
Interviews with current farmers 
 
 
“When you’re younger you just don’t listen properly – you think the stories will be 
there for ever.” 

    Janice Moore, Baldersdale 
 
A total of eleven current farmers were interviewed for the project, mainly in October 
and November 2006. 
 
The interviews themselves 
 
With a couple of remarkable exceptions, interviewing 'current farmers’ did not tend to 
draw out information about or tap into first-hand memories of  the main period the 
project was interested in, i.e. pre-mechanisation days on these farms from before the 
1950s/early 1960s.  The interviews were very useful, however, in that many of them 
resulted in a number of other leads and sources of information. 
 
Despite the limitations of these interviews, they do provide a snapshot of farming and 
with it haymaking from the days of the introduction of the first tractors and, soon 
after, small balers on the farms through to the present day.   
 
General information and factors emerging 
 
Several general key points emerged from the interviews and are listed below, 
accompanied by quotes from individual farmers where appropriate. 
• The size of farms and with it the number of meadows varied greatly – from just 

one to half a dozen or more. 
• The farm size would change, usually growing, or the number of meadows would 

vary over time (especially if some of them were rented).  Obtaining specific 
information from a certain time period proved difficult e.g. relating size of farm/no. 
meadows to stock levels, etc. 

• Two common and indisputable factors to emerge were: 
(i).  It took much longer and was very much harder work then; and 
(ii).  Everything was so much more weather dependent. 
 

‘You had bad summers as well as winters in those days!’  
David Bentley, 8th Nov. 2006 

 
The various factors influencing hay time, such as spring and/or autumn grazing 
regimes, start and finish dates, etc, could however vary tremendously between 
different farms and dales.  Alec Peart’s description, below, from his memories of hay 
time growing up in Upper Weardale in the 1950s, while fairly typical, are by no 
means a blueprint for every upland farm in the North Pennines.  It is likely that these 
differences in management practices between individual farms are an important 
factor to take into account when considering the different populations of flora, etc, to 
be found in the meadows today. 
 
 
 



Hay Time in Upper Weardale  
Sheep were clipped in July (wool a valuable commodity then) in the pastures, 
Hay Time could start then, usually around last week in July/first week in August. 
i. You would cut what a horse could manage in a day – 2½ acres (or half a 

field or less).  The horse needed a rest, the mowers were very heavy. 
ii. If a good day, we could then turn it by hand with hay rakes. 
iii. Then strew (pronounced ‘strow’) it with a strewer or tedder – the hay flies 

around and is thrown out the back. 
iv. Then it is raked up into rows by hand, or with a horse rake across the field, 

‘leaving sausages as you went’.  These were then joined up to make a 
continuous band. 

v. The hay was next raked into ‘half rucks’ (the dryer the hay, the bigger the 
heap).  ‘They had to be round and neat, not a stalk was wasted.’  These 
were left until dry or the weather improved. If not, you’d break them up with 
a hayfork and strew out again, so it could dry. If very poor weather, you 
would just turn and turn the hay again. 

vi. Eventually, when weather good and hay dry (‘there hadn’t to be any wet in 
it at all’) it was rowed up by hand in rough heaps and a horse and wooden 
sweep (‘like a gate fastened to the horse’s tracers’) gathered up the hay.  
‘By tipping the sweep up you left behind a lump of hay all knotted together.  
You had to stand on the back of the sweep to weight it down.  Father 
always did the sweeping.’ 

vii. So, from a rough heap you could build a large pike.  ‘Starting with a 6’ 
diameter circle, with people treading it down and arranging the hay to 
make it even, you built it to the height of a door, and combed it down with 
a rake.’  Some people used hessian sacks (opened out) or baler twine with 
stones attached to weight it down and stop it from being blown away.  
‘Once at that stage, the hay was fairly safe!  You could leave the pikes and 
get on with the next bit of the field.’ 

viii. When you had more or less got all the hay safe, you went with a horse and 
bogey, with two chains round and pulled the pike onto the bogey (about 2’ 
off the ground).  Some people actually built their pikes on sledges but we 
never did that. 

ix. Hay was then taken to a barn and forked up. ‘It used to look lovely, it 
shined.’  Children would be working at the top with sawn-off hayforks. 

 
You might finish in mid September, but sometimes even in October half term 
holidays you might still be struggling to get it in.  You needed the weather to get it 
out of the field.  Sometimes, in the furthest fields, the pikes were left standing but 
you always got them in eventually.  If wet at the bottom, you strewed it out again 
to dry.  ‘That wet bit had a peculiar smell, it smelt like peppermint tea!’ recalled 
Kathleen. 

From interview notes with Alec & Kathleen Peart, 10th Nov. 2006 
 
The importance of Hay Time as a key part in the farming year was underlined in 
these interviews time and time again.  Though its social significance, in terms of the 
numbers of those engaged in it, and the idea of ‘neighbour helping neighbour’ have 
largely disappeared over the period, gathering hay – or more commonly these days 
silage – is still a major activity even if it tends to take a fraction of the time with 
modern machinery that it used to. 



 
‘You would never enter the hay field on foot; you went round the walls with a scythe’.  
Kathleen recalls as a child getting told off once for stepping off a path through one of 
their own fields. ‘Trampling the hay down was a crime!’  

From interview notes with Kathleen Peart 
 
‘People have stopped working for nothing now or at least a ‘ham and egg’ supper, 
that continued into the late 1980s.  That tradition’s died out.  We use contractors for 
baling and cutting if needed, and my son does contracting work now.’ 

Notes from interview with Mr Stoddart, 6th Nov. 2006 
 
All had serious concerns and worries about the viability of hill farming in the future and 
the huge changes that have occurred in recent years.  It was impossible to conduct an 
interview with any of the farmers without some mention of the crises in farming in 
recent years they had had to endure, whether BSE or Foot and Mouth.  And for many, 
the economics just don’t add up any more... 
 
‘Costs have overtaken income from the farm now and both wife and son are working 
to provide income.  Contrast this with the previous farmer here who employed 2 or 3 
men – you could make a sensible living in the 1980s from farming.’  Mr Stoddart 
reckons costs have gone up by 2/3rds in 25 years (inc. Council Tax, diesel, 
insurance, etc) but livestock prices have remained the same.  ‘You can't survive on 
fresh air!’   Notes from interview with Mr Stoddart 

 
 
Specific information 
 
Respect for the older generation who are now passing away 
For some of the younger generation of farmers who had inherited from their family 
some fine traditional hay meadows, there seemed a certain pride that their fathers 
had carried on farming in the traditional way despite the modernisation going on all 
around them.  What was seen in some cases as stubbornness or perversity in the 
face of change at the time has since turned out for the good – in terms of the value 
that many now place on these rare, surviving managed habitats.  This feeling came 
across particularly strongly in the interviews with Joy Henderson, Janice Moore and 
John Nevin. 
 
Joy talks of her grandfather as one who didn’t believe in charity. He didn’t even take 
a pension far 10 years after he retired, let alone was he interested in any grants 
available for farmers like himself. 
 
The meadows have only survived since her grandad preserved them by farming non-
intensively in the traditional way, as his grandparents did before him.  Joy is very 
keen to preserve them for his sake. 

Notes from interview with Joy Henderson, 31st Oct.2006 
 
 
 
 



Determined to carry on the haymaking traditions of their forebears. 

  
John Nevin in the cab of his tractor during 
haymaking in Allendale, July 2006.   

Owen and Joy Henderson at home in  
Weardale, October 2006. 

 
Likewise, Janice Moore talked about her father, George Wearmouth, who at the time 
of the interview had only recently died.  He had farmed very traditionally while 
everyone else was improving their land.   
 
‘It was a very hard life; the farm and its animals always came first.’  But Janice 
recalls there were always ‘lots of pranks and good humour’ too.  There was not the 
same pressure (as today), no ‘knocking off’ at the end of the working day.  As a child 
George would ride on a horse-drawn sweep with his father. ‘He was always ready to 
laugh.’  His view was that there was “No better place than Baldersdale.  Why would 
anyone want to leave?” 

Notes from interview with Janice Moore, 14th Dec. 2006 
 
Hay Rakes 
Children were often given hay rakes when they were small and expected to help out 
on the farm from an early age and especially at hay time.  The walls of a barn might 
be lined with different sizes of hay rakes as the children grew older! 

 
‘When I was three I had a hay rake for Christmas.’  Women and children raked the 
rows and ensured every scrap was used.  Nothing was wasted, every stalk used, ‘If 
you can rake up enough to put in a ewe’s mouth, you had a wage.’ 

From interview notes with Kathleen Peart 
 
When he was small, as soon as he could walk her father was given a rake, made by 
his Dad.  As he grew older, he was given a new one – he was expected to help on 
the farm from an early age.  They would hang on the walls of the shed.  Janice had 
one of her own too – ‘you were indoctrinated from an early age!’ 

From interview notes with Janice Moore 
 
Other sources of income 
Many of the farmers had previously kept a dairy herd (usually Shorthorns) with milk 
collection providing a reliable source of monthly income.  The herds also provided a 
valuable source of farmyard manure for spreading on the hay meadows. 
 
Some had diversified to offer B&B accommodation, others had outside jobs or the 
farmer’s wife would go out to work to supplement the income or they took on extra 
work (eg. machinery repairs). 



 
Changes for the better? 
Health 
Certainly one thing farmers are aware of, comparing then with now, is that not only 
their animals but they themselves are much healthier today.  Joy Henderson, for 
example, recalls her grandfather’s eyes were bad for a number of years and he 
suffered from glaucoma that she puts down to handling lime.  He also got ‘Farmer’s 
Lung’ from the dust off the hay, a hazard also mentioned by Mr Bentley in his 
interview. 
 
‘The dust off the hay settles on your lungs and sets like concrete. He was in 
Newcastle Hospital in his mid 40s (Joy was 5 then) and really bad. He nearly died 
then.’ 

Notes from interview with Joy Henderson 
 
Wildlife 
Anecdotally, and certainly on balance from the majority of those interviewed, wildlife 
seems to have fared better, if anything, on and around their farms in the latter part of 
the 20th century thanks to the Environmentally Sensitive Area scheme. 
 
John Nevin is among those who have seen ‘a lot of black grouse latterly’ and says 
‘they are doing really well here.’  Joy Henderson notes plenty of wildlife, especially 
waders, on her farm too.  The exception here sadly has been the corncrake that 
appears to have disappeared from the dales with the introduction of baling and 
silage making. 
 
Corncrakes were there in the early days, and black grouse from the fell.  He ‘saw a 
corncrake in 1959/60; it had half a dozen young. After they left in Aug/Sept, they 
never came back.’ 

Interview notes with Lawrie Anderson, 10th Nov. 2006 
 
Mr Scott has noted a big difference in the flora and Janice Moore considers her 
father as both a traditional farmer and early environmentalist. 
 
Hay meadow flowers are coming back compared to what there were – definitely 
improved since ESA. Stopping fertiliser made a big difference. 

Interview notes with Mr Scott, 31st Oct. 2006  
 
‘He used artificial fertilisers in the early days but saw that all the wild flowers soon 
went.  It had, in his view, damaged the quality of the meadows.  He made those links 
well before today’s environmentalists.  He loved to see hay meadows covered in 
flowers and would go round and talk about them to anyone who cared to listen.’  

Interview with Janice Moore 
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