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ifhe Great Sheeﬁhouse at Malham

Arthur Raistrick, Ph.D., M.Sc.

IT IS PART of almost everyone’s knowledge that the monks of the Cistercian

abbeys such as Fountains, Kirkstall, Rievaulx, and others, were great rearers of
“UCCP and traders in wool. Most Yorkshiremen have stood at one time or
another in the lovely arcaded and groined-roofed cellarium at Fountains Abbey
anc! wondered what stores it held when the abbey was occupied. A few have let
their imagination picture the bales of wool waiting for shipment to Flanders or
IlalY, or the many stores purchased in part with the money raised from the
sheep farms, The Cistercian monks have frequently been described as great
rearers of sheep and workers in iron, a reputation which they brought with them
from France when they first sought seclusion in the wilder parts of this country
voere they could build their churches and tame the rough places. Fewer
YDrkshirc people, however, would think of Bolton Priory as a place where a
trade in wool had played any significant part. Stories of the boy Egremont, of .
the Shepherd Lord at Barden Tower pursuing the abstruse studies of alchemy
and astrology with the help and companionship of the canons of Bolton, the
romantic poems of Wordsworth, and traditions like that of the White Doe of
Rylstone, all these have created a romantic haze about the real life of the
o8Nty Such stories have seized the imagination and flooded popular fancy
til it is almost impossible to connect the Black Canons of Bolton with such
rosaic matters as trading in wool and lead, coal and iron, and the commoner
commodities of everyday life,
The canons of the Augustinian Order {ounded a small community at Embsay
1120 at the invitation of Cecily Romille, the wife of William de Meschin,
then Lord of the Honour of Skipton. Alice Romille, the daughter of Cecily,
married William the son of Duncan, King of Scotland, and used some of her
wealth to endow and extend the small priory of Embsay. About 1154 she gave
the Embsay canons the manor ot Bolton and within a year the canons removed
from Embsay and began the building of the priory we now know. The Augus-
0 canons were priesid and at Bolton there were fifteen canons under the
of a prior. Their duties were to, maintain the service of prayer in their

+ 1@ serve as priesta.at.d-number of parish churches, to be hospitable to -

n




travellers, and to assist the poor. For all the secular work about the priory and
their possessions they employed a large body of servants. _

Soon after their establishment, gifts of land, estates, and manors were lavished
upon them in return for their pravers and spiritnal care, and 1t was uot long
before they became cornparatively wealthy. The care and administration of the
expanding estates called for an inereased number of secular servanes and over-
seers whose natural instinet to manage and develop each estate according to its
nature and capacity was encourage by the canons and their prior. The produc-
uon of surpluses above the needs of the priory led inevitably o trade.

In the course of 4 century the canons had passed from comparative poverty
and strier ving into wealth and some degree of luxnury and ease. Phe monastic
COMImunitics were sibject (o regudar visitations from the archbishop and {rom
the repoats of these visitations we can learn that in Bolton there was mauch noise

-?““éz.';j‘”‘i“?: instead of silence and praver: some ot the othcials were lax in their

HEs and the priorv, 1 spite of s greatl fncreased wealtt i fands and
s were made and all mavers were put into
A hetter order, including the keeping of mnre carcful aceounts. Tos irom thiese
SoCun that we can olean something of the dealings in wool just at the turn ol

Ostates, was getung mito debit Clia

the century, from about 1260 W 1325,
% Atmony i many estates given to the canons was included the Manor of
3 litIl]:lNl hll‘it, where they were '|t'i::!'!u='1|'\ o o and o hall centaries 1o the

u"“!lhlin_‘ Abbey tenants who occopied Mol W _l_l Bolton lad mneh roneh

vastire on Malham Moor, on the parts culled Prior Rakes and New Close,
where- lh(“l‘ were in closest nerghibourhood with the very extensive sheep tarms
belonging 1o Fountins Abbe. Whethier ronot thes were inspired and in-
Artcted bw the example ot the Fountaias sheepnacters we oot hnow. ba

rl”l”"-l 'Il" seciotd Bl ol e I||‘1_ pthy e Fresn v tnlalished rhiear -.hl-(';n--
e ot

hense o . L . —r y
e Prior Rakes, Several oI ne o acconnt huok mention the
l“""‘-'I'_ o slicepabie e, bt G ks ehreprnne thre liest Uveees VERTS thiet we bras
AR el W i matnly thieonehe the disrovery and escavation ol its

foundanons,

Belore discusaing the details ol the spieepd
et s : i . .
e avconnts and other sourees, rom which we can redonsirict something of
the e :

witese et ns look ac the slender notices

Al routine there,
1, N 3 v [} i
Phe prion huad 1, sheephotsess the one oo Mathame Moor established

e the thivteenth veiam wndd dhother on the estate at Aappletreewick whieh

.El}m“ ].Md purchiused i1 oo, A il sheephoose e kept heepmaster and
KA "'_!'}““'“- and on the e estates they foad o ..;'.!".'-III'-_: number ot .\'}J(‘t'[r,
l“"It‘r"-'-‘:”“l. meer oo, Yy e [1:i-_:_"1{ PR e Hoviiadhize the SEdbio (o ks as :.g-m[_{
Sortewhere aboue athonsand strong. Nortiadiy e e ranged the pastine of

ol Rakes, New Close, and Cross Fietd, thie po, Ky grotind cast of the D

Viadle T ey L
ey and extending aceoss Gordale as far gt honndary of Bordlev, O the

uerth phyee bonmidary was approxpnetely Musules Lane and PROVISIOHS were
made in agcements with Fountaine Ahbey tor the friendly retaen of animals
“l!‘h}ﬁng trom this pasture towards the hills. ‘ .

After crops had been taken in the fields around Malhami, <cme of the sheep
could be folded on those parts held by Bolton and on some of the common
flelds, by which the land got the enrichiment ol their manure The wild nature ol

‘e ground and the chmae made closce Oversigiat o ronstant necessity on the

ook { 72
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high pastures, The shepherd’s year followed a rigid paters in which the first
MAjor event was. he lambing season. Preliminary to this theve was the constant
care of the ewes to, keep them in the best possible condition through lht: wintes
and in this care the sheephouse would oceupy a central position. Lambing was
mainly achieved within the sheephouse and the shelter of its little enclosures.
and the shepherd 1yas allowed a supply of candles for use in bis nmight watches
with the sheep. Weakly lambs needed special care and cows® milk was provided
for their nourishment. A very typical entry in the compeotus is, in 1290, ‘milk
for lambs 195. 14d.” and if we remember that the relative value of money then
and now is more than twenty-five to one, this sum represents a very considerable
amount of milk. Oy the neii;hbouring Fountains estates the lambs were, as soon
as possible, taken down to Chapel House, Kilnsey and reared there én cows’
2k 50 as to [eaye the ewe milk for the use of the monastery. From many items

he documents i i clear that the prime purpose of the ewes was the produc-
uon of milk for cheese-making. Sheep were only used as meat when they became
old, and in the case of Bolton Priory the wool crop from them was more or less
incidental, ’

Soon afier lambing the sheep were divided into flocks which are rctm‘ncq as
wethers, ewes, and hoggets. The sheep were subject to maggot and: other
Infections and in some years the murrain was very bad. The common medica-
ments to counteract the fly were mercury and verdigris and entries are common
of the form - "24 lbs green paint (verdigris) & 12 lbs quicksilver from Boston;
32s.” or ‘Oil, tallow and fat for smearing £4.10.7}. Quicksilver and green paint
'{“'—lght at York; 22s. gd.’ or ‘Oil, tallow and verdigris for smearing the sheep
A4,50.2.6". The regular smearing or sauving of the sheep against the weather also
used quantities of tar mixed with the fats.

Early summer brought with it the washing and shearing for which the
shepherds were generally provided with new aprons called barmecloths. In the
1290 account ‘washing, shearing, barmcloths and women milking the ewes’
COst 55 21d. After thc_sht:aring a treat for all the helpers was provided and in
1302 this treat cost 3s. The sheared wool was packed but not sorted and stores
of pack shees had to be provided, both coarse and fine. The Cistercians sorted
their wog] into four grades and secured good prices for the best grades, but the

@5 <inian canons sold their wool in bulk as one grade only, except that in

e years they kept out the black wool for separate sale. In 1315 their sale was
10 sacks (of 564 Ibj and the price they got was 12 marks (£8) while in 1325 they
Were getting £10 a sack., Fountains Abbey in 1515 secured good prices for their
sorted wool, for best, 21 marks, middle, 12 marks, and locks 9 marks, so that
Bolton was getting the price of middle quality. As their own production of wool
Was not very high, and wool was fetching a high price, the canons bought in
wool from their tenants and other local farmers. and by this addition were on
Some occasions selling as many as forty sacks a vear, taking their profit on the
resale. Their customers were Lombard and Flemish merchants, Jnhn_Rc:;cg-
vant’s Society, Bernard Manilred, Peruchi, Frescobaldi, and ethers. In 120 the
priory received loans from John Rescevant & Society to the extem of £346 35 44.
some of this being secured against wool to be delivered in following vears, Tn
that same year there was a heavy purchase of twenty-eight sacks three stones of
wool for £195 45 3d, toset against a resale of twenty-nine sacks for £2060, 2 profit
of over 6o, v !




From these miscellaneous accounts let us turn to consider the sheephouse ina
little more detajl, Am(mg occasional items there are, ‘Repairs to sheephouse at
Malham with boards, 6os; 700 boards bought for the same 22s. 6d.” ‘Mending
the old sheephouse a4 Malham 1 {s. 1ono boards at the shecphouse jos.” and so
on. The Shf.‘(:p}lOLJS(‘ was used for lambing and also for milking and cheese-
making (in 1310, 1.47 stones of ewe milk cheese was used at the priory), so might
be expected 1o be 5 large building with either smaller huildings or some small,
well protected crofts and folds ml:m- it. The actual washfolds were situated near
Moon Bridge in Malham, where the name Prior Folds and a number of riins are
Sl found, Byt nothing in that area would satisty the picture of the sheephouse
that emerges from the study of the accounts.

On the west side of the road from Malham to Malham Tarm House, hetween
lhp T.(l') !'I.lhi‘ "'“'"P }li“ and the !‘lI'Si g(tl!’ 011 Lo 1]1(- apen moor, a Ijni{-\[”lkt- :-;:’\;11"
runs along the road side and this is part of Abbot Hills in the larger area of
Price Ralkes. Behind this scar is a long narrow valley with another limestone
ar road Scars on the west ol it, This vallev widens at the north end into a
large grassy area which is enclosed by a massive gravel and rock bank, probably
atone tme the hyse ol a wooden I'(‘n’t'l‘ or stockade, At the south end of this big
cnclosure thepe
three lone
SQuare
Al the

is o mass of foundations rather like a grid iron in arrangement
s arrow rectangles or perhaps it could better be described as a rough
<ahout 50 ft square, divided lengthwise into three narrow compartrnents,
south-west corner there is a smaller rectangular enclosure attached o i,
and on cach side of the main structure there is a small croft enclosed Ly heavy
sravel banks. This we believe is the foundation of the sheephouse.

Exeavation has shown the true nature of the building and it is possible 1o
SUZgest a reasonable restoration of its original form, The building really falls
Mo two muin

arcas, each about 48 ft long inside, and the west one 14 (tand the
Cast ane

20 ft wide inside the walls, The ¢ast one has a rough parttion wall of
Ytones set an cdge at approximately 6 ft from the west side. The whole building
S dormed with walls of peculiar structure, The walls are 6 t thick, made with
very large lithisbtoine Boulders set uncedoein two rowsand the space hetween
caretully Glled wily other large boulders. the whole being just over 2 ft hich, The
carefu] Jt‘\‘('ﬂim{ ol the Lul)lu['lhr\'r_- walls shows them to have been founda-
tons for tlye wooden structure above them. T the eastern wall and in the short
witll between §y and the mid wall at each end, there are deep post holes at every
‘i which could have supported a very strane fence, The north wall of the
|.ff!s:'~ s continuous with the south wall of the enclosed pasture and there is
adoorway into the two inatin parts of the buildings through this wall, Ifwe take
first the western building and summarize a lot of detail, it proves to have been a
wooden building based on these massive foundation walls, Down the centre of
the ]\Hi](“n'c; from the north door to a cor esponding one in the south end there
1S a massive pavement of very heavy limestone slabs making a gangwav 4 ft wide,
Each side of this s an earth floor, and it would agree with whit we know of
medieval sheephouses if this carthen area were strewn with rushes ot bracken, or
with 2 wooden slatted floor, and used as the ‘standings’ for the ewes, Here they
could have shelter in winter or stormy weather or be tended for lambing, The
casiern area has 1s narrow part marked ofl’ on the weat stde of it and it seems
likeliest that this was a lean-to against the side of the main buildine, forming a
part shelter to what was a fenced vard. This vard again has a great central
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paved way, but no door at the south end. 1t could be a fine weather milking pen
a::d @ very useful yasd to the main building. At the south-west corner of the
whole structure there is a small house place which was probably the house of
the sheep master. In excavating these buildings a few iron nails and a fine but
L carly carpenter’s adze were found. In the house there were areas of
Lm,u‘{-ml marking a fireplace and a few small sherds of pottery.
. \).“ the edge of Broad Scar, on a limestone shelf not far away and over-
low king the site, there was another house about 18 {t by 10 ft. carefully built in
“_!‘l SN way, and in this some more articles were [bund which tie in well with
S that this was the house of the fold men. Soine picces of ruddle for sheep
Hia kiig, an iron knife, and a whetstone for sharpening it, are all characteristic
1.!.r‘ shepherd’s (rade, A fireplace was well made. and near it some ironwork
Cluded the ‘labels’ or lugs for the handle of @ wooden bucket. These are all of
. carly type and would agree with the general date of occupation between the
eenth and fifteenth ecenturies. Tt may, however, be the case that this is the
?:H.(‘P”.!',N"r‘i hiouse, and the hut at the carner of the sheephouse was the
i by inwhich the foldman on duty was housed,
there can be no doubt that the main buildings were wood, as all accounts for
the fepairs are for the supply of boards and for payment of the carriers for
Carnme boards to Malham and for givine them a gratuity when doing so. One
part of the compotus mentions shingles (or the roof at Malham, while the
sheephiouse at Appletreewick was thatched. This would be reasonable as
heather wiitable for thatching would not be easy to get on Malhaim Moeor, at
least on that part which was held by Bolton Priorv. Whether the walls of the
sheephouse were boarded right up to the eaves or had a small space open at the
!n‘p for ventilation we don’t know. Some medieval pictures show a sheephouse
with its walls carried only about hall the height, but these are from the south

where winters would be less severe.
At several places on the moor there are small enclosures, one of which when
Creavited revealed a small huoin a shehered nook of a hmestone scar, with a
! s of ruddle, a fine

hanked toid in front of i, and in the hut the usnal pie

whetstone, and ragments of iron which micht have been a knife. This was

probably a shepherd’s temporary fold on New Close. where he could bring his

sl “ep to look them over and trear them for inaygol or renew their r[i;lrkings
.- thout having to drive them back to the sheephouse,

e sheephiouse was in use during the fonrteenth centure and prohnbhl.' for
vich longer, bui the accounts become very scanty alter that, We know that the
Aoy owas sill trading i the filteenth century, bat at the Dissolution in the
sateenth cenrury the Malham estates were sold o the Lambert family and we
feve no detal available which indudes the sheephouse. Tt looks as though it

nitent have fallen into disuse during the fifteenth century, but some research
night correct this view. As soon as it was abandoned the wood of which it was
siade would be carried away as being of great value in such an area, and the
woundations would very soon be grassed over and forgotren.

Through the kindness of Mr Dudley Llingworth, of Haulith Hall, on whose
anh it Hes, it has been possible to excavare the site and also to leave parts of the
walls exposed sufficiently 10 make the plan clear and to show the peculiar
aructures employed.
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