 
15, 20 pairs of grouse nests and they are difficult to find in 
places. They’d wipe the lapwings out, the nests they’re easy to 
find because they’re very bare, and your wading birds, your 

Birdlife
Willie with Anna Greenwood and Lynn Cook

Willie: I’m a bit past beating and shooting now, but I’ve been 
out this week one day and am going out another day. I’ve 
always enjoyed it, and actually it’s a big part of life up here 
really, a huge part of rural life in these hill estates, is grouse 
driving. It’s a help to the economy, I mean they bring a lot of 
money in, do the shooters. So I mean all these people who 
tried to get it stopped … ridiculous, they shouldn’t do.  
I’ve always been a birdwatcher, but I’m also interested in 
shooting. You can be. It’s possible.

Lynn: So bird life, have you seen it change?

Willie: No, not much.

Lynn: Red kites?

Willie: Well, red kites have been imported. Yes … I won’t say 
more about that, we know they have. But they aren’t really 
harmful. They are really scavengers more than anything else. 

But half of these people who pretend to be naturalists don’t 
even know half the birds there are up here. There’s been a 
lot of fuss these last two days about the decline in birds of 
one sort or another and in fact a lot of that decline is because 
of the increase in birds of prey again. They really decimate 
ground-nesting birds. So they’re to blame and they’re  
blaming farmers!

Anna: Which birds does the moor support?

Willie: Grouse, grey partridge, black grouse, curlew, golden 
plover, meadow pipits, wheatears, a whole list of them really.  
I mean, I’ve seen a bird nearly every year up here, I don’t 
think many birdwatchers even know it exists. It’s called a 
wryneck. I went up to Reeth on a grouse day. They are very 
keen birdwatchers there. They know everything about birds. 
I said, ‘I’ve just seen a wryneck.’ ‘A what?’ I said, ‘A wryneck.’ 
‘You haven’t.’ I said, ‘I have.’ Anyway, he had to look it up.

Wryneck are passing birds. They do actually breed in 
northeast England, sparsely. They are ground-nesting 
woodpeckers really. They are shaped like a woodpecker,  
a bit smaller and they are speckled brown and black.  

Above: A shooter on a horse being led onto the moor.
© Nidderdale Museum
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curlews and that. They’ve done surveys, especially lately.  
They did a survey at Otterburn where they shifted the keepers 
from one spot for about five years and they shifted them 
about 20 miles away and the waders went up and down.  
The benefit is where the keepers are.

One of the big killers of the lapwings now, and we haven’t the 
lapwings we used to have round here by a long way, is the 
sparrowhawk. The sparrowhawk really desolates them, yeah. 
You can apply for a licence to [control them]. It’s like buzzards, 
they say they only eat carrion. A load of rubbish. You see 
them going in after the grouse and pheasants.

[Some people] love to see the wildlife. But they don’t know 
why it’s up here in the first place. They don’t want to look on 
the dark side ... The heather’s there because of the grouse 
shooting, and the wildlife. 

The impact of climate change
Stephen Ramsden with Anna Greenwood 

Stephen: Climate change has had a very big impact on 
farming and to a certain extent on the wildlife, on the flora and 
fauna. We can change farms to a certain degree and adapt, 
but the flora and fauna can’t. For example, the red grouse 
is a tundra type bird, it wants winters ... Our ten-year rolling 
average on Middlesmoor, which is how to measure bags and 
the success of a moor, fluctuated between 1300 and 1700 
brace of grouse between 1919 and 1980. In 1990 it dropped 
to 1200 brace and by 2009 it had dropped to less than 500 
brace of grouse. Because of climate change the winters 
weren’t killing the strongylosis worm, which was the main 
disease of grouse. 

Because the winters were wet and windy the worms still 
proliferated and cycled and caused the grouse to have an 
over burden of strongylosis worm. In around 2010 we started 
using medicated grit. We were allowed by central government 
to start using medicated grit which is basically sheep drench 
which was put onto and sealed onto a bit of grit. The worm 
burden suddenly declined. Our ten-year rolling average in 
2009 was 500 brace and today in 2017 it is back up to about 
1500 brace, just by the introduction of medicated grit.  
But it’s not sustainable to keep medicating them.

Heather burning.
© Sally Childes



22

This real complication
Tony Knowles with Robert Light 

Tony: The [game]keepers obviously have enormous 
knowledge which is basically not known by other people. 
So the landowners and the keepers have that enormous 
knowledge which I think can be used helpfully in maintaining 
[bird] populations. 

There is this real complication of shooting and raptor 
persecution … at one extent you’ve got people who say,  
‘If it moves on the moor and it threatens the grouse, shoot 
it,’ and they are the extreme end, luckily not many. At the 
other end you’ve got people who think you should shoot all 
gamekeepers. So never the twain shall meet! 

But there’s got to be some sort of agreement. For a start 
the law has to be obeyed. So you can’t go around shooting 
raptors and especially things as rare and as beautiful as hen 
harriers, for instance. The re-introduction of red kites at 
Harewood has made an enormous difference up here.  
We regularly get red kites up the dale. 

So some of the birds are doing really well, others are really 
struggling and it would be really sad to see the raptors 
disappear. Peregrines and ravens are at threat from the 
shooting fraternity in different places. I mean the record  
here is not good, but I suspect it’s just a few places which  
are really not looking after their moors in a good way. 

There’s an enormous amount of good work going on and it 
would be good to see some of the laws that apply in Scotland. 
The law of vicarious responsibility that affects landowners up 
there should also apply in this country. But I can’t see the 
government doing anything about it. Should I say anything  
like this which is political or not? [Laughs.]

Robert: That thing about the balance I think is really 
important. What you said about the two extremes and  
meeting somewhere in the middle.

Tony: I think they have to. I went beating two or three times 
when I was a teenager with a keeper called Jim Dowson who 
worked for the estate that owned Eagle Hall, the Mountgarret 
Estate, and I’ve got absolutely nothing against grouse shooting 
other than the fact that I think it’s too intensive. A lot of people 
would disagree with me, a lot of people would agree with me. 
So it’s just one of those things.

Beating I
Judith and Paul Ransom with Rob Light 

Judith: We did the walk on the top [of Stean moor].  
Nick Parker took us and we loved it. You could see 
Morecombe Bay from the very top. We absolutely loved it, 
and so we did a couple of beating sessions for him. There was 
one hot day we did two years ago and midges were in clouds. 
We were out from eight o’ clock in the morning until about 
half six and we had to walk the dog when we got in. We were 
exhausted. But it was absolutely brilliant!

Paul: We enjoyed it so much we’ve never done it again! 
[Laughter.] It was just too physical. We consider ourselves  
to be fairly fit, but it was a long day. 

Judith: And we got all the worst bits. 

Paul: For how much?

Judith: £45 each and we paid tax on that! [Laughter.]

Paul: We got a can of beer as well.

Judith: We were going down gullies and up again. At one point 
these two young lads were pushing me up this gully onto the 
top and I was talking to him [Paul] and we were doing the 
flanking and he disappeared down a hole! I watched him go 
down it. They were both of them hard days. 

Paul: There were a lot of youngsters, because we did it  
just at the beginning of the season. So I think a lot of them 
were off school or college and using that to supplement 
themselves and it’s great, brilliant. They were like 50 years 
younger than us. 

Judith: Forty, forty-five maybe! [Laughter.]
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Beating II
Roger Bumby with Marion Smith 

Roger: I got married and moved to Bingley and met  
a character walking a large number of dogs at the back of  
the house, called Neil Pearson. He worked in a mill and was  
a frustrated countryman and he got a job as an underkeeper 
on Middlesmoor grouse moor. Through him I ended up  
going up onto Middlesmoor grouse moor, beating to start 
with, then flanking and a bit of loading now. From going  
up to Middlesmoor, I then went and worked on Heyshaw 
moor, which is the other side of Pateley bridge, Ramsgill  
and Longside, also Summerstone. 

I love it up there. Although there’s lots of bad press about the 
persecution of birds of prey up there, I’ve seen every sort 
of bird of prey whilst I’ve been up there. So it can’t be that 
bad. I’ve seen hen harriers, short-eared owls, kites, buzzards, 

Above: A group of beaters in the 1950s.
© Nidderdale Museum

kestrels, merlins, barn owls, tawny owls. I’ve even found a 
nest of short-eared owls, six chicks, all different sizes nesting 
in the heather. I’ve seen adders whilst I’ve been up there, 
lizards are surprisingly common, even though it’s really cold 
up there, and a whole range of nests including snipe nests, 
grouse nests, of course. Greylag geese nest in the heather. 
You regularly find them sitting on nests and with goslings.  
How they get them back to the water again from five miles  
up in the moors, I don’t know. But they do. 

When you go on the grouse moor there’s a whole range 
of characters there from all sorts of backgrounds, the 
camaraderie is amazing. We even have a bench now  
where all the retired people sit on Longside moor called 
‘Codger’s corner’! [Laughs.]
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Above: Tom Whitfield playing at a band concert, Lofthouse 1981.
© Nidderdale Museum

Way of life

Jack: I used to take Tom Whitfield to tup sales up at Kirby 
Stephen. It was a job getting back [before] two or three o’clock 
in t’ morning! When you got Whitfield to Kirby Stephen,  
he used to entertain. He was a marvellous cornet player. 

Stephen: Yep. He was one of the ring leaders behind 
Lofthouse and Middlesmoor Band, wasn’t he! 

Jack: You could always tell when Tom was playing. He stood 
out, like. Marvellous! I used to dread him saying, ‘Bring that  
b flat cornet.’ The band room were upstairs and I thought,  
‘I’m never going to get home!’

Anna: Was there a chap called ‘Old Bob Upstairs’? 

Jack: Aye, I’ve heard of him. It sounds like ‘him upstairs’  
at Muker. A band player. He’d be Tom Whitfield’s mate.  
Big somebody Alderson from upstairs. He used to do a  
party trick. He used to dance on a chair or a table or  
summat. I’ve never seen him do it. A big tall fella.

Stephen: Tom would start the band playing at Tan Hill as well, 
wouldn’t he? They played, the Lofthouse and Middlesmoor 
band, at Tan Hill for a lot of years. 

Anna: Tan Hill, where’s that? 

Stephen: It’s the highest pub in the country, but it still has  
the sheep shows, doesn’t it? 

Anna: Is it in the Pennines? 

Stephen: Yeah, right on the top, just this side of Bowes. 

Jack: Then Stan Beer went for a while but he never had the 
panache that Tom had, like. Tom was an entertainer! Biggest 
bloody job was getting him through t’ front door at Christmas 
[laughter], getting him to go home. [More laughter.] By, we 
used to have some do’s with Tom. He’d always have to have 
another tune. 

Tup sales, Tom Whitfield and the band 
Jack Challis, Val Challis and Stephen Ramsden with Anna Greenwood

Anna: What do people do now on an evening? 

Jack: I don’t know, they don’t go round with the band. 

Stephen: It’s not the same.  

Anna: You’ve got the pubs, haven’t you. You’ve got Lofthouse 
and Middlesmoor. 

Jack: I don’t go to t’ pub. 

Stephen: We still do the rent lunch, Jack, but because Chris 
is tenant now you haven’t been for a few years. There’s only 
Alan of your generation left. 

Val: I know it used to be a drunken do, he always used to  
land back drunk! (laughter).
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Above: Harker’s butchers shop 
at Lofthouse in the early 1900s.
© Nidderdale Museum

Anna: The things that people in a town would take for 
granted, would be being able to pop out to the shops or  
pop out to see their friends, or services like the internet.  
Do you use the internet at all?

Christine: I’m on the point of getting connected up ... I know 
one or two, a year or two ago, who were working from home. 
It was a problem. We seemed to have a lot of power cuts and 
they got quite upset about it ... So it was a problem.

Anna: In terms of shopping. How do you do your shopping?  
I can just pop out to the corner shop or the supermarket for  
a pint of milk.

Christine: Well there was a post office and shop, and another 
shop in Middlesmoor when we were children and there was a 
post office and shop in Lofthouse. The majority of the people 
did their shopping there in those shops. They didn’t travel to 

The things people in town take for granted 
Christine Harker with Anna Greenwood

a supermarket – well there wasn’t supermarkets was there? 
And Wednesdays, Weatherheads butchers came up with a 
van. Thursdays, Len Raw came up – he was another butcher in 
Pateley. Hagenbachs came up – the bread people. At one time 
we had somebody with greengroceries. Most people had a 
vegetable garden as well and were quite self-sufficient.

[Before that] My grandad was the butcher in Lofthouse before 
he came to Stean. He took over from Mr Thackerey whose 
family had been in the butchering trade in Lofthouse for 
generations. 

Anna: Where was the butcher’s shop in Lofthouse?

Christine: When you go up past the car park, where you  
turn to go to Masham, where it curves round. It was built  
on to the back of a cottage.
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Clip rugs and concrete floors
Mabel Peacock and Margaret Peacock with Lynn Cook 

Mabel: We used to make clip rugs. We used to cut the bits 
of material about so long and so wide. Then mix them all up, 
different colours or sometimes the corners we’d make them 
all black. We had frames, wood frames to stitch them in. 

Lynn: And then you put them on the floor to keep your  
feet warm?

Mabel: Yes, they were lovely ... [At] Wood Top we were very 
lucky. It had been done up for a gamekeeper and it was all 
concrete the floors. It was a lovely little place. It had a bath 
and a toilet inside. I said many a time none of our children  
had to go down the garden to the toilet.

Taking over at Smithfield Farm
Willie with Anna Greenwood 

Willie: [I didn’t take over the farm] immediately following  
my father. Neil Gill, the Irishman, took it over after my  
father and then he moved to another farm further down.  
A Welshman had it for five years and I took it over when  
I got married in [19]64.

Anna: How far does the land extend with the farm?  
Does it go up on to the moor?

Willie: Quite a bit. It went down as far as Scar Road at the 
bottom and up quite a long way that way and then there were 
sheep gaits on High West. High West was a sort of open moor 
with a lot of people grazing it. They were allowed to graze 
sheep. It was called a sheep gait. We had 118, something like 
that. Other farms had similar sort of numbers and that was 
written down at the time of the enclosure awards in 1806, 
something like that. They were allotted at that time.

Anna: So they were allotted, you didn’t have to buy them, 
they came with the farm?

Willie: Yeah. When you took a farm, you had to buy the 
sheep. So if a guy was giving it up, [you had] to continue the 
heuf, heft. You know heft ? Heft is where the sheep knows 
where its lambs is and lives there and the heuf is the same,  

the old-fashioned way [of pronouncing the word]. H e u f,  
to heuf sheep – sorry for getting technical. 

Anna: So hefting or heufing is where sheep are born on  
the land and they stay there?

Willie: Yes. Open hill land usually, shared grazing with 
somebody else. There was no fences around, on the large 
estates. There was shepherding done in those days, but  
they don’t do a lot these days. If you took a farm, you had  
a certain number of sheep gaits went with it. The sheep  
grazing would be owned by the estate owner as farms were of 
course. Occasionally I used to have to walk over to Kettlewell 
and bring some back. I enjoyed doing that. They were marked. 
We used to say their shepherd hadn’t been doing his job 
properly and kept them out!

Calor Gas, a hot-air oven  
and making things yourselves
Mabel Peacock and Margaret Peacock with Lynn Cook 

Lynn: Did you have electricity when you first went to  
Wood Top?

Mabel: No, Reg [my husband] got Calor Gas, paid for it himself 
off Mr Ward at the little shop in Pateley. It was cylinders. 

Lynn: So to cook on, did you have a woodburning stove with 
an oven at the side?

Mabel: No, it was an ordinary fireside with an oven and it  
was what they called a hot-air oven. They had pully-out  
things, you see, at the top. You could make it, if you wanted, 
just reasonable hot. You just pulled one out. Dampers they 
called them. 

Lynn: Did you make bread?

Mabel: Yes ... you made everything, you didn’t buy anything  
in those days ... [We made] apple pies, rhubarb, gooseberry.  
I used to bottle things for winter. We always had plenty.  
My husband made a garden at Wood Top and we grew our  
own potatoes and veggies and I grew enough onions. They 
were only small and they used to last us through the winter.  
We always had plenty to eat. Plain food, you know.
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Digging peat
John Cameron with Marion Smith 

John: You had an entitlement to go on to the moor to dig peat, 
because you were in an estate house. My mother had married 
again to the local shepherd and they asked if we would like to 
go and live in Armathwaite because it put him right in among 
his sheep on the moor.

From there he took up his entitlement to be able to go and dig 
for peat. My brother and I soon got to know that peat isn’t just 
a straightforward commodity that you can burn. There are two 
types of peat. The top layer of the peat is a soft sponge-like 
mixture of dead wood, but further down into the peat pit it 
becomes darker and almost black. When it’s dry, it has almost 
as good heat-giving properties as coal. That sort of peat would 
be put to one side for my mother to use, to give her extra heat 
on her side oven. Anyway with the peat, you’d have to dig the 

Above: John Wray sold groceries from his cart  
up the dale once a week between the Wars. 
© Nidderdale Museum

peat, prop it up to dry, go back a week later, turn the ones  
that are propped up round the other way to dry off. Then  
my stepfather had a little pony and we used to take the cart  
up to bring it home.

Boggle Dike –  
living conditions in the 1950s
Alec Dewar with Robert Light 

Alec: [My mother’s parents] were at Angram and they stayed 
there until about 1925 ... [then] they retired and moved down 
to Ramsgill and they lived at Boggle Dike ... The house, then, 
there was no running water. The water was drawn from the 
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Left: Boggle Dike cottage, 
Ramsgill. 
© Nidderdale Museum

stream that went by. That went on until she [my grandmother] 
died. [In] 1951 when I joined up, I remember coming home 
on leave and going up to see her. By that time her half-sister 
was living with her. I used to fill all the buckets I could find  
and tubs and things for washing for her. I was only there for 
the day and I spent about an hour filling all these buckets. 
If by any chance this stream was flooded and was muddy  
or whatever, we had to go over to Green Farm on the green  
at Ramsgill and get a bucket of water and take it back.  
That’s where she got her milk from. There was an electric light. 
I think if I remember rightly I read somewhere that electricity 
went up the dale in about 1932 and she had electric, but a 
lot of people wouldn’t have it. People in Shipley didn’t have 
electric lights for long enough. They used to use gas. Nearly 
everybody had gas. If you had an electric light you were  
posh, well-off.

Happy with your lot
Dinah Lee with Lynn Cook 

Dinah: You see, you were happy. You were content with your 
lot. You didn’t know anything else ... I think we had a radio,  
and George of course played his piano. That was my step-
brother and he was made to play the piano. When he was little, 
they lived in Swaledale, Reeth somewhere, and they came over 
to live in Nidderdale. When they came over they walked all  
their animals across and it took them three days to walk all  
their animals across into Nidderdale.

Lynn: Where did they stop overnight?

Dinah: They’d stop in somebody’s field or a paddock. They 
slept on the ground. The next day they would do another stint 
and so they came over and lived at Thrope. He used to sell  
milk up at Thrope. He used to walk up to Scar every day selling  
milk ... that would be [with] cans on their backs. But that was 
before my time. [Laughter.] Quite a bit before my time.
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Above: Middlesmoor school building, now the village hall. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Schooling
Lofthouse School
Dinah Lee with Lynn Cook

Dinah: Initially I went to school at Lofthouse and we used  
to walk down to Lofthouse every day and in the evening. 
There were no cooked meals then so you took a sort of 
packed lunch. I always remember my mother wrapping me  
up in two or three coats and a scarf. There were only two 
other children lived in Stean and we used to walk down 
together. I enjoyed school. I was a very shy little girl because 
living up at Stean you didn’t see many people in those days.  
In fact my uncle used to say I was too shy to accept a penny! 
The teacher I had at school was called Miss Houseman and  
I think, looking back, she must have been a very good,  
patient teacher because I always enjoyed my school work  
and I always seemed to do fairly well in those days.

Middlesmoor School
Connie Bickerdike with Anna Greenwood

Connie: The school was in two rooms and the smallest of  
the rooms was Miss Eglin[’s]. You were in there until you were, 
it must have been four, you didn’t start until you were three. 
And then, I can’t remember what age, you moved down into 
Miss Ridley’s room. And there again they were happy times, 
except on a Wednesday. With being left-handed, Billy Slinger, 
who became one of the local gamekeepers, [and me], we were 
made to use our right hand all day Wednesday, which we both 
hated. And of course it didn’t have any results because  
we were still both left-handed. 

Anna: What was that like?

Connie: Well, it just upset me from the start. I mean going  
in I would almost feel sick and to write something, it just 
wasn’t your work. It was just horrible.

Anna: Were you tempted to use your left hand?

Miss Ridley’s dresses and the maypole 
Connie Bickerdike with Anna Greenwood

Connie: Another thing Miss Ridley did. For the maypole the 
girls all had to have the same dresses, the same material.  
Miss Ridley used to choose the material which had to be 
green and yellow, floral, yellow flowers and green leaves. 
And then the parents made the dresses. Miss Ridley had the 
choice of material and colours. The material came from down 
in Pateley Bridge, I suppose.

Connie: Very tempted but if you did you got the cane.  
You got a tap on the hand. Miss Ridley, she must have had 
eyes in the back of her head. Oh, she was very fond of the 
cane. I don’t think she liked boys and if any of them swore 
they got their tongue wiped with carbolic soap! It was very 
pink and I mean you could smell it everywhere.
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Left: Mayday celebrations 
at Middlesmoor in the 
1960s. 
© Nidderdale Museum

Anna: You had these wonderful dresses, yellow and green, 
and all the wild flowers that you’d been collecting from down 
in the glens and the valleys. It would be a lovely colourful time.

Connie: It was a joy. There’s nothing like it today,  
nothing like it.

Ripon Girls High School 
Dinah Lee with Lynn Cook

Dinah: So I passed my, was it called the County Minor in 
those days? I passed it, which meant that I had to go away 
to school to board and in those days you went on a Monday 
morning and you came back on a Friday night, which in some 
ways was nice because you were still able to keep your links  
at home for the weekend.

There was a taxi used to take us through and mother had to 
pay so much ... and then they brought us back on a Friday.  
I think she got a grant which helped to pay for my uniform.  
I didn’t have a school uniform to start with but I eventually got 
one. I know the first day I went she came to Ripon with me 
to buy me a school bag. Because I had nothing, absolutely 
nothing, no uniform, no nothing. She bought me a school bag 
and I kept that school bag for the whole of my time there.

I remember that first morning standing in that huge hall trying 
not to cry. I was this little tiny girl, you know we were the 
first year, amongst all these huge people and I didn’t know 
anybody at all and I can still remember myself standing there 
trying not to cry. But once I settled down I enjoyed my  
school life. 

The hostel where we all had to stay [is] still there. There were 
three or four cottages joined together to make one big hostel 
and we had someone who lived there and looked after us 
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Left: Opened in 1875 as an 
Elementary School the school 
in Pateley Bridge became a 
Secondary Modern school after 
the Second World War and  
a High School in the 1970s.  
It reverted back to being a  
Junior School in 1981 when 
the High School moved to new 
buildings on Low Wath Road. 
© Nidderdale Museum

and we had a lot of fun. It wasn’t too big, I think there’d be 
about twenty of us, if that. But we all got on and enjoyed each 
other’s company. We had someone who used to come in to 
make sure we did our homework, supervise it ... The younger 
ones, it didn’t take as long and she used to do things with us, 
play things with us, make things with us. So it was a happy 
time really.

Farm lads and school
John Rayner with Kate Abbey

John: We went to Pateley School. There were two schools  
in Pateley, Bridgehouse Gate and t’ other one over t’ bridge  
in Pateley. They used to call ’em ‘Briggus bugs’, them that 
went to Bridgehouse Gate. We thought we were above them. 

We had to be dragged down to the school bus. We hated  
it going to school, didn’t we, farm lads. I used to go in my 
boots when I got bigger and the headmaster once said,  
‘You’re not kicking cow stools over now, you know!’ 

Kate: The two schools were the same age?

John: Yeah, but one was Church of England and t’ other was 
something else – for anybody. Where auction market is now 
and t’ vet, that was Bridgehouse Gate School and we once 
went to war with them you know. Fighting in t’ recreation 
ground, lads. 

Then when I got to be ten or 12 t’ war started and all the 
orphans came from Hull, little lads in sailor suits. Hull had 
been bombed, the dads and mums had been killed and 
they flooded t’ school. You know, you couldn’t be educated 
properly then. Classrooms were full. 

Kate: Where did they live?

John: Up Greenhow, Nidderdale Hall and a big house  
up t’ dale and Harefield Hall. They commissioned ’em  
t’ government. There’d be about a hundred kids in each  
place. So really us local kids, we didn’t get much education.  
But there was t’ 11-plus in those days and I had a friend at 
Ramsgill who was fairly clever and we both passed t’ 11-plus. 
[Laughs.] I couldn’t believe it. Anyway, my dad, old-fashioned 
farmer, didn’t believe in education. So if I’d gone to Ripon 
Grammar School I’d to stay there until I was 16, not working  
at home. So he wouldn’t let me go. 
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Kate: And were you disappointed?

John: In a way, because there was all sport, cricket and  
that. So I stopped here and I went to Pateley School.  
When I walked in to Pateley School the headmaster said,  
‘I’m so disappointed.’ But I’d no choice, had I?

School and first work 
Willie with Anna Greenwood and Lynn Cook

Willie: I went to Middlesmoor School before it was closed. 
Then I passed the 11-plus. It was Ripon Grammar School or 
Ermynsted’s School – Skipton Grammar School. There was 
no way of getting there in those days and so the county paid 
for us to board at Ripon Grammar School. A lot went from 
Middlesmoor. Miss Ridley was sitting there with a blackboard 
rubber and bunch of keys. If you didn’t do the right thing,  
it got flung at you. She was a very severe teacher, but 75%  
at least of the pupils got through the 11-plus. The ones  
that didn’t get through, it was because they were slacking.  
She did very well. Lofthouse was different. About 25% got  
through there. It was a big opportunity for ones to get away, 
but I came back.

I was a total boarder. I just came 
home on holiday times and half 
terms. It was a change for an  
11 year old from Middlesmoor, 
was boarding. There was a bit 
more going on than there was  
up here. My eldest sister got the  
11-plus and she went to Ripon 
Girls High School, which was a 
weekly boarder place. I was off 
school for 18 months with serious 
heart trouble and other health 
issues. I was in hospital for five 

months. They thought I was going to die but I didn’t. I lost  
18 months of schooling, so I was nearly 17 when I left.  
I only had O levels. 

They said I wouldn’t be fit to do any work so I had to find 
something else. I went to work for a friend of my father’s who 
was a Chartered Accountant at Bradford. I did a couple of 
years with him, which I enjoyed, but I wanted to be back up 
here. I did chartered accountancy and estate management 
with him and moved back up the dale again.

You didn’t have much choice in those days
Dinah Lee with Lynn Cook

Dinah: I eventually ended up going to college in Ripon.  
But I enjoyed it. 

Lynn: That was to be a teacher?

Dinah: Yes, but [as a girl] you hadn’t much choice in those 
days. You either went to be a secretary, you went to teach  
or you worked in shops. That was it basically.

Left: Built in around 1818 to house 
the school in Bewerley, Bridghouse 
Gate School closed in the early 1980s. 
© Nidderdale Museum
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Community
Friends in Ramsgill and affection  
for Nidderdale
Alec Dewar with Robert Light

Alec: As I say, that affection for Nidderdale, it’s in our family. 
My brother, he’s not living now, he was eight years older  
than me, he used to spend all his time round [Ramsgill],  
he went for his honeymoon there. My two sisters went for 
their honeymoons up there. 

With my mother dying, my second eldest sister would have 
me in tow, you see, just as a young kid, and she was friendly 
with Margaret [Robb née Walker] and I went to Mrs Walker’s, 
Margaret’s mother’s, just like going home. We just went in and 
out when we were staying there and when I got older, I was 
able to deliver telegrams for them, because telegrams went to 
the local post office. Then later on when I was older I used to 
deliver the post. If Mrs Walker went away, because she was a 
widow – her husband was killed on the main road just outside 
Wath – I used to deliver the post during and just after the war.

I used to spend a lot of time with Bob Smith. [He] lived at the 
old corn mill at Ramsgill. You know where the police house 
used to be, that was a terrace of about three or four houses. 
They lived right at the top one and that was their farm. They 
also had a joiner’s shop. He used to cut your hair for you, did 
Mr. Smith, Bob’s father, deliver coal, made coffins – he was  
a joiner and undertaker. John Smith was his name. 

I couldn’t believe it when they asked me to do it. They said, 
‘Would you take this horse to be shod at Lofthouse?’ I was 
14 or 15 at the time and it was a cart horse. I rode it up to 
Lofthouse and rode it back again. I can’t believe I did it now! 

Robert: Had you ridden before? 

Alec: No. Next time I had anything to do with horses was  
in the army. I went on an equestrian course. I was in the 
Middle East at the time.

The Bell Festival and school competitions
John Cameron with Marion Smith

John: There was a lot of competition between the school at 
Middlesmoor and the school at Lofthouse, so much so that 
one of the benefactors of the village, Simon Horner, put a new 
peal of bells in the church at Middlesmoor. There was money 
left over and he left it in trust for the schools at Middlesmoor 
and Lofthouse to celebrate the Bell Festival. From the money 

Right: Middlesmoor Bell Festival, 1968. 
© Nidderdale Museum



The Miners Arms, Greenhow. 
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in the trust he would provide teas for the children and for 
them to have sports among themselves like sack races,  
egg and spoon races, high jump, running round the field.  
Also there was a special dispensation given to the schools 
to be able to collect wildflowers, only wildflowers, and to put 
them in jam jars, so that nobody had an advantage, to see  
who could get the most different species into a jam jar and 
make it into a floral arrangement. I am not absolutely sure of 
this, but I think they have still got this special dispensation 
today because as ordinary people we are not allowed to  
pick wildflowers out in the country.

NB. The Middlesmoor Bell Festival celebrated  
its 150th anniversary in 2018.

The Miners Arms and Greenhow  
village in the 1960s
Paul Garforth with Robert Light

Paul: I started going up to the Miners Arms most weekends. 
In those days the Miners was only a very small bar, no bigger 
than this room with the bar taking up a semi-circle. The toilets 
were outside and it was a real off-track place to go. Greenhow 
itself was a mess. There were so many old empty buildings, 
ruined buildings. The few people that lived there were doing 
two or three jobs, a bit of fluorspar mining, a bit of farming, 
that sort of thing. Back of beyond it really was. The Miners  
was run by a guy called Reg Thwaites and his wife Lily. Going 
up there often, I got to know Reg and Lily very well. In the end  
I used to go up there and bottle up on a Sunday morning after 
the Saturday night. Reg would cook me a lovely big breakfast 
on the Rayburn. And then I would go out wandering. I must 
have been absolutely mad. If I saw a hole I would go down  
on my own.

The thing was that the pub was really the focus for the 
community in those days. Everybody and anybody on 
a Saturday night went into that pub. It was absolutely 
unbelievable. There was a piano in the left-hand corner and  
a guy called Billy Coates would come in on Saturday night.  
He had a pipe. He would sit on that piano stool and he could 
play any tune you wanted without music. There was a guy 

called Sam Firth who would start the singing off. There were 
domino tables going, and a fire in the hearth and everybody 
had a lovely evening.

Lucy Harker and being made welcome
Trish and Alan Robinson and Judith and Paul Ransom  
with Robert Light

Trish: Lucy Harker, who lived in the cottage opposite, she’d 
never actually been out of the dale except when her first 
husband died, she went up to work in Northumberland for 
a little while and then came back and was a retired farmer’s 
wife. Her son farms the farm now. But she was a fount of 
all knowledge about the area. Just really great. She made us 
very welcome. Gone now, sadly. A lot of the older characters 
are gone. She died about 11, 12 years ago. Stephen her son 
farms at Thrope. 

Trish: She was just a great character. She was like  
Hannah Hauxwell. 

Judith: She used to sit there in the sunshine opposite all the 
time of the year. She had birds that came round her and she 
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Below: By the 1970s many of the old lead 
miner’s cottages had fallen into disrepair. 
© Nidderdale Museum

knew the birds. She had a special tree and she was out in all 
weathers, right until she died. That’s why we all chatted to  
her, because she was always outside. She was amazing. 

Trish: The other thing is we’ve actually been made – well, 
we feel as if we’ve been made – very welcome, even though 
we’re ‘offcumdens’, or whatever they’re called. There doesn’t 
seem to be any resentment, as far as you can tell. We’re 
sorted of treated as honorary villagers. Which is lovely. It is  
a nice community. Everyone’s so friendly in North Yorkshire. 

Alan: They’ve got time for a chat.

Trish: I think that’s the thing. I mean we live in a village at 
home, but it’s just a completely different feeling and even 
people who are just up here for a day walking will stop for  
a chat. It’s just different. Maybe it is because people have 
more time. I don’t know.

Changes in the village 
Dave Mawer with Kate Abbey 

Kate: Say 20 years ago, 30 years ago a lot of the houses  
[in Greenhow] were quite derelict and a lot of them have  
been renovated. 

Dave: There were quite a lot of dereliction orders on them as 
well. In the last, 20, even 30 years they have been renovated 
more. I don’t think [the population has] grown a great deal 
because there were a lot more houses that aren’t here now.  
In its heyday, the mining heyday, there were over 600 people 
in the village. 

Kate: So we had the pub where people met.  
Did your family go to the pub? 

Dave: No, my mum and dad never went to the pub much at 
all. I didn’t frequent it a lot either. The village hall was a place 
for kids’ parties, things like this, but all that’s gone as well. 
We also played badminton in there, dances, whist drives, 
domino drives, beetle drives. Going back, you just about knew 
everyone because you met them in the village hall when you 
had whist drives and dances. 

Kate: [The village has] obviously changed. Has it changed 
more slowly than other places? It still has a groundedness 
doesn’t it, the area.

Dave: It is definitely changing. It’s changing quicker now  
that it did years ago, probably people are, as they get older, 
moving out.

Left: Greenhow  
Post Office. 
© Nidderdale Museum
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An aging community 
Stephen Ramsden with Anna Greenwood

Stephen: I think people take it a bit for granted in the sense 
that the village hall, the church committee have been managed 
and looked after by the few. The others seem to take the 
village hall and the church for granted. The community 
probably isn’t what it used to be for one main reason as far as 
I’m concerned. I am lucky enough because I inherited it. I own 
a third of Middlesmoor village. A third is owner-occupied and 
a third is holiday and second homes. But in some Yorkshire 
dales in the National Park, Kettlewell for example is 50% 
holiday and second homes and that’s quite a large village is 
Kettlewell. And in Arkengarthdale, more up onto the tops,  
it’s up to 70% holiday and second homes, probably 75%.  
In that sense the community disappears. The church and  
the chapel disappear and the shops certainly disappear. 

We’re getting Tesco and Asda and the rest, dot coms up  
here to deliver food, for example. If they are making money 
out of it, they are making too much money. But that’s the way 
things have kind of evolved. I remember, in the late [19]60s 

Left: Middlesmoor Silver Band in the 1950s. 
© Nidderdale Museum

when I was up here there were two 
shops in Middlesmoor and before that 
there were three. There was a draper’s 
store and there were two pubs and of 
course all that apart from one pub has 
gone. And we’re still two-thirds being 
lived in. So I wouldn’t do the short-term 
holiday and second homes. I need to 
see people being here for the medium 
to long term. I don’t charge the most 
rent but I charge what I think I need  
to maintain the estate – and I have  
an overdraft like anyone else but ...  
if I charged too much rent and people 
couldn’t afford it they wouldn’t  
stop here.

Anna: Where are the people who are taking the properties 
coming from?

Stephen: More or less living or working up here or prepared 
to commute distances, but Middlesmoor is just too far out to 
commute. Without the shooting the pub would have gone  
by now and that’s a business in its own right employing  
one person plus Mr and Mrs Whitaker in the pub.

If you looked at the age profile probably most of my tenants 
are retired, excluding the two gamekeepers we employ in  
two different houses. 

It is an aging community. But there’s two positive signs of  
late in two owner-occupied properties that I can think of.  
Two young families have come in from away to live up here. 
The husbands commute away to work or they are away all 
week and come back at weekends. So they come for the 
quality of life, a lifestyle choice. To a certain extent they 
probably feel that they want to bring up their children in  
a more rural setting, a more real setting rather than a  
concrete jungle that we are setting ourselves up in other  
parts of the country.
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A stepping back in time 
Trish and Alan Robinson and Judith and Paul Ransom  
with Robert Light 

Trish: We do live in a village, bigger than this and a nice village 
community, but this is just, I think it’s just the scenery for me 
is so different. It’s very flat, flattish in Northamptonshire.  
It’s almost like a stepping back in time feeling [coming to 
Lofthouse], and Pateley is the same because Pateley has 
butchers and bakers and things that we don’t have at home. 
It’s all supermarkets at home. People have time to chat, even 
in the shops. It’s just a completely different feeling, somehow.

Judith: If you walk in the butchers in Pateley and he knows  
us, he knows our names. We’ve just been chatting to them  
for about 15 minutes about what we should have for 
Christmas and when we should order it and where we  
should pick it up from.

Alan: They are both fantastic butchers. I don’t why we have 
ended up in one and not the other. We occasionally go into 
the other.

Trish: But they are butchers. We don’t have butchers at  
home like that. It is a complete contrast.

The Moorlands: People, Places, Stories 
oral history project was managed by the 
Upper Nidderdale Landscape Partnership. 
The project’s success is down to the 
commitment and expertise of the team of 
volunteers who undertook the interviews, 
wrote the transcriptions, and helped to 
bring it to such a great conclusion. 

Thank you to Lynn and Sam Cook,  
Kate Abbey, Anna Greenwood, Marion 
Smith and Susan Hockey for all their  
hard work on the project.

Thanks are due to Dr Robert Light, oral 
history consultant, for his support and 
training of the volunteers. 

We are indebted to the Nidderdale 
Museum for allowing us to use 
photographs from their wonderful 
archive. 

We wish to acknowledge the Heritage 
Lottery Fund for funding the Upper 
Nidderdale Landscape Partnership and 
the Nidderdale Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty for managing it.

We would like to dedicate this book to 
all of the people who were interviewed 
during the project. Sadly some have 
since passed away. The wonderful 
memories they generously shared with 
us have meant that a record of life in 
Upper Nidderdale will be preserved for 
generations to come.

Profits from the sale of this booklet 
support the Friends of Nidderdale AONB.
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The Moorlands: People, Places, 
Stories project was one of a number 
of initiatives carried out by the Upper 
Nidderdale Landscape Partnership. 

Between 2014 and 2018 this 
£1.8 million scheme, managed by 
Nidderdale Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty, brought together a 
wide range of organisations who work 
with land managers, farmers and local 
communities under a collective vision:

Upper Nidderdale will continue to be 
a remote and special place, where the 
quality of the natural environment is 
an inspiration to all, where heritage 
features are cherished and displayed, 
where visitors will find a welcoming local 
community who are immensely proud  
of their surroundings and are full of 
stories that bring the landscape to life.

The principal funder was the  
Heritage Lottery Fund.

Find out more about the 
wide and varied work of the 
Upper Nidderdale Landscape 
Partnership on our website: 
uppernidderdale.org.uk
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