
Farm diaries 
 
Farm diaries have the potential to give a fascinating insight into the day-to-day 
management of a farm including hay time dates, fertiliser application rates, lambing 
times and other information pertinent to haymaking in the past. 
 
However, few of the farmers interviewed actually had farm diaries.  Out of the total of 
24 individuals interviewed only three had diaries – David Bentley (Lunedale); those 
written by John Nevin’s father (Allendale) and those kept by Robert Hooper’s 
grandmother Freda (Teesdale).   
 
In addition to these, it emerged during the interview with Bill Nixon that he had his 
invoice books dating from the beginning of his business as an agricultural contractor 
in Upper Teesdale in the mid-1950s.  
 
Extracts from sample years of all four of these diaries were copied and some of the 
more interesting points to emerge are summarised in each of the sections below.  
• Mr Bentley’s Farm Diaries from 1964 
• Mr John ‘Ridley’ Nevin’s Diaries from 1971 & 1992 
• Extracts from Mrs Freda Hooper’s Diary for 1957, 1962 & 1975 
• Extracts from Bill Nixon’s Contractors book 
 
Mr Bentley’s Farm Diaries 
 
Extracts were taken from Mr Bentley’s Five Year Diary for 1964 – the earliest complete 
year in his case.  These were transcribed on to a laptop in Mr Bentley’s presence, 
which very helpfully allowed for any uncertain words or techniques to be explained. 
 
The entries for the first four months of the year, up to and beyond lambing time, are a 
reminder of how much work was involved in ‘muck leading’, i.e. taking the farmyard 
manure to put onto the fields. Liming is mentioned but in terms of ‘loads’ rather than 
actual quantities and it is not clear on which meadows the lime was being applied. 
Lambing started on April 2nd and continued until May 26th that year. He mentions 
sowing ‘1 ton of fertiliser (10.10.18) on three of the meadows’ on June 3rd, i.e. as he 
comments alongside ‘a very light dressing’. A fair bit of maintenance work on the 
drains was taking place during that month as well. 
 
The preparation for hay time and the link between clipping and the start of hay time is 
apparent in these three entries for the end of June: 
 
28th  Fettling (i.e. repairing) mowing machine (Bamlett), fitted repaired driving 

rod. Drawing out hay time machines in afternoon. Sharpening mower 
knives at night. Applied for small farmer business grant at night (second 
instalment). 

29th  All ewes clipped now. 
30th  Mowed first setting of west meadow. Light crop. Scything wall sides and 

ditch at night. 
 
Hay time then continued into July as the weather permitted, finishing on 26th July. In 
a side comment, he reminds us that, ‘During the hay-time period someone would be 



checking the sheep and grazing cattle daily, usually first thing in morning.’  Typical 
entries for July include: 
 
14th  Snigged 7 pikes from east meadow to cottage barn in morning. Strewed 

out big setting in middle meadow in afternoon, and finished mowing that 
meadow in aft. and evening.  

25th  Leading pikes (carting) from middle meadow to cottage barn and home 
barn in morning and afternoon and evening (7 big pikes). Eileen’s father 
loaded. Home mow full to slates, cottage mow up to beams, a big mow 
and solid. 

26th  Leading pikes (snigging) from bottom meadow to bottom barn. Put all 7 
pikes in, and finished haytime except for bottom meadow rakings. 
Strewed mow-tops, and brought a load of baled hay up to cottage barn. 
Low Barn now full to beams. 

 
N.B. ‘Snigging’, he notes alongside, was when the pike was ‘pulled, or dragged, with 
a chain.’  Similarly he informs us that, ‘the hay-mow was covered with layer of straw so 
that top of hay-mow did not deteriorate due to ‘sweating’. The straw could be used for 
bedding afterwards. 
 
Then it was straight on with bringing the lambs and cattle with calves into the 
meadows, and getting stock ready for the sales. On Nov. 26th he ‘fetched the mowing 
machine and put it away’.  The farming year closes as Christmas approaches and the 
cycle turns with muck-leading becoming again one of the main jobs according to the 
entries – other than the routine ones, that are seldom mentioned, if at all, of checking 
and feeding stock. 
 
Mr John ‘Ridley’ Nevin’s Diaries from 1971 & 1992 
 
The current farmer, John Nevin ( Allendale), chose to read ‘haytiming’ extracts from 
his father Ridley’s diaries which were noted down then typed up. 
 
The extracts from a year taken at random (1971), showed just how weather 
dependent and slow the whole haymaking process could be.  The work had to be 
fitted round the requirements of the dairy herd too, though John’s father was not 
particularly quick (in John’s opinion!) even so, as the old mower was so slow.  It 
could take a whole day to cut a 5-6 acre field – now John can do the same field in an 
hour.  A contractor can do 100 acres in a day.  John also remembers being teased 
by his friends at school with them asking in January whether they’d finished hay time 
on the farm yet! 
 
Hay time started that year on Friday July 2nd.  Two days previously he notes in his 
diary that he bought a ‘Bamford demonstration model for £130‘.  ‘He was cutting it 
fine!’ commented his son, John.  He noted in his diary, ‘I cut first set at Wager Ho. 
Field with (International) 414 and new Bamford cutter bar. It’s a very good crop.’  He 
finished on Friday, 24th September – it took 12 weeks in total.  He mentions a 
number of people who worked with him including his two farm labourers, a Mr Dover 
and Mr Nelson, though Dover was mostly 'on with the dairy’.  His wife Joyce would 
help out, as would a neighbour, as well as Mrs Nelson on occasions and even his 
father-in-law is roped in at one point to lend a hand. 



 
Two typical entries towards the end of the hay time read: 
 
Fri, Aug. 27th  p.m. Nelson tedded 2nd set of Spring Field. 
Mon, 1st Sept. Put 10 bullocks into Wager Ho. Field to eat up the fog. 

John starts school. 
 
The first demonstrates just how slow it was – there were effectively three or four 
fields (or ‘sets’) within a field. ‘Each set had to be worked and worked and worked for 
days. No wonder it took so long!’ according to John.  The second entry, referring to 
Wager Ho. Field, John remarked that it was the first to be finished – it alone took 2 
months that year. 
 
Twenty years on, by 1992, there would by now be a hay bob, different (more 
powerful) tractors, and a disc mower rather than knife mower.  The latter always took 
quite lot of time sharpening each of the individual triangular teeth.  ‘You could go 
round the field a lot quicker with a disc mower,’ John comments.  Though there were 
differences in the fields rented, the number of meadows was about the same.  
 
1992 was the first year of working under the ESA agreement, so hay time didn’t start 
until 8th July.  The work was shared by John and his father and one employee.  The 
diary records in which order the meadows were cut and baled.  Hay time finished on 
24th August, with Ridley noting, ‘John leads up last four stooks (from Big Meadow) 
with the 674. Thus finished up with hay.’  John himself commented, ‘It took almost 6 
weeks. If you get finished before August you’ve done very well.  Before September is 
a normal year, if you’re into September it’s a bad year.’ 
 
Extracts from Mrs Freda Hooper’s Diary for 1957, 1962 & 1975 
 
Freda Hooper was the grandmother of Robert Hooper, the current farmer 
(Teesdale).  She farmed with her sisters Dora and Mary.  She died on 18th April 
1996.  Robert and his mother Elizabeth loaned the diaries to the project.  Unlike the 
previous two diaries, these extracts are taken from a small ‘N. Riding Yorks and S. 
Durham County’ Farmers’ Union pocket yearbook and diary and are thus somewhat 
shorter on the whole.  Diaries were chosen to represent each of the decades – the 
50s, 60s and 70s – more or less at random. 
 
1957 
Notable among the entries are the early start and finish times (June 15th and August 
3rd) respectively by comparison to today, though all the effort appears to have taken 
its toll on Mrs Hooper's health by the end: 
 
Sat, Aug. 3rd  Stacked rest of bales up then went to show. Lovely day 

but too tired!! 
Mon, Aug. 5th  Up early to lead bales. Got all raked up by 2:30. 
 
She then says, ‘Sick all day.’ Next day says, ‘Paid out… took all day to come round.’ 
and there is no further mention of hay time. 
 



Also interesting are the hand-written entries in the back of the diary showing the total 
number of ‘grass bales’ for 1957 and hay and silage for 1958: 2029 and 1088 bales 
respectively. There are very few other entries throughout the year – it seems the 
diary was mainly used at that time for keeping a note of hay time and sheep sales. 
 
1962 
Mrs Hooper makes fewer entries throughout (though more mention of B&B guests) 
compared to 1957.  Hay time started on Monday, 8th July.  The poor weather at the 
end of August certainly delayed the finish date this year to Thursday 30th August 
which entry reads simply: 
 
Thurs, Aug. 30th  Finished hay. At last. 
 
1975 
In 1975, Mrs Hooper used a very small WI pocket diary. Despite its smaller size, 
there are generally more entries throughout the year, with more information noted 
about stock than previously.  Hay time started (with a new cutter) on Friday, 20th 
June. Many of the entries simply say ‘Hot’.  They finished on Tuesday, July 8th and in 
time for the Show again: 
 
Tues, July 8th  Dull, warm. We raked up. Finished hay. 
Weds, 9th July Yorkshire Show. 
 
The hot weather that year obviously helped speed up hay time – completed in less 
than three weeks.  No information (unlike 1957) on total no. of bales – but there may 
well have been less hay being made by this time, in new (or different) fields. 
 
 
Extracts from Bill Nixon’s Contractors book  
 
Bill Nixon started as an agricultural contractor in the 1950s, retiring in the early 
1980s, and amazingly has all but one of his ‘Cathedral Duplicate’ invoice books.  He 
appeared to have over 100 farmer clients on his books ranging from the quite small 
to quite large. 
 
The books contain a mine of detailed information about the start and finish of hay 
time (at least as regards when the hay was ready to be baled), as well as the 
occasional reference to: spreading ‘artificial’ (i.e. fertiliser), ploughing, discing, 
‘scrubbing’ (where a big plank of wood was pulled behind the tractor to level the 
ground before the field was harrowed and rolled), sowing and harrowing. 
 
Notes were taken directly from the books for 1964 & 65 for the two farms mentioned 
above.  We learn, for example, that on 1st September 1964 he invoiced Hannah 
Hauxwell £10 (including discount) for 359 bales at Low Birk Hatt – at 7d each. The 
following year, on 11th October he invoiced for only 136 bales (totalling £3 18s 9d). It 
would be interesting to discover why there were so few the following year. Perhaps it 
was a particularly poor crop that year, or maybe another neighbour had helped 
Hannah get some of her hay baled earlier in the year.  Mr Nixon admitted that they 
would often have to leave Hannah’s meadows till last, fitting in her work around other 
larger contracts. 



 
At Briscoe Farm in 1964, baling started on 29th June and ended exactly one month 
later on 29th July.  The farmer was invoiced for 4687 bales, with discount nearly 
£130.  The following year, baling started on 2nd July and finished on 10th August. 
That year there were slightly fewer – 4626 – bales, and the work had been shared by 
four men. 
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