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Introduction  
 
The UWHG has done a lot of work investigating the historic landscape and vernacular buildings around Kilnsey and 
Conistone.  Their work in field surveys and documentary research continues. 
 
In this guide however, the emphasis is on the historical development of the small hamlet of Kilnsey, part of the Conistone-
with-Kilnsey township which was previously part of the much larger parish of Burnsall.  
 
The main themes followed are the changes  
(1) from monastic grange to early modern farming community 
(2) and from remote agricultural village to tourist stop-over. 

 
An appropriate introduction is this extract from a poem, by an anonymous author, which was published in the Leeds 
Intelligencer newspaper,  on 8th June, 1812.  
 
KILNSEY CRAG. 
COME, gentle reader, with me go, 
Where Wharf’s translucent waters flow 
Through verdant pastures, flowery meads, 
Whose waving trees form pleasing shades; 
There we upon its thymy brink, 
Can sit, and rest, and chat, and think;  
Can watch the fishes as they glide 
Gay sportive through its silver tide.  
Sweet is the fragrance of the gale 
That sweeps a dear, a native vale; 

 
There is evidence of occupation since Prehistoric times, in the form of Mesolithic flint scatters on the moors above. Recent 
work on the prehistoric landscape has revealed extensive ancient field systems and settlements in the neighbourhood. More 
work is currently ongoing with investigations at Outgang (2019-2020).  

 
MASTILES LANE 
 

 
Figure 1 View from Quarry Road looking downhill towards "The Old Chapel" 

The present road which passes up the hill past the Old Hall, over the cattle grid, and onto the hills, is generally considered to 
be part of the ancient trackway known as Mastiles Lane (originally called Strete Gate, and sometimes later known as The Old 
Monk’s Road), but this section is actually a relatively recent diversion, created for the quarry that lies nearby.  The original 
route probably cuts through the back of the hall and its kitchen bakehouse (Monks Cottage), and down past Smelt Mill 
Cottages, just below. 

https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_14c520b315d34312999841199468946e.pdf
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Figure 2 Information Board at layby, next to the cattle grid 

The name “Mastells” was first recorded in 1626, and may be derived from Old English for marshy; alternatively it may derive 
from dialect for a bridle path or steep uphill path.  
 
There are faint traces of a Roman marching camp on the track near Malham, but the track itself may well be much older.  
It was still well used in the Middle Ages by Fountains Abbey for driving sheep, and as a communication route between the 
Abbey and its estates throughout the Dales and Cumbria. After the dissolution of the monastery in 1539, Mastiles Lane 
continued to be used by cattle drovers from all over the north of England and from Scotland, on their way to markets across 
England. 
 
Further Reading: 
Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority – “Out of Oblivion; A Landscape Through Time” website (www.outofoblivion.org.uk) 
Jennie Crawford – “Streets and Trails of the Yorkshire Dales ; Settle, Giggleswick, Malham and Grassington” (2000) 
Geoffrey N. Wright – “Tracks and Trackways of the Yorkshire Dales” (1985)  

 
THE ORIGINS OF KILNSEY 
 
The historical record begins, as with most English settlements, with the Domesday Book of 1086, where the name is entered 
as “Chilesie”. It has also later been written as “Kulnesey”, “Kylnesay”, and “Kilnesey”.  There has long been some debate over 
the meaning & origin of this name, the most popular translations being Chilly stream ; swamp or marsh ; celtic chapel ; and 
high cliff  
 
As the name changed slightly over the centuries it is interesting to note that there was no letter “n” in the earliest versions 
of the name. Even today some locals say “Kilsey” rather than Kilnsey.  
 
Further Reading: 
Anna Powell-Smith – “The Domesday Book Online”  ; available at: https://opendomesday.org/ 
Thomas Dunham Whitaker -  “The History and Antiquities of the Deanery of Craven in the County of York” (3rd. ed. 1878) 
Harry Speight – “Upper Wharfedale, being a complete account of the history, antiquities and scenery….” (1900)  
Edmund Bogg – “Two thousand miles in Wharfedale; a descriptive account of the history, antiquities, legendary lore, 
picturesque features, and rare architecture of the Vale of the Wharf, from Tadcaster to Cam Fell” (1904).   

http://www.outofoblivion.org.uk/
https://opendomesday.org/
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Figure 3 Remains of sow kiln next to "The Old Chapel" 

Moving slightly down the hill from the cattle grid, just before the small building above the Old Hall, there can be seen a 
hollow scoop in the field behind. This is the remains of a sow or clamp kiln, which was used to produce lime. The date of this 
kiln is not known, but lime was being burned in the Dales from at least the mid-15th Century. There were hundreds like this 
all over the Dales. They can be found in almost every township.  
 
Further Reading: 
David Johnson – “Limestone Industries of the Yorkshire Dales” (2nd ed., 2013)  
Ingleborough Archaeology Group – “The Sow Kiln Project 2004-2006” (IAG website; 
www.ingleborougharchaeologygroup.org.uk/sowkiln.htm) 
David Johnson (ed.) – “The Sowkiln Project; Excavation of Clamp Kilns in the Yorkshire Dales” (2006) 

 
THE FOUNTAINS ABBEY CONNECTION 
The role of Fountains Abbey in the history of Kilnsey is pivotal.   
 
Founded in 1132, near Ripon, Fountains Abbey had, by the early 13th Century, established 39 granges. Their holdings 
included a vast tract of territory spreading across the Dales from Kilnsey, to Malham in the south, to the top of Wharfedale  
into Nidderdale, and westwards into Ribblesdale. They needed an outlying grange in Craven to deal directly with this huge 
estate. 
 
A grange was a farm or industrial centre and its associated buildings, located outside or even many miles away from the 
monastery itself. It supplied produce for the monastic community and worked under the direct management of the 
monastery.  Kilnsey was chosen in about 1150 as the grange for Fountains Abbey’s Craven estates.  
 
It is not known exactly where the grange buildings stood, There are several possibilities, including the top of the hill around 
what is now Kilnsey Old Hall, or alternatively, at Outgang, which lies just north of the village.  

http://www.ingleborougharchaeologygroup.org.uk/sowkiln.htm
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There were also farmsteads at Chapel House, Northcote and Scarthcoate, all part of the medieval manor of Kilnsey. 
 
Kilnsey Grange 
Kilnsey Grange was used as a gathering place for the sheep and wool from the Abbey’s other granges in Craven. Sheep were 
brought here from across the Dales to be clipped here, and the wool was sent on for sale. Wool was a very valuable 
commodity in its own right, but also important were sheep’s milk and cheese, as well as the skins which were used for 
leather and parchment making. 
 
For 200 years Kilnsey grange, which consisted of about 400 acres (including part of what is now Conistone on the other side 
of the river), specialised in sheep-rearing, but it also had mills, a lime kiln, a bakehouse and other farm buildings. And, like all 
other Cistercian granges across the country, the grange was operated by a community of lay brothers, with a few monks 
present as supervisors. 
 
The Cistercians and Their Benefactors 
Monasteries should not be regarded simply as reclusive, cloistered communities, cut off from the rest of the world. The 
Cistercian monasteries in particular were business enterprises, the forerunners of our multi-national corporations. The 
monks were supposed to earn their way to salvation through their own work, and that included saying prayers for the souls 
of the laity who hoped this would earn them time off in purgatory.  
 
Many individuals offered charitable donations of land or money in return for those prayers. Such donations were 
theologically acceptable since they were payments for services rendered, and intended as a community resource, for the 
benefit of everyone, rather than a source of profit. It is not clear whether all these donations were totally voluntary – it was 
suggested by some contemporary critics that the monks may have coerced some people into selling land, instructing them 
to disguise the sale as a gift to the Abbey. The monks felt this was a necessary move, not only for economic reasons, but also 
as part of a strategy to encircle their vital pastures on Malham Moor. In order to protect these pastures they had to ensure 
that their rivals – Bolton Abbey and Furness Abbey - did not encroach too near. Kilnsey was the first of this cluster of 
protective lands to be acquired – later added to with the acquisition of further lands in Bordley, Arncliffe & Malham. Several 
benefactors gave land in and around Kilnsey to Fountains Abbey from the mid 12th Century into the early 13th Century.  
 
The most significant donation, c.1154, was from William FitzDuncan, son of the Scottish King, Duncan, and a nephew of King 
David of Scotland. About 20 years previously, William had led fierce Scottish raids into England, ransacking the Craven area, 
before marrying Alice de Romilly, of Skipton, and, through her, becoming Lord of Skipton Castle. It is known that William’s 
uncle, King David of Scotland, had scolded William for pillaging churches of Craven (the pillaging of non-ecclesiastical 
property and settlements was apparently acceptable behaviour). It is feasible that the gift of Kilnsey to a monastery may 
have been William’s way of showing that he repented his sins. 
 
Another benefactor was Edulf of Kilnsey, who gave Fountains Abbey some land on the understanding that he could become 
a lay-brother. Although not common, it was not unknown for men of rank to volunteer to become lay brothers rather than 
monks. Edulf also stipulated that his son, Nicholas, would become a monk, and that his wife (whose name is not given in the 
documentation) would be found a place in a nunnery (again there are no details as to the name or location of the nunnery, 
or whether she was in full agreement with the arrangement).  There is a suggestion that Edulf’s other sons were not too 
keen on losing their inheritance in this way, as the Abbey had to be persuaded to offer 20 marks and a horse, plus 133 years’ 
worth of rent for their holdings in Malham. (1 mark was worth 13s 4d) 
 
It was worth the price, as it was this gift from Edulf that enabled the Abbey to establish the grange at Kilnsey, as a base from 
which to develop their Craven estates. 
 
Further Reading: 
J. Wardrop – “Fountains Abbey and its Benefactors, 1132-1300” (1988)  
Thomas Dunham Whitaker – “The History and Antiquities of the Deanery of Craven in the County of York” (3rd ed. 1878)  
Glyn Coppack – “Fountains Abbey; The Cistercians in Northern England” (2009)  

 
The Lay-Brothers [Conversi] 
 
So what could Edulf expect from his new life as a lay-brother? 
Manual labour was an essential element in the Cistercian way of life. Through the work principle they accumulated vast 
profits. But they could not have done this without the support of a vast army of lay-brothers to work on the grange farms, as 
well as at the home monastery complex. They engaged in a wide variety of tasks as agricultural labourers, blacksmiths, stone 
masons, tanners, butchers, bakers, and other craftsmen. 
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While “choir monks”, dedicated mainly to prayer and contemplation and light tasks such as gardening and production of 
manuscripts were recruited mainly from wealthier families – often younger sons without an inheritance, or older men 
seeking eternal salvation – the lay brethren were recruited mostly from the peasant and artisan classes, and were expected 
to regard life on the granges as a life-long vocation, just as much as monks regarded life in the cloistered monastery.  Living 
in quarters kept distinctly separate from the monks, the lay brothers were subject to a strict set of rules which regulated 
every aspect of their lives – diet, clothing, when to sleep, pray and work, even the length of their beards if they grew them. 
Their religious services were simpler and shorter than those of the monks, but just as strictly observed every day – and every 
Friday they were expected to whip themselves in humility.  
 
Silence was an integral part of the lives of both monks and lay-brothers.  Only essential exchanges were allowed, and then in 
whispers. Despite the strict regulation of every aspect of their daily life, and the adherence to celibacy, life as a lay-brother 
offered not only eternal salvation, but also a secure provision of food, shelter and protection that was often hard to come by 
in the secular world of the feudal serf.  
 
Cistercians and Women 
The Cistercians dedicated their Order to the Virgin Mary, regarded as divinely separate and distinct from all other women.  
Contact with females was strictly forbidden, so 400 acres in and around Kilnsey was ring-fenced as “men-only” territory. 
Except for a very brief period, official sanction for Cistercian nunneries was refused, although some women did go ahead 
and set a few up on their own initiative.  
 
Of course, women had some useful functions - there are records of Cistercian monasteries sending out their laundry to local 
women.   
 
It was common practice for monasteries to encourage small secular communities to settle just outside a grange territory, in 
order to ensure the monks had access to extra labour and skills of craftsmen when needed. Perhaps Conistone served this 
purpose? At particularly busy times of year, such as the harvest, the local peasantry would be called in from outside to help 
– even women might be employed at such times, although they would have to be kept at a good distance away from the lay-
brothers.   
 
Cistercians and Hospitality 
Hospitality was an important spiritual duty of the Cistercian Order.  
Kilnsey was one of several granges which provided accommodation for travellers – these could range from passing troops of 
soldiers, to pilgrims, aristocratic lords with their retinues, drovers and merchants, and monastic officials.   
 
The Plumpton family, who held the lordship of Grassington, and were retainers of the Percy dynasty, were frequent visitors 
in the 15th Century – using Kilnsey as a hunting lodge, they brought their own minstrels along, and received payments from 
the Abbey for entertaining the monks at Kilnsey. 
 
Of course, any female travellers were NOT given shelter at Kilnsey Grange. They would have been housed nearby, outside 
the grange territory, but the records do not state exactly where. 
 
Abbey Administration 
Kilnsey was one of many granges servicing Fountains Abbey – and certainly one of the most important. Sheep from other 
granges, as far afield as Nidderdale, were brought here annually for washing, shearing and sorting.  
 
But Kilnsey was especially important for another reason. It had a second major function, acting as the administrative centre 
for all of the Abbey’s holdings across Craven - including Threshfield, Conistone, and Kettlewell.  
 
A few Monastic officials would therefore have been ever-present to keep accounts for the estate, and run the courthouse 
which maintained discipline across their Craven estates.  
 
The records do not describe the precise location of the Kilnsey courthouse, but where Kilnsey Old Hall now stands has been 
cited as a very likely site.   
 
Further Reading: 
Online HRI - The Cistercians in Yorkshire Project website – www.dhi.ac.uk (2011)   
Glyn Coppack – “Fountains Abbey; the Cisctercians in Northern England (2009)   
Glyn Coppack – “The White Monks; the Cisterians in Britain, 1128-1540” (2005)   
Colin Platt – “The Monastic Grange in Medieval England” (1969)  

http://www.dhi.ac.uk/
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THE “OLD CHAPEL” 
 

 
Figure 4 "The Old Chapel" 

Below the cattle grid, just above the Old Hall, stands a small structure, known locally as “the Old Chapel” – the lower walls 
are believed to be medieval.  But the practice of calling it a chapel seems to only date from the 20th century, and it is thought 
by some that the actual chapel was a chamber within the main building of Kilnsey Old Hall.   
 
Small, but relatively ornate, architectural features suggest this was not originally an ordinary farm building. At the back (not 
visible from the road) there is an elevated doorway which would have been reached by an external stairway. It certainly 
became an agricultural building by early modern times, and is now a holiday cottage let.   
 
Further Reading  
D.J.A. Taylor – “The Archaeological Recording of a Historic Building and Watching brief – The Chapel, Kilnsey Old hall, Kilnsey” 
(2003)  

 
THE MEDIEVAL ORIGINS OF THE OLD HALL 

 
Figure 5 The Old Hall, viewed from the back 
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It is known from the manorial records that medieval Kilnsey included a substantial dwelling house, some sort of courthouse, 
storehouses, barns and a chapel. The house and ancillary buildings of Kilnsey Old Hall largely date from the mid-17th Century, 
but some experts believe that there are also traces of much older buildings within the fabric – probably dating from the 
monastic period.   
 
Although the location of the agricultural buildings within the 400-acre estate is not clear, it is highly likely that the 
administrative centre, including the courthouse, was on the site where the Old Hall now stands. For example, if you look at 
the plan of the Old Hall, drawn up in the mid-1990s by English Heritage consultants, the black sections are shown as 
probably medieval. 
 

 
Figure 6  Plan of Kilnsey Old Hall (Peter Ryder)  

 
In the private garden of the present house are the ruined walls of what is known as the Long Building, built of rough blocks 
of stone, with remnants of plaster showing in some places. This is very likely to be what remains of the main building of the 
medieval complex - perhaps accommodation for the monastic officials, or a guest house.  
 
KILNSEY HALL 
Documentary evidence, and a date stone on the rear side of the building, record that Christopher Wade had the house built, 
or re-built, in 1648, using whatever remained of the medieval buildings (probably demolished, certainly in ruins, after the 
Dissolution of the Monasteries) to build this very fine house.    
 
Look for the very obvious difference between the north wing of the house, and the southern wing:  Note the difference 
between the rough limestone quoins in the north wing, and the contrasting dressed sandstone ones at the front.   
Limestone blocks as quoins often indicate an early phase of building.  But this does not necessarily mean this section 
predates the southern wing. It might just be that the back of the house looks deceptively older because more money was 
lavished on the front to make it look fashionable and imposing.  
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Figure 7  Kilnsey Old Hall - The Dove cot can be seen in the attic of the rear wing 

There are several architectural features which can be seen, confirming the Old Hall is mainly a 17th Century construction: 
mullioned windows with hood moulds above; coping stones; distinctive roof kneelers (sometimes called “witches perches”); 
carved finials; and a large plinth around the base of the building. The pigeon loft or dove cote near the roof eaves was a 
popular status symbol in houses of this period. 
 

 
Figure 8   Small patches of old rendering still survive (seen here immediately right of the modern drainpipe) 
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Parts of a covering render are still visible if you look closely.  This would have been the preferred finish to a building of 
status. Letting the original stonework show is a much more modern preference. 
 

 
Figure 9  A block of tufa can be seen in the wall just left of the door 

Several blocks of tufa are clearly visible within the walls. Tufa was often used in medieval buildings because it is so light that 
it could support vaulted arches. Finding it appearing in the fabric of this building is another indication that there may have 
been materials from the monastic complex that were recycled as the Old Hall was built over the ruins of the grange 
buildings.  

 
MONKS COTTAGE 
In the mediaeval and early modern periods, Mastiles Lane would not have come down between the Old Hall and its 
neighbour, Monks Cottage. Instead, these two buildings would have formed part of a discrete complex or cluster.   
 
The name “Monks Cottage” is deceptive as it was first recorded as late as 1802. It is believed to be partly the remains of an 
old bake house, brewhouse or kitchen, dating from at least the mediaeval period. The remains of a massive bread oven were 
found when refurbishments took place in the 20th Century. Since it disappeared after its removal it has never been closely 
dated, but at least a plan of it has survived, which shows that there is a medieval core to the building, at the point where the 
bread oven was situated. Much of the cottage, however, dates back to the mid-17th Century, and it may have been re-built 
to serve the Old Hall.  
 

 
Figure 10  Monk’s Cottage Plan (Arnold Pacey)  
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THE GATEHOUSE 
On the south side on the approach to the Old Hall is a fragment of what was probably a grand gateway into the yard of the 
main building.  
 
In 1822, it was described as “Two ancient arches, rather pointed, adjoining to a house called “the Hall”… The keystone of the 
larger arch has the remains of a dog or sheep upon it.”  [Thomas Langdale – “A Topographical Dictionary of Yorkshire” (2nd 
ed., 1822) ] 

 
Figure 11   The Gatehouse 

A rough sketch drawn in 1840 shows the gatehouse in disrepair, but with more of the original structure than has survived to 
the present day.  The sketch clearly shows it was then a complete archway, now partly replaced by a garage building.  
A door leading into what would have been the archway can also be seen, as well as a 3 storey building behind to the right. 
That building was probably a 17th Century construction and is no longer standing 

 
Figure 12  The Gatehouse as shown in a sketch made in an Angler’s Club Notebook, c.1840 
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Opinions differ on how old this gatehouse is. The gatehouse may originally have been a double archway, incorporating a 
porter’s lodge above, and was possibly the main entrance to the medieval manor courthouse. It is most likely the gatehouse 
was rebuilt in the 17thC, using fragments from earlier buildings. 
    
 
 

Figure 13  The  Gatehouse before renovation 

 
 
Further Reading:   
Peter Ryder – Kilnsey Old Hall, in White, R.F & Wilson, P.R. (eds.) – “Archaeology and Historic Landscape of the Yorkshire 
Dales” (YAS Occ. Paper, No. 2, 2004; pp. 127-136)  
Sonia Wilkinson – “Kinlsey; A Dales Township” (2011) 
 

 
MANORIAL COURT 
Every medieval manor had its own legal court, the Court Baron, meeting several times each year, under the authority of the 
lord of the manor – who was, in this case, Fountains Abbey. It is highly likely, although this cannot be proved beyond doubt, 
that the Old Hall stands on the site of the Abbey grange administration buildings, which would have included the 
courthouse.  
 
It would have dealt with all manner of issues relating to the running of the estates; for example, enforcing rules regarding 
the number of livestock that could graze the fields and moors, and so on.  Acting also as a Court Leet (which met twice a 
year), Kilnsey’s court would also have had the responsibility for dealing with petty crime under statute law.  
 
The Court Baron was an important source of revenue for the lord of the manor, with fines being liberally imposed on all 
kinds of “offences”, privileges, and licenses.  
 
The Kilnsey manorial court supervised not only this township, but also most of the Abbey’s holdings across Craven.  
According to Whitaker (1878) there were still remains of the court house surviving at Kilnsey in 1579, when Richard Tempest 
sued for the right to claim tithes of wool from Kilnsey. When the court sessions were held, every summer, this tiny place 
would have been swamped with people – every rent-paying tenant of the manor was expected to attend as jurymen or pay a 
fine for non-attendance.  Court officials and witnesses arrived en masse, demanding stabling or grazing pastures for their 
horses, food and accommodation for themselves and their servants. Kilnsey would have been buzzing with activity. 
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CRISIS IN THE 14TH CENTURY 
 
Dramatic changes on a national scale in the financial and social climate during the early 14th Century forced the Cistercians 
of Fountains Abbey to completely re-evaluate their business models on all their estates across England. Fountains Abbey had 
already overstretched itself by the beginning of the 14th Century and had fallen into financial trouble. The situation was 
exacerbated by the national crisis which began in 1314 and lasted many decades. 
 
Bad weather caused several harvests to fail, and widespread disease amongst livestock devastated sheep and cattle. Famine 
killed 10% to 15% of the population of the country. The Black Death (1348) probably killed another 30% to 40%.  Labour was 
now in very short supply, and peasants could demand higher wages and better working conditions. Consequently, the 
monasteries found it increasingly difficult to attract new recruits as monks and lay-brothers. Surviving peasants preferred to 
take advantage of the abandoned crofts and deserted villages to set up their own small farms and live more independently. 
 
Scottish raiders repeatedly pillaged northern England, including Yorkshire. They even raided Fountains Abbey itself. The 
Crown exacted heavy taxes to raise an English army in retaliation. The monasteries were not exempt. Even the abbot of 
Fountains was obliged to raise and arm men to fight in the campaign against the Scots.  
 
As English troops marched north from Skipton on their way to “hammer” the Scots, they stopped off at Kilnsey Grange for 
rest, food and shelter. Providing this traditional hospitality proved the last straw for Kilnsey Grange, virtually bankrupted by 
the demands of the soldiers. 
 
So, the irony is that a Scottish raider was instrumental in the creation of Kilnsey’s monastic grange – but two centuries later, 
Scottish raiders helped to close it down.    
 
Further Reading: 
David Carpenter – “The Struggle for Mastery; Britain 1066-1284” (2003)  
Bruce M.S. Cambell – “Before the Black Death; Studies in the crisis of the early 14th Century” (1992)  
Ole J. Benedictow – “The Black Death, 13-46-1353: The Complete History” (2004) 
Colin Platt – “King Death; The Black Death and its Aftermath in Late Medieval England” (1996)   

 
THE GRANGE BECOMES A VILLAGE 
 
Throughout the 13th Century the recruitment of lay-brothers became increasingly difficult as the gradual decline of 
feudalism opened up other economic opportunities for peasantry who were more easily able to obtain copyholds and even 
leaseholds on smallholdings.  
 
As early as 1208 monastic granges too were being converted into leaseholds, often on a short-term but repeated basis, to 
get through exceptional periods of economic crisis. In 1336 however, as a consequence of the 14th Century crisis, and 
specifically so they could be relieved of the obligation of providing hospitality, Fountains Abbey sought permission from the 
mother-house in Clairveaux to permanently convert Kilnsey grange into a vill – in other words, a village of rent-paying 
tenants, and wage-labourers. The Abbey, however, retained its position as Lord of the manor, and could still impose rules of 
good conduct over its tenants, regular agricultural practices, and receive revenue via the Manorial Court as well as tithes.  
 
Imagine the dramatic change this had on Kilnsey. No more celibate lay-brothers, a community of single men, living in virtual 
silence, sleeping in dormitories, eating together in the refectory, carefully measuring their beards and flogging themselves 
every Friday. They were replaced by a mix of wage labourers and rent-paying tenant farmers. Men, living here in family 
households, with wives and children – there was chatter, laughing, and the sounds of children playing.   
 
Another interesting outcome was that the Abbey needed to draw up legal agreements with these new tenants, who needed 
to clearly identify themselves to establish their claims – and this is when many of them started to adopt surnames for the 
first time, including Tennant, a name which survives today in the name of the local pub.  
 
By the time Fountains Abbey fell victim to Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries two centuries later (1539), Kilnsey 
consisted of 8 tenements or households.  
 
Sir Richard Gresham, a wealthy London merchant, bought up extensive tracts of monastic estates across the country, 
including those of Fountains Abbey, which he quickly sold off for a quick profit. One of his customers in the north of England 
was Sir Peter Yorke, but Yorke’s widow and son sold on much of the property, dividing it up between various new 
landowners.  Eventually, piece by piece, much of Kilnsey came into the hands of the Wade family. 
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In the meantime, from 1583, the manor of Conistone-with-Kilnsey was bought up by a consortium of local landowners who 
placed the lordship into a trust, to be supervised by elected bylawmen and trust lords. They carried on the traditional role of 
the Lord of the Manor in maintaining the administration of local affairs, especially supervision of common grazing and 
mining rights.  

RISE OF THE LANDED GENTRY 
The Post-Reformation period witnessed a new landowning gentry emerging as a major social and political force in Britain.  
The rise of the landed gentry, or “Middling Sort” as they liked to call themselves, transformed medieval England into early 
modern society during the 17th and 18th centuries – feudalism was dislodged by capitalism.  
 
The sudden availability of vast monastic estates opened up tremendous opportunities for them. And they were enthusiastic 
builders – hence the national phenomenon of the Great Rebuilding of the 17th Century when many old timber-framed 
buildings were being replaced by stone-built barns and houses. In the majority of cases the new houses were either 
renovations and extensions of existing buildings or made extensive use of the materials from the old buildings they replaced 
often using the same footprint on the ground. Thus, many of the vernacular and farm buildings in Kilnsey, although basically 
17th Century in construction, have been found to contain re-used timbers from medieval structures which dated from the 
11th to 16th Centuries.  
 
Further Reading:  
UWHG’s survey of vernacular buildings in Kilnsey  
J.T. Cliffe – “The Yorkshire Gentry; from the Reformation to the Civil War” (1969)  
Jonathan Brooks Barry – “The Middling Sort of People; Culture, Society and Politics in England, 1500-1800” (1994)  
H.F. French – “The Middle Sort of People in Provincial England, 1600-1750” (2007)]  
John Ruston – “Yorkshire in the reign of Elizabeth I” (2008) 
Jack Binns – “Yorkshire in the 17th Century” (2006) 
Felicity Heal & Clive Holmes – “Gentry in England and Wales, 1500-1700” (1994)  
Keith Wrightson – “English Society 1580-1680” (end ed. 2002) 

 
THE WADE FAMILY 
The Wades were farming gentry, originally from Addingham, who had made their money from iron, but had also been busy 
accumulating property across Craven. 
The illustration shows an early version (1500) of their coat of arms – the silver rhinoceros represents Resilience and Ferocity 
when aroused.  
Figure 14 The Wade Coat of Arms  

 
  
 
It may also represent the gift of a rhino horn (thought to be an effective detector of 
poison) from the King of Spain to Armigel Wade, clerk to the Privy Council under 
Henry VIII.  
 
From 1571 until the mid-17th Century, the Wade family firmly established 
themselves as the major landowners in Kilnsey. Armigel Wade was probably the first 
to be born at Kilnsey (1514-1568), but his precise relationship to later Wade family 
members at Kilnsey is unclear.  
 
The documentary evidence for Wades buying property in Kilnsey starts with the 
three sons of Christoper Wade of Plumtreebanks, near Addingham. 
Arthur Wade, was the first of this branch of the family to be born in Kilnsey - and 

purchased the lordship of the manor of Kilnsey during the 1590s. Together with his brothers, Thomas and Christopher, he 
continued the family practice of accumulating property across Craven, including in and around Conistone and Kilnsey. They 
did not buy up huge estates, but rather purchased lots of little pieces of property, steadily and slowly, bit by bit, building up 
their property portfolio over several decades. 
 
Arthur’s son, another Christopher, was born in 1591, probably at Addingham, and inherited the Kilnsey estate in 1613. He 
too continued the piecemeal property purchases, often exchanging a field here and there with another landowner, in order 
to consolidate his holdings.  
 
This Christopher’s son, Cuthbert, was only 23 when the first civil war broke out in 1642. 
Cuthbert was a cavalier, serving as a Captain of the Horse, but in 1647, after Parliament had won the upper hand at the close 
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of the first civil war, Cuthbert, like most Royalist officers, was hauled before a Parliamentary Committee in order to explain 
himself. He claimed he had been forced to fight for the King by Henry Clifford, the Earl of Cumberland. In return for paying a 
heavy fine (equivalent to 1/6th the value of all his property), and on taking the Oath of Allegiance to Parliament, he was 
allowed to keep most of his estates in Arncliffe, Burnsall, Middleham and Kilnsey, valued together as worth £222 per annum. 
 
Despite the outbreak of the second civil war in the following year, Cuthbert wisely remained neutral and kept out of the 
fighting. Perhaps he turned his attention to helping his father, Christopher, who was in the process of re-building the Hall 
into the impressive house that now stands at the top of Kilnsey.  
 
Christopher’s wife Margaret had died in January 1638, so this may have been a project both father and son needed to give 
them a focus during difficult times.  
 
After the Restoration of King Charles II, Christopher Wade moved to Bordley, leaving Kilnsey Hall to his son Cuthbert, who 
continued to acquire more property in and around Kilnsey. Despite his own experiences during the civil wars, in the 
Restoration period, Cuthbert, as a Justice of the Peace, showed no sympathy for Catholics and Quakers who refused to take 
an oath of loyalty to the Crown. He did not hesitate to confiscate their estates and even imprison them. He was also a 
Captain of the Trayned Bands – the local county militia, a kind of “Dad’s Army” for the gentry classes. Little else is known 
about Cuthbert Wade, except that he married three times, was widowed twice, and fathered 11 children (3 of whom died 
young).   
 
Further Reading: 
Stuart Charles Wade – “The Wade Genealogy” (New York, 1900) 
John William Clay (ed.) – “Yorkshire Royalist Composition Papers, Vol. III” (YAS, Record Series, 20, 1896)  

 
OLD HALL BECOMES A BARN 
 
Cuthbert died in 1688, and the Kilnsey estate passed down through two more Cuthberts. The last died childless in Preston, 
Lancashire in 1745, when the estate passed by marriage to the Allenson family of Adlington, Lancashire.  
 
By 1745 the Hall had ceased to be a residential home and was sold to be let out to a succession of tenants. It soon became 
derelict.  It remained so for 2 centuries. The photograph below was taken in 1987 about 10 years before restoration work 
began.  
 

 
Figure 15 The Old Hall before renovation  

 
OLD NAN :  
From the 1770s, however, when this had already become quite a dilapidated old farm building, one corner of the Old Hall 
was home to Nancy Winter: “Kilnsey Nan”. She was here until she died c.1820, and has been immortalised by Victorian 
antiquarians as Kilnsey’s very own “witch”. In fact it would be more accurate to describe her as a “cunning woman”, or if you 
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prefer, an eccentric old lady, or more sympathetically, as a poor old woman living alone and struggling to make a living as 
best she could. She often travelled to Skipton market where she had a stall selling charms and telling fortunes. The tools of 
her trade were described as a divining rod, a pack of dirty old cards, a crystal, and most precious, which she carried around 
clasped to her bosom - a guinea-pig.  
 
Further Reading: 
Old Nan is briefly referred to in several accounts such as:  
E. Pontefract & M. Hartley – “Wharfedale” (1943)]  
James W. Baker – “White Witches ; historic fact and romantic fantasy”, in James Lewis (ed.) – “Magical religion and Modern 
Witchcraft” (1996, p.190) ] 
Edmund Bogg – “Two Thousand Miles in Wharfedale” (1904, p.597)  
Keith Thomas – “Religion and The Decline of Magic” (1971)  
B.J. Harker – “Rambles in Upper Wharfedale”  (1869)  
 

 
In 1805 the Old Hall was described as “entirely dismantled”. It was used as a farm building – housing cattle, storing hay and 
agricultural equipment - right into the late 20th Century.  
 
In 1869, B.J. Harker wrote of it: “sadly dilapidated, and also uninhabited; we enter it, and find within several antique pieces of 
architecture, and cannot but feel sorry that such a place should be allowed to go to decay.”  (“Rambles in Upper Wharfedale” 
Edmondson & Co., Skipton, 1869)  
 
 

 
Figure 16  Kilnsey Old Hall before renovation - side view (now a private garden) 

Happily, in 1998, the Old Hall was bought by the previous owners who carried out a beautiful restoration, preserving as 
many of the original medieval and 17th Century features as possible, including the decorative plasterwork. It has since passed 
into other hands but is still a beautiful private residence.  

 
So, In summary so far: 
Kilnsey’s early development went through four very distinct phases: 
 
1. The Prehistoric  
 
2. The development of the monastic grange – when Kilnsey was an all-male religious community 
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3. The Crisis of the 14th Century, and the associated secularisation of Kilnsey, with the appearance of tenant farmsteads and 
wage labourers 
 
4. The rise of landed gentry classes and the Great Re-building of the 17th Century. This was happening all over the Yorkshire 
Dales, and was indeed a national phenomenon. 
 

 
A little further downhill from the Old Hall is the Town Piece, where the industrial phase of the village’s history becomes 
evident.  
 
TOWN PIECE 
 

 
Figure 17  The Town Piece 

These days we tend to think of the Dales as a rural, agricultural idyll, but in former times there was a surprising amount of 
industrial activity all across this countryside.  
The Town Piece, now used as pasture, and providing access to private residences, contains the remains of several industrial 
features: 
The circular scoop in the ground near the north wall marks the site of a clamp kiln similar to the one next to the “Old 
Chapel”, but this one was excavated in 2007 in a joint project by the Upper Wharfedale Heritage Group and Ingleborough 
Archaeology Group. It was then filled in to preserve it.   
 
Most villages had a lime kiln, as lime had many uses including as an agricultural fertiliser; in building mortar; plaster and 
limewash for houses; the tanning industry; soap & paper–making - to name but a few. 
The kiln had a bowl lined with stone. Limestone was brought down from the hillside (the sled run is still just visible on the hill 
above Town Piece), broken up and packed alternately with layers of stone and coal into the kiln. There was a flue below the 
floor to enable very high temperatures of approx. 800°- 900°C to be reached. 
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Figure 19 The excavated lime kiln on Kilnsey Town Piece, showing the flue and stone-lined bowl 
 
Although there are documentary references to lime-burning at Kilnsey as early as 1446, during the excavation it was found 
that this kiln was last fired between 1620 and 1670.  Kilnsey Old Hall was rebuilt in 1648, so it is very possible that this was 
used to provide the lime for the mortar.  
There were numerous objects found in the kiln during the excavation – including fairly high status artefacts such as: 
black glazed earthenware pottery from the late Middle Ages; metal objects including two large keys from a heavy 17th 
century door; well preserved leaded window glass from the 16th century  – perhaps from the chapel for the hall; buckles 
and a spur.     
A Corn Mill also stood on the Town Piece – this dates back to at least 1496, when Margaret Kydd was the tenant. It was still 
operational as a water corn mill as late as 1807, and was still standing in 1844, when it is shown on the Tithe Award map. 
Again, nearly every village had a corn mill, although few survive. 
 
A Corn Drying Kiln was also excavated by UWHG and Ingleborough Archaeology Group in 2008, and filled in again.  
Before it was milled, grain had to be dried slowly in a hot oven to stop it going mouldy, and to make it more suitable for 
milling, so this kiln would have been vital to the economy of the monastic grange and the later village. It was also shown as 
still standing on the Tithe Award map of 1844, although nothing can now be seen except another hollow in the ground. 

 
Figure 20  the excavated corn-drying kiln on Kilnsey Town Piece 

 
The 2008 excavation revealed a stone-lined structure which would have had stone racks inside, and a stone-lined flue to 
bring the warm air from a fire pit to seep through under the racks. Matting, made of horse hair was laid on the racks, and  



A WALK THROUGH KILNSEY’S PAST 

 

J.Lunnon, August 2020 18 

 

the grain placed on the top of this. Sections of such stone racks can frequently be seen across the Dales, re-used in field 
walls, or as decorative features in older buildings.  

 
Figure 21  Example of a stone rack from a drying kiln – re-used in a drystone wall 

 
Only the foundations of the original Kilnsey corn-drying kiln survived, the original structure having been extensively 
modified, with the building of a smaller, internal bowl – perhaps because the amount of grain being processed was reduced, 
or maybe it was converted for an entirely different purpose. We know the kiln was owned by Henry Ovington, the owner of 
both village pubs in the Victorian period, and rented out by him to the tenant-landlord of the Anglers’ Arms, John Inman, so 
maybe it was used by him for brewing.  
  
Further Reading 
D. Johnson, P & P Carroll, R. Martlew – “Report on the Excavation of a Corn Drying Kiln at Kilnsey Green” (UWHG, 2009)  
available online at: https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-
0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_3b174aecde4248ed9c29b21cf522e3db.pdf 

 
David Johnson – Report on the Excavation of a 17th Century Limekiln at Town Piece, Kilnsey (IAG, 2007)   

 
FULLING MILL AND SMELT MILL COTTAGES 
The cottage on the Town Piece, near the drying kiln and corn mill, was formerly known as “The Spinney”, “Windy Arbour”, 
“Hatchery Cottage”, and “Smelt Mill Cottages”.  
 
Fulling Mill: It was probably built on the site of the monastic fulling mill, which is first recorded in the valuation of the estate 
at the Dissolution This is where woven woollen cloth would be washed in a potash and water mix, beaten and stretched to 
make it cleaner, thicker, softer and more durable. It would have been water-powered, with large wooden hammers 
repeatedly bashing the cloth. 
 
Lead smelting: For many years there was lead mining on the moors around here, and in the early 18th Century John Tennant 
(1686-1764), who had a share of the mineral rights at Hawkswick and on Kilnsey moor, converted the fulling mill into a lead 
smelt mill which was in operation for about 100 years (c.1725 to c.1825), smelting ore from mines in Arncliffe and 
Hawkswick, and later, lead from Kilnsey Moor. 
 
On the Tithe map (1844) it was still labelled as a lead smelting mill, but from the written description in the Tithe Award 
document it was described as Pasture, which indicates the building was no longer in use, while the field around it was being 
grazed. Even today, however, sheep cannot be pastured for too long on this field because of the toxins remaining in the soil. 
 
In the mid-19th Century, the mill building and the surrounding land came under the ownership of the Angling Club, who by 
1851 converted it into two cottages for the keepers.  

https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_3b174aecde4248ed9c29b21cf522e3db.pdf
https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_3b174aecde4248ed9c29b21cf522e3db.pdf
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By the 1940s they were converted into one cottage, and re-named Windy Arbour, for the Club Secretary’s residence. He 
lived there into the 1960s. The cottage was refurbished in 2012 and re-named Hatchery Cottage.   
 
Further Reading: 
UWHG – Projects – Lead and Coal Mining in Upper Wharfedale ; online at:  
https://www.uwhg.org.uk/lead-coal-mining 
Frances Bland, Phyllida Oates & Sonia Wilkinson – Kilnsey Building Survey; Hatchery Cottage, Kilnsey (Yorkshire Vernacular 
Buildings Society, 2012)   
Northern Mines Research Society – Kilnsey Mill (website: www.nmrs.org.uk) 

 
The battle of the washing line :  
An extraordinary incident was reported in the Craven Herald newspaper in 1857:  
Catherine and her husband, gamekeeper, William Harrison, lived in one of the cottages here on the Town Piece with their 
five children by 1851.  
 
A few years later Mary, a dressmaker, & her labourer husband, Tempest Wainman, moved in next door.  
Mary didn’t have any children yet. Her weekly washing load was therefore much less than Catherine’s. But they had to share 
the same washing line.   
These two women came to “high words and blows” over their shared washing line.  29 year old Mary took 36 year old 
Catherine to the suitably named Petty Sessions Court at Skipton, where they continued to stand in the courtroom and 
quarrel, thowing abuse at each other for another half hour, while the astonished magistrates looked on. Needless to say, the 
justices decided not to get involved in this one, and simply told them to go home and sort it out between them.  
 
If some sympathy can be felt towards the husbands, it is worth noting that some years later, when the Harrisons moved to 
Helmsley, Catherine’s husband also appeared before the magistrates – twice – for assaulting a farmer and his son in an 
argument over pig feed.  

 
OLD HALL FARM 
Returning to the road which runs through the village, some attention can be given to the impact of the Great Re-Building of 
the 17th Century, which is very evident in this small settlement.  
A very wealthy landowner, Christopher Wade, built Kilnsey Old Hall, but less wealthy (although still prosperous) people were 
also building stone houses in Kilnsey in the 17th Century.   
 

 
Figure 21  Old Hall Farm 

Old Hall Farm, for example, has a frontage typical of a 19th Century house (a simple stone door and window surrounds, sash 
windows, the fashionable, symmetrical “doll’s house” frontage).  But on the back of the property, it has mullioned windows 
and a date stone of 1628.   

https://www.uwhg.org.uk/lead-coal-mining
http://www.nmrs.org.uk/
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A late 19th Century photograph of Old Hall Farm shows that the village well was set into the garden wall at the front of Old 
Hall Farm. It is now well-hidden behind the cotoneaster bush.  

Figure 22   Old photograph of Old Hall Farm (un-dated)  

 
 

 
Figure 23   Old photograph of Kilnsey Old Hall and Old Hall Farm, showing the location of the village well set into the wall  (un-dated) 
 
There is a stone trough nearby which may have been used for soaking (retting) flax to make hemp, another example of how 
rural industry was as much a part of life in the Dales as agriculture. 
The extension at the north end of the building, now a separate cottage, was formerly a barn attached to the house.  
 



A WALK THROUGH KILNSEY’S PAST 

 

J.Lunnon, August 2020 21 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CRAG COTTAGE 
 

 
Figure 24  Crag Cottage 

A little further down hill, standing back before a large front garden, Crag Cottage is a very good example of the sort of house 
that would have been built by a yeoman farmer in the 17th Century.  
The ground floor layout is typical of what you would expect for the time.  The front door opened into a house body with a 
large fireplace, and off to the left was a parlour.   
 
Indeed, the majority of the buildings in Kilnsey were part of the Great Re-building of the 17th Century, which may not be 
immediately obvious due to extensive renovations and new frontages being added in the 19th Century to many of them.   
 

 
Figure 25  Re-used mediaeval timbers in the roof of Crag Cottage 



A WALK THROUGH KILNSEY’S PAST 

 

J.Lunnon, August 2020 22 

 

 
Further Reading: 
Upper Wharfedale Heritage Group –  “Building Report for Crag Cottage” (The UWHG Kilnsey Project,  2015) ; available 
online at:  
https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_c69171f00fe64248acb8677d9e146b98.pdf 

 
MODERN SHED 
The storage building next to Crag Cottage is modern, but includes bits of much older stonework built into the arch, very 
similar to pieces which can be seen in the garden Kilnsey Old Hall. It is very probable that these stones were retrieved from 
the ruins of the monastic buildings.  

 
GLENHOLME 

 
Figure 26  Glenholme 

This is an early to mid-19th Century house, built on what had formerly been the old village green. 
In the 1840s this belonged to the Holgate family who had been in Kilnsey since the 1730s, and were yeoman farmers.  
 
The Sheep Stealers;  
In December 1832, brothers Robert & Richard Holgate fell victim to sheep stealers -  26 year old John Pickard and 17 year 
old Bartholomew Pollard, both butchers from Skipton. They were found guilty at the Crown Court in York and sentenced to 
transportation for life.  (NOTE : They may be considered lucky – on the same day a man found guilty of stealing a silver 
watch, and another found guilty of burglary to steal some food; both were sentenced to death.) 
 
26-year-old John was sent out on a ship to New South Wales, but won a conditional pardon just four years later. There is no 
record of what happened to him after that.  17-year-old Bartholomew was kept in one of the infamous prison hulk ships for 
6 months before being sent on his ship bound for Van Diemen’s Land.  
The ship’s medical officer’s report on Bartholomew reveals:   
“he was apparently well, though despondent, when he embarked but the surgeon later discovered he had suffered a dry 
cough, wasting of the body and despondency before embarking on board the hulk. The surgeon attributed his illness to the 
severity of the sentence holding out no hope of his revisiting his native land but thought there was also a hereditary 
predisposition; a strumous tendency, with lax fibres, slender frame and soft weak pulse.”  

https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_c69171f00fe64248acb8677d9e146b98.pdf
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Bartholomew never reached Van Diemen’s Land, as after just three weeks aboard ship he died of tuberculosis.  
 
FURTHER READING: 
Charles Campbell & Esther Heffeman – “The Intolerable Hulks; British Shipboard Confinement 1776-1857” (2001)  
Robert Hughes – “The Fatal Shore; A History of the Transportation of Convicts to Australia, 1787-1868” (1986)  

 
TOURISM & THE PUBS 
 
The back of the Tennants Arms pub is particularly interesting. There are very nice examples of 17th Century features in the 
rear wing – such as the drip hoods over the windows. This building has been extensively altered over the centuries, as can be 
seen from the blocked doorways at the side, and the much later frontage.  
 
The village’s two pubs were at the heart of the settlement’s re-invention as a tourist attraction in the 19th Century. 
The first known record of an alehouse in Kilnsey was from a 1641 court case against one Henry Proctor who  was charged 
with keeping a disorderly alehouse “to the great disquiet and disturbance of the said inhabitants”.  He was banned from 
brewing, selling ale or keeping a common alehouse, or tippling house, for three years.  It seems he carried on, as three years 
later he was charged with selling ale without a licence.   
 
Kilnsey had two pubs by the 1720s – The Tennant’s Arms and the Angler’s Arms.  

 
Tennant’s Arms :  

 
Figure 27  Rear of Tennants Arms showing 17thC windows 

The Tennants had been servants and tenants of Fountains Abbey since at least the late 14th Century. Hence the surname 
‘Tennant’. They were an important local family from the 14th to the mid-19th centuries and bought up part of the old 
monastic estate from the Yorke family in 1572. In 1798 John Robert Tennant converted and extended the 17th Century 
building and converted it into an inn catering for fishermen and tourists, including those who were visiting the local sports 
fairs.  
In the 17th Century they also built themselves a house, known as Chapel House, just outside the main settlement area, 
where they lived for several generations, until they rented it out from the mid-19th Century. 
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Figure 28  Front of Tennants Arms - note the stone plinth at the base indicating foundations of an earlier building 

The northern wing was added in the early 19th Century.  
 
 

 
Figure 29  An early (undated) photograph showing the Tennants’ Arms before the building of the northern wing 
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Figure 30  The Tennant’ Arms pub after the building of the northern wing, when John Inman was the tenant-landlord. 
 

 
Figure 31  Rendered corner of car park indicates site of urinals 
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The remnants of the gentlemen’s urinal outbuilding can still be seen in the back wall of what is now the car park to the south 
of the pub. 
 
Although the family moved away, they still visited Kilnsey regularly to keep an eye on their various holdings here, and to go 
fishing, including Robert Tennant, who became a Tory M.P. for Leeds in 1876. 
 

 
Figure 32  A late 19th Century postcard showing both Kilnsey pubs. Note the sign on the gable end advertising stables for hire.  

 

 
 

Angler’s Cottage (Angler’s Arms):  

 
Figure 33 Angler's Cottage - formerly an inn 
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Figure 34 Datestone on Angler's Cottage  

The earliest known date for this former inn is 1760 – the datestone  1768 refers to when it was taken over by a new 
proprietor, Henry Ovington. In front, on the main road, are the mounting steps, a common feature of 18th Century inns for 
the use of horse riders.  

 
Figure 35  Photograph of Kilnsey pubs,  c.1888 
 
The Anglers’ Arms was converted into a private house in the late 1920s, and is now a holiday let. 
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Figure 36  The "Old Brewery" 

Across the road there is a small building which is said to have been be a brewery from the time when Ovington brewed his 
own beer.  

 
Tourism  : 
By the 1850s Kilnsey Crag was firmly established as one of the main tourist attractions in the Craven area, and both the 
Angler’s Inn and Tennant’s Arms catered for the growing number of visitors who came primarily for the fishing, to see the 
Crag, or to dine at the Tennants’ Arms.  
 
Horse-drawn coaches left Skipton railway station every morning to make the round trip through Rylstone, Cracoe, 
Grassington, Kilnsey, Kettlewell and Buckden, and back to Skipton, often advertised as suitable for picnic parties. 
Alternatively, passengers could travel on the daily Royal Mail omnibus which also left from Skipton and stopped off at the 
Tennants pub which doubled for many years as a post office.  
 

 
Figure 37  The mail-coach and mail-carrier meeting at Kilnsey  (un-dated photograph)  
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The Anglers Inn closed down for a few years in 1882 when John Tennant allowed the licence to lapse. Six years later the 
licence was renewed and the pub re-opened. But the Tennants was always here for the Victorian traveller: 
The following is a quote from the Bradford Observer newspaper in 1874, by an anonymous gentleman giving an account of 
his leisurely trips through the Dales while travelling on the post-coach :- 
“Kilnsey is our next halting ground, and here we take our ease for a brief space at the only inn in the village, the rendezvous of 
one of the chief angling clubs in the North of England. The bar parlour contains a couple of walking tourists, deep in the study 
of their guide books, and a gentleman waiting for a post horse to carry him a stage further; the tap-room is tenanted with the 
unusually large company of seven persons – shepherds, miners, and farm labourers – who are nearly all drinking gin, which is 
as common an article of consumption in these dales as in the London palaces devoted particularly to its sale. They have at 
command in Craven some of the finest ale in the country, but, presumably because it is produced amongst them, they leave it 
for strangers to do with it themselves.  
……The Craven inns are exceedingly clean and homely, partaking partly of the character of farmhouses. The business of 
public-house keeping in itself would be insufficient in these regions to yield a livelihood, so the landlord always unites the two 
occupations of innkeeper and farmer. “ 
 
 
The Tenants was still a popular stopping spot in the 1920s as can be seen from these photographs of a charabanc and a 
picnic trip.  

 
Figure 38  A charabanc outside the Tennant Arms (un-dated) 

 

 
Figure 38 Kilnsey (1930s?)  



A WALK THROUGH KILNSEY’S PAST 

 

J.Lunnon, August 2020 30 

 

  

F 

F 

 
Figure 39  Tourists in Kilnsey (1920s)  

The large barn between the two pubs, on the south side of the car park, was probably used for stabling, but it has also been 
a joiner’s workshop and a blacksmith’s shop. It is still used as a workshop today.  

 
 

Coin-throwing 
 
It was a local custom for young lads to show off to girls by standing at the roadside and throwing coins or small stones to hit 
the overhang of Kilnsey Crag, which is more difficult than it looks. For three centuries the field underneath the crag was 
littered with about 3,000 old coins, until a metal detector cleared them all away between 1985 and 2011. Unfortunately it 
has not been possible to track down any formal archaeological record of these coins, so it is unclear how long this custom 
prevailed. 
 
[Ged Dodd – Metal Detecting UK: Legendary Kilnsey Crag” ; online at:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=It2Cb4C2kXw  
and “Kilnsey Crag revisited”  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJHov9dFUak ]  
 
The Kilnsey Echo  
The anonymous Victorian author of the extract quoted earlier regarding his stay at the Tennants in 1874 also walked up to 
the Kilnsey Crag, and tried his hand at throwing small stones to the top of the Crag, as many visitors did, as well as the other 
popular local custom – trying out the famous echo: 
“there is another peculiarity about the Scar that we do not neglect to bring out, and that is its wonderful echo…. the Kilnsey 
echo will fling you back a song, a threat, a jest, or a laugh, so readily and loudly, as to set your thoughts running towards the 
world of spirits, or, at all events, towards the world of mythology. My companion called the goddess forth with an operatic 
stave or two, while I, and a number of minor echoes, kept up a running chorus. I hardly know how people do to “make the 
welkin sing,” but I half imagine that we accomplished that feat beneath Kilnsey Crag that night.”  
[Anonymous - “A Run Through Craven” (Bradford Observer newspaper, 17 Jan. 1874) ] 
 
Goats   
As late as 1900 a few wild goats, known as the “Craven chamois”, roamed around the Crag – they had been there at least 40 
years, and possibly longer. No one recorded how they got there. They disappeared or died out soon after, but of course, 
there are now some at the Trout Farm’s visitor centre nearby.  
[B.J. Harker – “Rambles in Upper Wharfedale” (1869, p.76)  
and: Harry Speight – “Upper Wharfedale” (1900, p.470) ] ] 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=It2Cb4C2kXw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJHov9dFUak
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KILNSEY FEAST 
 
The famous Kilnsey Show held each August was a successor to the earlier annual “Feast” about which very few records 
remain. The Victorian writer, Edmund Bogg, in 1904, briefly mentioned the Kilnsey Feast in his account of Wharfedale, 
where wrestling was a popular sport, along with racing, jumping and dancing.   
“One race is to the top of the western side of the crag… which puts to the test the breathing powers of the very strongest. It 
can hardly be described a race — it is merely a creeping up and a scramble down...” 
 
When the Feast evolved into the Upper Wharfedale Agricultural Society’s annual Kilnsey Show in 1897, the tradition of the 
crag race continued and has long been a very popular event with fierce competition 
 
Further Reading:  
Edmund Bogg – “Two Thousand Miles in Wharfedale” (1904)  
Jamie Roberts & Victoria Benn- “Studs and Crooks; The hidden history of Kilnsey Show” (2016)  

 
THE SMITHY 

 
Figure 40  The Old Smithy  

The Tithe map of 1845 shows the village smithy stood at the bottom of the lane on the south side of the Angler’s Arms. 
There are references to Kilnsey blacksmiths throughout the 19th Century in the census returns and parish registers.   
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PEAR TREE & ROSE TREE COTTAGES 
(formerly called Cherry Tree Cottages) 

 
Figure 41 Pear Tree & Rose Tree Cottages 

At first glance, Pear Tree & Rose Tree cottages, opposite the former Smithy, appear to be 19th Century buildings.   
But, as with Old Hall Farm, appearances are deceptive - in fact they are 17th Century in construction and retain several 
original features inside. 

 
Figure 42  17th Century fireplace inside Pear Tree Cottage (2018) 
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Further Reading: 
UWHG Kilnsey Project – Cragg House Buidling Report (2015) available online here.   
 
Alison Armstrong – “UWHG and the Kilnsey Project; History from Vernacular Buildings” (in Journal of CBA Yorkshire, vol. 4, 
2015, pp.33-38); available online here.  

 
 
ANGLING 
The Trout Farm is a relatively new feature in the life of the village; but the history of angling here goes back much further. An 
angling club was established in 1840, and the angling club’s tanks were originally above the present-day Trout Farm.  
 
By the 1880s, London newspapers were reporting regularly on the excellence of the Kilnsey fishing and young fish were 
being imported from Scotland to keep up with the demand. The large pond that is used today by anglers is much more 
recent. 
 
By 1900 the local fishing was on the decline due to changes to the drainage of the moors above & surrounding fields which 
affected the river.  But it was still popular with anglers, and they received a welcome from the water bailiff, old Jerry 
Emmott, who had been there at least 30 years. He was described by a writer in the Leeds Mercury newspaper in 1900 as 
follows: 

“You only have to look at Jerry’s smiling, ruddy face to read his character. I have only one fault to find with him, 

and that is he does not believe in grayling, but, of course, that has never made any difference between us, 

although we have had many a long argument on the subject. He is a very successful hatcher of trout, and very 

proud of the beautiful stretch of the river Wharfe that is under his care.” 

Further Reading:  
J.M. Hodgson – “Kilnsey Angling Club; The Early Years” (2012) 
 
Together with the rock-climbers that you will often see as you drive past Kilnsey Crag, the Trout Farm Park - with its fishing 
pond, café, gift shop, and menagerie of goats, alpacas, and red squirrels - marks the culmination of Kilnsey’s expansion from 
farming community (which remains an important part of the local economy) to tourist attraction.  

 
LINKS TO SALTAIRE MILL 
 
The Kilnsey Estate (of which the Park is a part) was purchased in 1911 by Sir James Roberts, who was once owner of Saltaire 
Mill, and the great-great-grandfather of the present proprietor of the Trout Farm.  

 
Sir James, one of 18 children, was the son of a poor farmer at Haworth, and at 
the age of 12 worked in the cotton mills at Oxenhope. A self-made man, within 
6 years he worked his way up to become a mill manager at Greenwood’s Mill, 
and the, with his cousin, set up his own textile-buying business, travelling the 
world –  especially Australia, North and South America - to buy high quality 
wool. He taught himself Russian so he could go there to buy angora and alpaca 
wool. As a member of a consortium, he helped save Saltaire Mill in Bradford 
from liquidation in 1892, and 8 years later bought it outright. 
 
He introduced llama and alpaca wool into the mill - hence the recent 
introduction of alpacas to the Trout Farm in Sir James’s honour. He continued 
to implement Titus Salt’s principles of enlightened management of both the 
factory and the model village for the workers.  
 
Sir James became a baronet (putting an angora coat on his new coat of arms), 
and the owner of a Scottish castle, as well as the Kilnsey estate in 1911. He sold 
Saltaire in 1918 having lost huge investments in Russia due to the Revolution 

there. He retired to Sussex, but retained an interest in Yorkshire. In 1928, Sir James, responding to his wife’s request, bought 
the Parsonage in Haworth and bequeathed it to the nation as the Bronte museum.  
 
He died 1935 
 
Further Reading: 

https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_c69171f00fe64248acb8677d9e146b98.pdf
https://0b63cf1f-011c-4fab-9d92-0de06e7c4f8b.filesusr.com/ugd/18cf8f_1add72927b4a45358c67d7eb0afa4acd.pdf
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Julia Bolton Holloway – “Sir James Roberts, Bart. LL.D, and Saltaire” (website: www.ultima.net/SirJamesRoberts.html; 2011) 
David King – “The Second Lord of Saltaire; The family history of Sir James Roberts, Bart. J.P., LL.D.” (The Saltaire Journal, 1,5; 
March 2012)  
Sonia Wilkinson – “Kilnsey; A Dales Township” (2011) 
 
 

 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
That brings us to the end of our tour of this tiny village. 
It may seem unassuming, but its history represents some very important aspects of Dales history –  
the influence of monastic estates, the impact of the crisis of the 14th Century, the rise of the landed gentry, and their Great 
Rebuilding movement, rural industry in the pre-industrial revolution period, and the development of tourism.   
 
Bearing this history in mind, the rest of the 1812 poem, published in the Leeds Intelligencer, and quoted earlier becomes 
more meaningful, with its direct references to the Old Hall, the Abbey and its sheep, and to the customers of the local inns: 
 
Here could I spend the live-long day, 
But lo! the sun’s declining ray 
Mildly tips the chimnies tall 
Of the venerable hall, 
Whose mouldering walls and arched gate 
Proclaim it not of last year’s date.  
Here Fountains Abbots used to keep, 
And shear their num’rous flock of sheep. 
Methinks I hear them bleat around, 
The pipe’s shrill notes, the tabor’s sound;  
Upon the green, methinks I see 
The nymphs and swains in merry glee: 
Some in Dances, briskly tripping,  
Some the lusty weathers clipping, 
While the old folks o’er their ale, 
Sing many a song, tell many a tale;  
What feats, when like the younkers they 
Perform’d upon sheep-shearing day. 
Gentle Reader, now adieu, 
I’ve pleas’d myself, may I hope you. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.ultima.net/SirJamesRoberts.html

