
BAKIN G O ATCAKE, YO R K SH IR E 

John Boram

The w atercolour painting illustrated in Fig. i w as exhibited at the first Leeds 
Corporation autumn exhibition of works by Yorkshire artists in 18 8 5 ,  held in the 
Municipal Buildings. ‘Baking Oatcake, Yorkshire’ a painting by Alfred Walter Bayes was 
catalogued as N o. 17 9  and priced at £ 12 .0 0 . It was later exhibited in London at the 
Royal Institute of Painters in Watercolour and priced at £ 15 .0 0 .' A . W . Bayes was a 
noted genre painter and etcher who exhibited, from 18 5 8  onwards, at the R.A. and R.I. 
His style has been described as that of a meticulous pre-Raphaelite follower.

The painting shows a lifestyle no doubt common in many Yorkshire homes during the 
second half of the nineteenth century. Both the title and subject emphasise the important 
dependence upon oats as the staple diet of the Dales.2 Since different culinary traditions 
of making oatcakes and the equipment used in their preparation were specific to 
particular parts of the Yorkshire Dales, during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, it may be possible to identify more closely the locality of the interior illustrated 
in figure 1. Although the term oatcake is often used in a generic way today, to cover a 
diversity of products made from oatmeal, historically it was a distinctive vernacular term 
used in Yorkshire to denote ‘thrown’ or ‘poured’ oatcakes, which were traditionally 
made in an area stretching from Wharfedale to Bowland.3 The tradition of making 
‘poured’ oatcakes predominated from the 1850s. In upper Ribblesdale and Ingleborough 
a similar derivative, made from an oatmeal batter mix, was called riddlebread* By 
contrast, in the N orth Riding of the Yorkshire Dales, it was traditional to make 
havercake and clapbread, using a stiff oatmeal paste.5 Figure 1 provides a convincing 
representation of one of the contemporary methods used to make oatcakes utilising a 
masonry fire box supporting a built-in ‘bakstone’, which had become popular towards 
the end of the 18th century.6

Installation would have been relatively easy, since the flue could be linked into the 
main flue of the fireplace. Detailing of the adjacent fireplace suggests that a freestone 
hob had been installed either side of the hearth to support a grate suitable for coal 
burning. Such additions had become popular in the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century. However the presence of a substantial chimney cloth or fire cloth, to reduce 
excessive smoking, indicates that this solution was far from ideal. The wooden tub and 
ladle, as illustrated in figure 1 ,  was called a nakit or kneading kit which was a 
traditional item of equipment used in the m aking of ‘ poured’ oatcakes in the 
Wharfedale, Malham Dale, Ribblesdale, Ingleton, Bentham and Bowland areas.7 In some 
parts of Yorkshire, it was traditional to use earthenware pots in the preparation of 
oatcakes, as portrayed in W alker’s illustration titled, ‘Woman making oatcakes’ .8 
Walker’s illustration of 1 8 1 4  depicts the process of making ‘thrown’ oatcakes on a built- 
in bakstone, prior to being dried in front of the fireplace on a flake comprising five 
parallel strings slung between two end frames attached to separate ceiling joists. A  
similar wooden end frame with one line secured, is depicted in figure 1 , a common
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i .  ‘Baking Oatcake, Yorkshire’ by A. W . Bayes
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device used for drying oatcakes and no doubt clothing in Upper Ribblesdale.9 By 
contrast, flakes used in Wharfedale were made with wooden laths.

The various processes and equipment used in the making of oatcakes, as illustrated in 
figure i ,  suggests that this kitchen interior is likely to be situated within a dwelling in 
Upper Ribblesdale, Yorkshire Dales. A  typical cottage consisted of two chambers with 
an outshot for dairy uses. Upstairs chambers were initially intended for grain and other 
storage. Within other Northern regions of England the subject matter of the painting by 
A. W . Bayes would have been considered incongruous and certainly unrepresentative of 
household life in the 18 70 s and 1880s. By the 1850 s, wheat had become sufficiently 
cheap and available to replace oatmeal as a staple foodstuff in most regions, including 
relatively remote areas such as the Lake District.10 The barometer of wealth of hill 
farmers in the Yorkshire Dales was not so much the size or number of rooms in their 
dwellings but their livestock and land holdings. Within such a harsh and unyielding 
upland environment, opportunities afforded by the various land Enclosures Acts of the 
1 8th and early 19th centuries to add to one’s land holdings by the reclamation of the 
Wastes and by the addition of tracts of upland common, was probably the first call on 
any surplus income. Conspicuous consumption involving the purchase of furniture and 
furnishings in the style of the high fashions of the nineteenth century could be expected 
to be a low priority.

W . B. Crump’s study of hill farming in nineteenth century Calderdale11 notes that 
despite a thriving rural economy up to the 1870s, the relative size or historic status of 
upland dwellings had ceased to be any measure of prosperity since their essential 
function was as farm houses. Furthermore, over the course of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century most of the larger houses and halls of historic consequence, 
throughout the Yorkshire Dales, had fallen into multiple occupation by farm labourers.

Absence of contemporary fashionable furniture in the parlour of a Yeoman’s house in 
the village of Dent, north of Ribblehead, is suggested by Adam Sedgwick’s recollections 
of the early years of the nineteenth century.12 He refers to a ‘ lang settle’ , or bench with a 
strong back, to one side of fireplace. On the opposite side was situated the Patriarch’s 
wooden and well carved armchair, a well carved cabinet or cupboard, circa 17 0 0 ,  
various small tables with chairs and benches. It is therefore useful to examine the type of 
furniture that was assembled by different household types in order to understand the 
role and purpose of vernacular furniture, traditions. In this instance, the furniture 
depicted in a cottage setting in Upper Ribblesdale, figure 1 ,  dates from the first half of 
the nineteenth century and forms part of a distinctive vernacular tradition. Investigations 
were necessary to assess and establish whether the furniture, furnishings and fireside 
equipment, could have existed in reality. Convincing examples and records of artifacts 
have been found which provide conclusive evidence that the artist had not only avoided 
presenting an idealised interpretation of the aspirations and lifestyle of the farming 
community, but had presented an acceptable representation of an 1880s rural interior in 
the Western Yorkshire Dales. The spindle back armchair, as depicted in figure 1, with a 
cushion covering the rushwork seat, has many similarities to a nursing chair with pad or 
dog feet which has been recorded with the name stamp, ‘J. Shackleton’ ,”  from the saw 
mills in Todmorden, a village on the Lancashire/Yorkshire border circa, 18 0 0 -18 6 0 .  
Although the example depicted in the watercolour painting has been reduced in height
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2. A  hybrid design Lancashire three- 
row spindle back armchair, with a 

Dales front-stretcher 18 0 0 -6 0

3. A two-row spindle back armchair 
with a typical Lancashire front-stretcher 

18 0 0 -6 0
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4. A  hybrid combining a typical turned frame 
used in the making of the Macclesfield ladder- 

back chairs with the single row spindle 
configuration used in the Dales regional 

tradition, circa 18 2 0 -1 8 8 0

5. A  hybrid combining two concurrent 
Lancashire traditions of rush seated chairs —  

circa 1 8 4 0 - 18 7 0

and lacks its original feet, it is essentially a combination of features to be found in 
figures 2 and 3. Not an unlikely variant for a woodturner’s workshop to produce. The 
design combines multiple rows of spindles, common in Lancashire and Cheshire spindle 
back chairs, with a very distinctive form of front stretcher (see figure 2) commonly 
associated with a group of two row spindle-back chairs made in North Lancashire and 
Eskdale in the former county of Cumberland by such chairmakers as Thomas 
Brocklebank and his sons George and William ( 1812  to 1900).14 Such a hybrid design 
indicates an origin within a workshop employing skilled woodturners familiar with at 
least two very different vernacular traditions of chairmaking. If there is a geographical 
interface between two regional traditions, which contribute to a hybrid design, then the 
workshop of origin is most likely to be situated in such a zone. In the case of the spindle 
back chairs illustrated in figures 1 and 2, a workshop origin in one of the industrial 
towns of north Lancashire, such as Lancaster, is a distinct possibility. Familiarity with 
two or more vernacular traditions would be the inevitable outcome of the movements 
throughout North West England, by such chairmakers as the Brocklebanks.

The study of hybrid designs can contribute to our knowledge of design transmission
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occurring between two or more material cultures (for example, figure 4), or facilitate an 
understanding of the competitive outcome of two concurrent vernacular sub-cultures 
interacting in the same region and possibly within a similar timescale, (e.g. figure 5). 
Figure 4 is a prime exam ple o f a chair which com bines the know ledge of the 
Macclesfield ladder-back tradition with an attempt to integrate the single spindle row 
tradition of the Dales culture of Cumberland and W estm orland.14 There is sparse 
evidence of workshops of chairmakers and woodturners in the remote rural areas of the 
Yorkshire Dales,”  which strongly suggests that the rural communities were supplied by 
workshops recorded in the industrial towns of Lancashire, Westmorland and possibly 
the West Riding of Yorkshire. Another notable example which supports the existence of 
such supply networks, is the nineteenth century rocking chair made by the firm of R. H. 
and J .  Simpson of Lancaster and supplied to M artha Dinsdale of Appersett in 
Wenslcvdale, North Yorkshire Dales.1'1

Although there is an absence of complete detailing in the watercolour, the low ladder 
back chair behind the table in figure 1 echoes the simplicity of a number of ladder back 
chairs made in the chairmaking centres of Penrith and Kendal.17 The similarities which 
the ‘ straight-front’ corner cupboard in figure 1 ,  has with the detailed description 
contained in the Bolton Stipplement to the London Book o f Cabinet Piece Prices, 180 2, 
suggests that such items of vernacular furniture originated from a cabinet maker's 
workshop in one of the industrial towns of Yorkshire or North East Lancashire. It is 
worth noting that one of the few remaining copies of this Supplement descended in the 
Brumfitt family of cabinet maker’s, based in Skipton, Airedale, offering the distinct 
possibility that the cupboard was made in a Yorkshire workshop. Piece rates were set at 
1 shilling for an extra panel in each door, 7  pence for an extra shelf and a drawer for 1 
shilling and 6 pence.

Historical records or illustrations identifying the juxtaposition of furniture within an 
interior scene may reinforce our knowledge of purpose and function. At the very least it 
will raise important contextual questions. Although an artist may emphasise, modify or 
exclude what can be readily observed within an interior, he or she is likely to include 
those items of furniture which contribute to the subject matter or theme of the painting 
under preparation. Furthermore, the involvement of a local artist such as A. W . Bayes, 
born in Yorkshire in 1 8 3 2 ,  is likely to reflect his familiarity with local vernacular 
traditions and any special status accredited to a particular item of furniture.

Taking into account such factors, we need to consider the significance and function of 
the corner cupboard which is illustrated in a prominent position within the backdrop of 
the painting. J . Hodgson,,s writing in the 1820s, refers to the benefits of storing oat cake 
close to a fire ‘within the influence of the fire, has the quality of preserving its sweetness 
for several months. Although it has been recorded that drawers of kitchen dressers were 
used to fulfil such a storage function in households situated in the Yorkshire Dales,19 is 
there is a possibility that within smaller dwellings the subdivisions or sections of a corner 
cupboard fulfilled a similar role? Despite the limited capacity' of such cupboards, the 
siring within close proximity’ to the fireplace and bakstone would have been an ideal 
location.

It is interesting to note the use of a green paint finish on the internal walls, a finish 
which was often shared or matched with interiors of built-in corner cupboards. The
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green toxic metallic paint used was no doubt intended to serve a decorative as well as a 
food hygiene function —  however dangerous.

Pictorial analysis of this kind reveals more about vernacular furniture usage and its 
purpose, social priorities and the economic circumstances of traditional clicnt/user 
groups, the geographical location of these customers, the marketing and the supply 
networks established by makers and their agents.

A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

Christopher Gilbert for information relating to the Leeds Corporation Autumn  
Exhibition of 18 8 5.

R E F E R E N C E S

1. A number of original catalogue labels and certificates are attached to the back of the frame. Labels include 
‘Leeds 18 8 5 ’ and a certificate issued by the Royal Institute of Painters in Watercolour referring to the title of 
the watercolour ‘Baking Oatcake, Yorkshire’, artist A. W. Bayes and price £15.00 .
2. Peter C. D. Brears, ‘Oatcake in the West Riding’, Folklife 19 74 , Vol. 12 , p. 55.
3. M . Hartley and J. Ingilby, Life and Tradition in the Yorkshire Dales, Dalesman Books, 1968, p. 40, line 43.
4. Ibid, p. 57, line 2.
5. Ibid, p. 39.
6. Ibid, p. 40, lines 29 to 38.
7. Peter C. D. Brears, ibid, p. 55.
8. Walker’s Costume o f Yorkshire, 18 14 . Title of illustration ‘Woman making oatcakes’ .
9. M. Hartley and J. Ingilby, ibid, p. 57.
10. S. Denyer, Traditional Buildings and Life in the Lake District, Gollancz 8c National Trust, 19 9 1, p. 25, 
line 13 .
1 1 .  W. B. Crump, The Little Hill Farm, Calder Valley, revised 1949, The Scrivener Press, London.
12. A. Sedgwick A Memorial o f Coivgill Chapel 1868. Adam Sedgwick, born in Dent in 17 8 5 , was Professor 
of Geology at Trinity College, Cambridge.
13 . B. D. Cotton, The English Regional Chair, A.C.C., 1990. p. 348. (NW  100).
14. Susan Stuart and David Jones, Eskdale Chairs, Regional Furniture, Volume IX, 19 95, p. 14 to 33 —  Note 
Figure 4.
15. B. D. Cotton, The English Regional Chair, p. 4 7 1 -4 7 8 , Index of Chairmakers and Turners.
16. Ibid, p. 4 2 7  (N.W. 397-39 9).
17. Ibid, p. 3 3 6 - 3 3 7  (NW  58 and 60).
18. J. Hodgson, ‘Westmorland as it was’, The Lonsdale Magazine, Vol. 3, 1822.
19. M. Hartley and J. Ingilby, ibid, p. 60.



SHORTER NOTICE

Our member Andrew Jenkins brings attention to a recently discovered portrait of a 
furniture draughtsman which has a Suffolk provenance. The early nineteenth century oil 
painting shows a fashionably-dressed gentleman seated at a desk and making measured 
drawings from an open folio of designs. In addition to the measuring instruments and 
designs (which could be a bound copy of Ackermann’s Repository) the furniture and 
curtain arrangement is painted with specific, perhaps identifiable detail.

The canvas is signed: T (J?) Bradley, Suffolk.
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