
Practical Field Research in Kilnsey 

Phase 1 – The Introduction: 

In a document produced for the UWHG committee by Alison Armstrong, a long-time member of the 

group and committee member of the Yorkshire Vernacular Buildings Study Group, she focused on three 

different aspects within the landscape surrounding Kilnsey. 

(a) Vernacular Buildings 

(b) Tracks and Roads 

(c) Fields and Boundaries 

Three areas of study, that though having differing methods of collecting evidence, all relied on on-site 

observation, detailed recording and an objective analysis of the findings – working techniques that 

would need to be supported by documentary research 

The committee decided to deal with these areas 

individually, to focus attention, subject by 

subject, in order to concentrate efforts, and 

define definite goals, methods of agreed working 

and attempt to reach realistic targets.    

Vernacular Buildings 

Since some UWHG members had previous field 

experience in the detailed surveying of traditional 

farm buildings, a 2012/13 project in the modern 

day civil parish of Kettlewell with Starbotton, in 

which over 200 locations were visited, the study 

of the vernacular buildings was to be the starting 

point. 

Expertise that provided a core of interested 

members to execute a gradual exercise of 

carrying out historical surveys of the older 

buildings within Kilnsey, surveying, with the 

owners and occupants permission, not only 

traditional farm buildings but houses and 

commercial property as well, in fact looking at all 

pre 1900 structures in the hamlet. 

This methodology was new to some members so the project commenced with a number of introductory 

days, working in Kilnsey under the careful guidance of Alison Armstrong; the emphasis was on detailed 

observation & the need to record the changes. 

Various field study and indoor workshop activities 

open to all UWHG members were arranged 

during the last quarter of 2014, providing an 

opportunity to observe, record and discuss 

interpretations of what had been studied and 

from those who attended, the field survey team 

was formed. 

The actual field work was then planned to 

commence, access permission and weather 

conditions permitting, in early 2015. 
Field surveying - support note on roof timbers 
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A close encounter with one the local barns – UWHG members cleaned out years of accumulated debris. 

 

To discover carefully laid floors throughout 

Kilnsey nestles 

in the shadow of 

the Crag, a huge 

dominant natural 

feature, which 

must have been 

a very significant 

landmark for 

thousands of 

years.  

 

As part of the “Learning to Look” 

introductory day, a resident of 

Kilnsey outlines aspects of the 

history of his house to members 

of the group. 

 

Before.... 

After.... 



Phase 2 – In the field – the first six months - March to August 2015 

Thanks to the kind support and cooperation of the landowners and the farming community we were 

able to make a start on the study of the barns on crisp winter days, photographing the structures, 

measuring the various dimensions and starting to identify and then interpret structural indications of 

earlier usage and a development, over time, of each building.  

One aspect that we did learn very early in this phase was, despite the small area under study, there 

was no such thing as a typical “Kilnsey” barn and that each structure was individual, with its own 

particular characteristics. 

This period from March to September mainly concentrated on the barns in Kilnsey 

The following paragraph describes one barn but is typical of our discoveries across the township. 

This barn started as a low roofed three bay building; reused cruck timbers, limestone quoins and 

boulder plinth suggest a cruck barn with a pre 1600 date. In the 17th or early 18th century the shippon 

was widened to accommodate an extra two cows. Then a little later a further shippon was added to the 

south side, incorporating a porch. The final major alteration came in 1807 the date being inscribed on 

a Baltic timber roof truss.  At this time the west gable was demolished and an extra bay added to both 

the original barn and the 18th shippon, the building acquired a new queen strut roof but which 

incorporated some timbers from the older 17/18th century roof. 

Many of the barns were 17th century, some with even older origins, many had been extended and the 

re-use of both timber and stone has been a common theme throughout our investigations. Four barns 

incorporated reused crucks, two of these showing irregularities in the stonework where the crucks have 

been removed. In the case of two of these barns, the documentary evidence confirms that there was a 

cruck building on the site. 

The following are some examples of our findings: 

Reused Materials 

 

 

Timbers from cruck framed 

buildings were found re-used 

as elements of roof trusses, 

purlins, rafters and porch 

lintels, both in main barns 

and in added outshuts.  

 

This former cruck is used as 

a purlin in the roof of a 19th 

loose box, added to a 

building that probably 

originated in monastic times. 

 

 

 



 

The lintel over the cart 

entrance to this ruined barn 

has been exposed to the 

elements and has slowly 

weathered away for years. 

 

On close examination it 

proved to be a wall post from 

a medieval timber framed 

building.  

 

 

 

 

 

Recycling is not confined to 

timber, in this ruin; the walls 

of the older portion are built of 

courses of stone and tufa 

blocks re-used from a 

mediaeval building. 

 

Tufa is formed over many 

centuries and is composed of 

calcified organic material 

including snail shells, leaves, 

and mosses.  

Tufa forms when calcium rich 

waters flow over organic 

material and as the water 

evaporates, the fine delicate 

organic material becomes 

calcified. 

 

 

           Barn Guardian 

 

 

Tithe Map Details 



 

More decorative elements of 

stonework were also re-

used, as in this barn, which 

according to map evidence 

first appears around 1850.  

 

The Date Stone appears 

over the window at the end 

of the foddergang but was 

clearly intended for a very 

different opening.  

 

 

 

 

The late 17th century doorway is typical of the many we found in both Kettlewell with Starbotton and in 

Kilnsey; however this one has been reused, as can be seen from the misalignment of the chamfers on 

the right hand side.  

 

 

 

The Tithe award map of 1843 shows a barn at 

the opposite end of the field, which had 

disappeared by the time the 1851 First Edition 

OS map, was published. 

 

Since all the doors and the cart entrance on this 

“new” barn exhibit matching re-used 17th 

century stonework, it is possible that the 1850 

barn was built using the material from the 

demolished earlier structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kilnsey & Conistone on Jeffrey’s Map of 1771 



Changes in roof heights 

A number of the barns had evidence for a former lower roofline, as can be seen in the next two 

photographs.  

 

 

 

The final change in height is 

clearly seen by the solid line of 

stones in this wall. 

 

Closer examination, lower 

down the wall, also shows 

earlier phases of rebuilding.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

In another Kilnsey barn, 

stone corbels, which once 

supported the tie beams of a 

lower roof, have now been 

added to, in order to support 

the new higher roofline. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the year progressed, gradually the majority of the barns were surveyed and UWHG members began to look at the 

non-agricultural property in Kilnsey, both commercial and domestic, which proved to be a range of very interesting 

and intriguing buildings, both large and small. 

 

Pat & Phil Carroll 
Upper Wharfedale Heritage Group 

PS More info to follow 


