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FOREWORD

THE STRIMMER AND THE SCYTHE




I REMEMBER THE FIRST time I used a scythe. I was in my mid-twenties and,

sick of city life, I had taken up the tenancy of a cottage in the middle of
nowhere. Neglected for years, the garden was a waste ground of invasive
weeds, molehills and tumbled-down fences. At first I relished the challenge
of taming this wilderness, but after just one year the burden of mowing the
grass, strimming the various rough patches and trimming the hedges began
to grind me down.

Perhaps the most irritating part of the process was the maintenance of
the various petrol-powered cutting machines I had to use. The strimmer, a
length of steel tube with an engine at one end and a head of rotating nylon
cord at the other, was a particularly truculent contraption. I always dreaded
trying to get the blasted thing started after its long winter hibernation.
Ensuring the mix of oil and petrol was just right for the highly strung
engine, clearing the air filter, decarbonising the spark plug, replenishing the
nylon cord, oiling the head and flushing the carburettor were all jobs that
had to be undertaken before endlessly yanking away at the starter cord,
desperately hoping it would fire into life. And when it finally roused itself
from its winter slumber and revved up to fever pitch, on went the protective
gear: steel toecaps, goggles, gloves and ear-defenders. I would submerge
myself into a day of monotonous buzzing and rattling, flaying the emerging
spring vegetation.

However, one morning in late April, no matter what I did I just could

not get the damned thing to start. [IESIOINIONIONGRE
taken it to my father — a man of the post-war generation when everyone was
a hobbyist mechanic — and with a bit of tinkering he would soon have had it
B OEE 1n the middle of nowhere. And no

amount of swearing and cursing was going to improve the situation.
Dismayed, as I cast my eye over the unruly undergrowth encroaching on the
last vestiges of lawn around the cottage, my mind recalled an implement I
had hanging up in the back shed. It was a scythe I’d purchased a few years
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before at a car boot sale, for the princely sum of ten pounds. Carrying it
back to the car that day, I had conjured up a romantic vision of myself
emulating the farmhands of Old England, slashing through acres of luscious
meadow grass between manly swigs from a cider flagon. Blunt and rickety
scythe in hand, I set about cutting and quickly developed a pendulum-like
hacking motion. Progress was slow, but it was working — and I was living
the dream.

It was lucky for me that one of the older gamekeepers caught sight of
me. As he pulled up in his clapped-out Land Rover he leaned out of the
window and laughed. ‘I can see you’ve never used a scythe before, boy.’
Within seconds he was smearing a drop of spit down the blade with a
whetstone, working up a fine abrasive paste and softly grinding a shining
edge on the black patina of the antiquated iron. Razor sharpness was
everything. And the technique he demonstrated was different too. Holding
the blade parallel to the ground and as far away from the body as was
comfortable, he drew it towards himself in an arcing motion, slicing — not
hacking — through the undergrowth. The hollow ringing sound of the blade
scything through the grass and weeds was clean and appealing. But what’s
more, the speed and effectiveness was astonishing. On the back swing a
brushing technique could be adopted with the rear of the blade, teeing up
any fallen plants to be sliced through on the returning swipe. I was
impressed. And while the job had probably taken me a fraction longer than
with a strimmer, I’d enjoyed listening to the sound of the birds while I
worked.

That summer the scythe became the tool of choice. Relieved of the
rigmarole of fuelling, servicing and maintaining the strimmer, scything
could be conducted on a whim, the scythe plucked from the toolshed and
employed for an hour or two here and there. My technique improved. I
became stronger and began to feel less exhausted at the end of a stint, and
almost matched the time taken to do the same job with a strimmer. And the
shape of the garden changed too; straight lines gave way to sweeping
curves and corners became rounded. Scythed twice that year, the variable
stubble of my small meadow created an attractive environment for a variety
of grasses and wild flowers, which in turn supported a host of different
insects. As autumn reached for her golden crown, I realised that I’d taken a
traditional way of doing something and had found that, on my terms, it was



just as effective as the mechanically charged, petrol-powered methods of
today.
And so, my relationship with creft had begun.
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I GUESS 1 NEEDED to make a distinction between how we think about the

modern definition of craft and what it meant when it first appeared in the
English language over a thousand years ago. In a keynote lecture given to
the Heritage Crafts Association in 2013, Sir Christopher Frayling echoed
the sentiments of David Pye, in The Nature and Art of Workmanship, when
he called craft, ‘a word to start an argument with’. I don’t want to start any
arguments but it’s true: craft has become so ubiquitous that it’s increasingly
difficult to state with any exactitude a definition precise enough to satisfy
everyone. Certainly, it has something to do with making — and making with
a perceived authenticity: by hand, with love; from raw, natural materials; to
a desired standard. It doesn’t necessarily have to result in an object, though.
A recent craze for craft beers means that we can consume craft and
essentially come away with nothing to show for our purchase — except
perhaps a slightly fuzzy head the next day. In the world of art it can be a
methodological process as much as a conceptual tool. In the world of
luxury, a reassurance that you are acquiring the very best product money
can buy. In the world of the everyday, the success of the retail giant
Hobbycraft is the best illustration that we still revel in the pastime of using
our hands to make something that can be given, enjoyed and cherished.

But even in today’s versatile use of the word craft there is only the
faintest overlap with the definition creft had when it first appeared in
written English over a thousand years ago. The Oxford English Dictionary
can find no one word to exchange, like for like, for Old English creft, and
instead offers an amalgam of ‘knowledge, power, skill’, and an extended
definition where a sense of ‘wisdom’ and ‘resourcefulness’ surpass in
importance the notion of ‘physical skill’. It would seem that we can’t quite
put our finger on exactly what creeft was.

It is this inability to assign a precise contemporary meaning that justifies
the ideas put forward in this book of a lost knowledge and of how
traditional crafts, as we know them, are about so much more than just
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making. We don’t have creft in our lives any more. Our Anglo-Saxon
ancestors certainly had it, but at some point we mislaid it and with it its true
meaning. Over the course of the last fifteen years I’ve found many
occasions to think through the idea of a lost knowledge. As an archaeologist
I’m constantly confronted with the material culture of past societies: objects
that were once fashioned, used, altered and discarded. Through the analysis
of these objects, archaeologists attempt to draw conclusions about the
nature of the human condition and, in particular, how our thinking, our
actions and our relationship with our environment have changed over time.

I rarely study anything archaeological that is more recent than the
fifteenth century. But for a period of ten years, from 2003 to 2013, I
participated in a number of television series for the BBC that charged our
various team members with recreating life as it would have been on British
farms from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries. Unlike the work of an
archaeologist, whose task it is to survey essentially static remains, in the
making of Tales from the Green Valley (2005), Victorian Farm (2008),
Edwardian Farm (2010) and Wartime Farm (2012), 1 often observed
material processes in action, and was involved in how an archaeological
record was actually created. In filming these overtly nostalgic historical
programmes, I was consistently confronted with a narrative of the old ways,
a sense of unrelenting change and a feeling that something was for ever
being lost.

At first, I railed against this cliché of retrospective regret. For the angry
young man that I was back then, Billy Bragg’s invocation to damn nostalgia
as the ‘opium of the age’ rang loudly in my ears. But gradually I began to
realise there was more than a kernel of truth in the nostalgic motifs we were
revisiting. Society, I concluded, was losing something.

Having finally got myself up to speed with the digital world, I begin to
wonder whether the vast complexity and infinite interactions digital
technology promises are in fact doing quite the opposite: are they actually
narrowing our sensory experiences? We’re increasingly constrained by
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computers and a pixelated abridgement of reality that serves only to make
us blind to the truly infinite complexity of the natural world. Most critically,
our physical movements have been almost entirely removed as a factor in
our own existence. Now all we seem to do is press buttons.

Richard Sennett, in his ‘template for living’ The Craftsman, talks about
craftsmanship as the state of being engaged: how we interact materially,
with each other and our immediate surroundings. Perhaps we should
consider this as a key component of the long-lost creft. Against a narrative
of progressive technological innovation, what has happened to creft, the
indefinable intelligence of our Anglo-Saxon forebears? What reasons lie

behind its drift into obscurity? [N ONNE

EEEOSEEINNRNNER Ve simply don’t need to factor power

into how we make from and process raw materials. Nowadays, with a flick
of a switch, we can generate what would take far more time, human energy
and cost to produce by hand. The point when industrial processes emerged
as the dominant means of production was the point at which the concept of
craft as a form of art emerged — as a self-conscious counterpoint to factory-
made goods. Craft became defined in opposition to industrial manufacture.

I’m not saying that either of these developments is necessarily bad.
There are many occasions when I probably should have consulted the
manual before taking a malfunctioning machine apart. But mechanisation
has changed the way we think, the way we build knowledge; so familiar has
post-industrial power become that we genuinely find it hard to relate to the
world before it. This may be why a true definition of creft is so remote to
us: we have forgotten how to think like the generations before the Industrial
Revolution.
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FOR ANYONE WHO chooses to read this book aloud, @ is a diphthong: a

complex speech sound beginning with one vowel and gliding into another.
In classical and modern languages it’s pronounced using a range of sounds,
but in the Old English alphabet, where it’s known as an ‘aesc’ or ‘ash’, its
pronunciation falls somewhere between ‘a’ and ‘e’, and in the case of creft,
I usually say a word that sounds more like creft than craft. But that’s just
me. I’'m from the south-east of England and speak with an estuary accent:
far from posh, a step up from cockney.
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IN THE LATER years of his life, Alfred the Great, celebrated king of the

English, defender of the Church and scourge of the Vikings, settled down to
prove that his pen could indeed be as mighty as his sword. He was a pious
king. Years of being taken to the brink of defeat had caused him to consider
that his fate was being determined less by his own guile and more by some
higher and mightier power. This soul-searching in the twilight of his life
delivered him to the works of wise men — churchmen and philosophers —
and as he read and considered their writings, the paternalistic king took it
upon himself to spread the word. He set about translating documents, for
the first time, from Latin into Old English, embellishing his translations
with his thoughts and ponderings, and in the process providing us with a
tantalising glimpse into the mind of one of England’s most eminent
statesmen.

The youngest of five brothers, Alfred had to sit back and watch as the
brutal early medieval world took its toll on his kinsmen. His brothers,
Athelbald, Athebert and Athelred I, had between them reigned for little
more than fifteen years during a period that saw the fledgling kingdom of
England driven to its very knees and taken, as one commentator put it, into
the ‘crucible of defeat’. Northumbria had fallen, Mercia was in its final
death throes and Wessex stood alone, teetering on the verge of collapse as a
Viking army of unprecedented proportions ravaged the nation’s people.
Almost inevitably, Alfred found himself next in line for a throne that
promised nothing but unrelenting warfare, unavoidable slaughter and the
impossible task of rescuing the Anglo-Saxon world from the prospect of
eternal oblivion.

But he did it, and in the achievements of his age, Alfred’s talent clearly
extended beyond mere rabble-rousing, good sword technique and the ability
to stand fast in a shield wall beset by the trancelike psychotic rage of the
Viking berserkers. While these prerequisites undoubtedly allowed Alfred to
secure power, it was with ideological, political, economic, administrative



and strategic tools that he maintained the status quo and even, for a fairly
lengthy time, retained peace in the land.

His taming of Guthrum, through his enforced conversion to Christianity
after the Battle of Edington, brought the Scandinavian king into a wider
European cultural milieu that, through co-operation rather than violence,
would reap wealth and rewards for both parties with significantly less loss
of human life. In political terms, the boundary known as the Danelaw, an
arbitrary line drawn diagonally across England from the east of London to
the Wirral in the north-west, gave Guthrum’s followers the opportunity to
settle and exchange the battleaxe for the plough.

Alfred’s programme of fortified town construction throughout the
kingdom of Wessex was designed as much with a view to consolidation of
his power as it was to establish the economic future of the kingdom. And
his ambitious plan to have every child of noble birth schooled in the English
language paved the way for an administrative and legal foundation that
would set in motion the emergence of the English state machinery that
William the Conqueror was so keen to wrest control of in 1066. Putting
divine intervention aside, it was clear that Alfred was a resourceful chap.
He realised that the package of kingship involved a greater range of power,
skill and wisdom than your average ‘Dark Age’, mead-swigging, skull-
cracking warlord.

It is through Alfred’s writings, and especially his translations of ancient
texts, that we can enter his thought patterns and gain an insight into how he
perceived his own talents and those he recognised in other people. One
word in particular crops up over and over again as the warrior-turned-scribe
wrestled to find a lexical range in the Old English tongue to interpret what
he was confronted with in the Latin texts of classical writers. That word is
creeft.

In fact, so frequent is the word’s appearance in Alfred’s work, it might
be considered nothing more than a catch-all term employed as a
consequence of Old English’s inability to match Latin’s diverse wordplay.
But only a fool would accuse the Anglo-Saxons of being anything other
than the finest wordsmiths. Throughout all his translations and prose, the
specific contexts within which creft is used show that Alfred was grappling
not just to replace, sense for sense, but to describe a quality or state of
being; an almost indefinable knowledge or wisdom.


段静璐


I’'m not saying that creeft didn’t mean to the Anglo-Saxons what it
means to us today: a physical skill, ability or dexterity. But of the 1,331
appearances of the term in all Anglo-Saxon documents, whether used singly
or as a compound, in the greatest number of cases the meaning is of power
or skill in the context of knowledge, ability and a kind of learning.
Furthermore, a sense of mental skill — merit, talent or excellence — occurs as

many times as the sense of mere physical skill. [l INCEEEESEEINE
else with creft in his translation of one particular text, Boethius’s
Consolation of Philosophy. On a significant number of occasions he uses
creeft to translate the Latin virzus, meaning virtue, in the sense of spiritual
FREEEEEE 1n a study of Alfred’s debt to vernacular poetry, the
historian Peter Clemoes writes that Alfred’s uses of creeft are best explained
as ‘the organising principle of the individual’s capacity to follow a moral
and mental life’. Alfred ‘The Great’ becomes Alfred ‘The Life Coach’ some
twelve hundred years before the publication of Richard Sennett’s so-called
‘template for living’, The Craftsman.

Over the following millennium the word creft has a rich variety of
meanings. Alfred praised God for the Wundorlice creefte (wonderful craft)
with which he had shaped the earth, and this sense survives in biblical tracts
right up to the sixteenth century. In Game and playe of the chesse, printed
by William Caxton in 1474, for example, a ‘romayn’ (Roman) would
choose to defeat their opponent less by use of ‘subtilnes’ (subtlety) and
more by an overt ‘craft and strengthe of armes’. This powerful and almost
brute force seems a long way from the form of intelligence seen in other
contexts. The ‘poetrie’ of Gavin Douglas’s 1513 translation of Virgil’s
Aneid 1s conducted in a craft-like fashion, and ‘love’, in Chaucer’s 1381
Parliament of Fowls, is treated almost as a profession for which life is too
short for a ‘craft so long to lerne’. Clearly, craft in these more amorous
settings is anything but a natural gift and rather something that must be
studied and learned in depth.

This ties in with our current understanding of a craft as something that
one must take time to learn in order to be a competent let alone master
practitioner. Tutoring begins with an apprenticeship, and a consistent
association between craft and making as a vocation can be observed from
its earliest mention all the way to the present day. William Langland in
Piers Plowman (1362) wrote of ‘Taillours, tanneris and masons’ among
‘mony other craftes’. In 1758, on the eve of the Industrial Revolution,
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Samuel Johnson in his series of essays entitled The Idler talks of the crafts
of ‘Shoe-maker, Tin-man, Plumber, and Potter’. Of that special something,
however, that special quality or skill, Joseph Moxon’s The Doctrine of
Handy-works (1678) is most explicit when he marvels at the joiner in his
‘craft of bearing his hand so curiously even, the whole length of a long
board’.

But very early on in the history of this word we start to see something
happen that casts craft in a much more negative light. The demonic side is
there from the beginning and is found in craft’s most famous compound:
witchcraft. In the Anglo-Saxon period wiccecreefte is glossed as the Latin
for necromantia (necromancy, communicating with the dead), and
demonum invocatio (the calling up of demons). In the later medieval period,
although less deviant, in John Trevisa’s English translation of the
Benedictine monk Ranulph Higden’s Polychronicon (1387), we are told
that, of some men, we must be wary more of their guile than of their craft.
This suggests that the two have not yet overlapped and that the latter is
certainly not as bad as the former. Yet the mere association with guile is
enough to taint. By the time Thomas Hobbes was publishing Leviathan in
1651, craft is explicitly linked to a ‘Crooked Wisdom’, and in 1856, in the
American poet Ralph Waldo Emerson’s commentary on English Traits,
there is a clear association between actions of poisoning, way-laying,
assassination and ‘craft and subtlety’. How did this come about?

The problem is, of course, that craft is as much a loaded term as it is a
pragmatic description of how one earns one’s livelihood. In its defamatory
use value judgements are being made. And this is the issue with simply
exploring the history of a word. To uncritically accept the present reading of
craft is to fail to see beyond its recorded history to the actual ability and
skill it purports to describe. From the very beginning the use of the term
witchcraft was heavily laden with a Christian bias, a worldview within
which any other form of belief system was seen as heretical. We’ve come a
long way since the medieval ducking pond and the witch-burnings of the
seventeenth century and are much more accepting of different religious
practices. With its emphasis on natural cures, remedies and spiritual well-
being, modern witchcraft is regarded as a positive thing — the antidote to
our over-medicalised world. And more than a thousand years ago witchcraft
represented an intelligent set of ritual practices.



Today, it is the word crafty that has suffered most. Although
consistently used to describe someone wise, ingenious, clever, dextrous and
skilful, from its first usage right up until the nineteenth century, the
negativity it’s associated with today is well illustrated in Shakespeare’s
King John, where a love that is ‘craftie’ is a love that is ‘cunning’. More
explicitly, Hobbes, again in Leviathan, wrote how ‘crafty ambitious persons
abuse the simple people’. Perhaps it’s time to take the late-twentieth-
century righting of the wrong done to witchcraft’s practitioners over the
past millennium and apply it to craft. Isn’t someone who is crafty also
someone who simply has a way of doing things that is different from our
own? Like the witch, the crafty so-and-so is the outsider, the non-
conformist, the maverick, the renegade. Their craftiness is about bringing
together all their powers to get on in the world outside of the Establishment,
or perhaps even despite the Establishment. If we don’t already, should we
not admire craftiness a little more?

My first brush with an alternative reading of the word crafty was some
years ago on a building site in south-east London. I was working with a
team of labourers one of whom, Billy, had managed to curry favour with
management to the extent that he’d been moved off the labour-intensive job
of hand-digging footings and on to what the rest of the team termed ‘a
cushy little number’, checking gravel-laden heavy goods vehicles in and out
of the site. Over tea break the next day the others called him a ‘crafty son of
a bitch’. But it was the way they said it that got me thinking. Yes, they
disliked him because of his obsequious behaviour, but there was an element
of envy in their tone brought about from an underlying respect for what
Billy had achieved. And what Billy had done wasn’t morally wrong; it
wasn’t deceitful or treacherous, he was just trying to get on in life.

I for one would like to claw back the word from its current association
with slyness and cunning. For me, this use represents a borderline insult
that has its origins in the rise of formal knowledge and an emergent
snobbery towards manual artisan skill. It is writers and not makers who
create the texts on which dictionary definitions are founded, and this
pejorative sense is the result of the tensions that arose between Homo
sapiens (Man the Wise) and Homo faber (Man the Maker) in late-Victorian
society. The schism is most beautifully rendered in Thomas Hardy’s Jude
the Obscure, where the protagonist, a highly skilled stonemason, despite
being ‘a handy man at his trade, an all-round man, as artizans in country-
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towns are apt to be’, is desperate to have his intellectual exertions
recognised. Of Christminster (Hardy’s fictional Oxford), Jude would say, ‘I
love the place — although I know how it hates all men like me — the so-
called self-taught — how it scorns our laboured acquisitions.’

IO CUECIOEE A fred the Great may well have been a

zealous Christian, but he had a darker side, and it shows in his rendering of
the legendary heroic craftsman Weland the Smithy, a character famed for
his cunning and his creeft. Of this mythical metalworker Alfred writes,
‘Where now are the bones of the famous and wise goldsmith, Weland? I call
him wise, for the man of skill can never lose his cunning, and can no more
be deprived of it than the sun may be moved from his station.” As pious as
he may have presented himself to an evermore moralising Christian faith,
Alfred clearly had an appreciation of the old ways.

Being creefty was about more than just being good with one’s hands. In
the strategies of translation that Alfred adopts for Boethius’s Consolations
of Philosophy, he unites the concepts of learning and virtue with making by
using creeft in his translation for the Latin of all three. For Alfred, the labour
and work associated with making and doing was comparable to the spiritual
strivings of philosophy. It seems we are finally coming back to this notion
that making has a spiritual element to it, that making fits within a wider
understanding of who we are and where we are going. My definition of
creeft and creefty, I hope, brings us closer to this.

AGAINST A RISING tide of automation and increasing digital complexity,

we are becoming further divorced from the very thing that defines us: we

are makers, crafters of things. iEINCIONCCICONIDNSCUNOS
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We appear to have created a society that looks disparagingly on people
who use their hands to earn a living. Nowhere is this more pronounced than
in the educational system where value is placed on the learning of
principles rather than on learning through doing. The implication is that
people who work manually on a day-to-day basis don’t have the
intelligence to sit at a computer. To be fair, our machine-driven world of
manufacture has meant that a plethora of processes that were once skilfully
undertaken by hand are now conducted with the flick of a switch, the
pressing of a button or the easing of a lever. So we can’t argue that people
who electronically use machines to make things are any better than
computer operatives. But as a wider consequence, fabrication, construction,
energy, waste and by-product are largely monetary abstractions to a society
of non-makers. It occurred to me that if we spent more time individually
converting raw materials into useful objects, we might be better placed to
contextualise the challenges that face a society addicted to excessive and
often conspicuous consumption. Perhaps more importantly, we might be a
little bit happier.

In many ways this book is an attempt to pare back to the basics of
human existence and explore worlds in which the sustenance demands of
life were met by the endeavours of our own hands. I realise that a linear
narrative of machine manufacture replacing handcrafting is fraught with
contradictions, and that many of the crafts discussed in this book have
arguably held a more illustrious position in society after the major scientific
developments of the last two centuries. I'm not against machines in
principle, and I certainly don’t see craft as a simple dichotomy of man
versus machine. But the use of machines for manufacture can create a social
and economic jarring, the results of which are inundation, devaluation,
waste and inequality.
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I’ve always thought that creating machines for tasks we could just as
easily accomplish ourselves is unforgiveable — the battery-powered pepper
mill comes in for particularly venomous scorn in our household. It’s a
potent symbol of a society that’s going backwards. And to those who argue
verbatim the advertising spiel that a battery-powered toothbrush reaches
parts that a regular tooth brush can’t, I would say: leave your critical
faculties in a glass jar overnight, like a set of false teeth.

I AM AN ARCHAEOLOGIST. Archaeology is the study of anything that has been

made by the human hand and, as such, the principles of the discipline can
be extended to a whole range of phenomena from tools and objects to
buildings, monuments and landscapes. By examining their physical form
and spatial contexts we create narratives about past societies and seek to
understand them through their creators’ own hands. This approach can also
be extended to modern materials and to an archaeology of modern Britain;
we can examine our material culture and draw conclusions about who we
are and what we value. I worked in the construction industry as a
commercial (as opposed to research) archaeologist for over five years.
Nowadays, for any building development, no matter how big or small, a
requirement to undertake archaeological work is written into the planning
process; if there is a chance that archaeological data will be destroyed,
through the installation of foundations and service trenches, the company is
required to initiate archaeological work.

It was in this environment that I put my university-learned theory into
hard commercial practice as I set about excavating and recording
archaeological finds from a rich variety of periods and in a number of
fascinating locations. These were my salad days. I revelled in becoming
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what’s known in the trade as a circuit digger, a hired trowel. I travelled
wherever the work took me across the south-east of England. I dossed down
in old caravans, church towers, derelict beach huts, tents and rundown B &
Bs. I lived out of the back of my car, I dug hard and I drank harder. I was
free.

Eventually, the lifestyle got to me. I was beginning to get a bit
disillusioned with developer-led archaeology. Undercutting was rife, costs
and wages were relentlessly driven down, and as a consequence the
execution of the archaeology was often crude and expedient. There is also a
certain myopia that comes with having one’s head stuck in a hole all week. I
pulled some fascinating archaeological finds out of the ground, but in many
ways [ was peering at the past through a tiny conceptual window and seeing
only fragments of the possessions that had once belonged to the people who
had lived there. I began to struggle with some of the interpretative models
that other archaeologists were coming up with because they seemed to me
to require such a monumental interpretative leap in order to get from dust
and bones to actual process. We were really good at describing what
happened in the past, but the how and why either evaded us or was summed
up in a series of trite generalisations and overconfident conclusions.

As part of this self-reflection, I didn’t set about applying complex
critical theories to archaeological data in order to better understand the link
between pattern and process. Instead, I applied for a job on a historical farm
that was to be the setting for a BBC documentary series about life in rural
Britain in the year 1620. The idea was simple: you take a re-enactor and
two archaeologists and place them on a farm and entrust them to run it as it
would have been back in the day. I'd be lying if I said there wasn’t some
attraction at the prospect of being on TV, and as my old car rattled down the
M4 in the direction of the seventeenth century, with Buck Owens’ classic
‘Act Naturally’ blaring out on the stereo, I considered what fame and
fortune awaited me.

When Tales from the Green Valley aired in 2005 it proved something of
a surprise success story. During production, I'd often wondered to myself
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who on earth would want to watch a bunch of cranky, oddball re-enactors
and archaeologists bimbling around in costume, pretending to live in the
past. But I didn’t care too much because I was spending nearly every single
hour of every day immersed in historical farming. I was tending, ploughing,
scything, chopping, sweeping, hedging, sowing, walling, slicing, chiselling,
digging, sharpening, thatching, shovelling; the list is almost endless. Most
significantly, I was watching with an archaeological eye how my actions
were altering and reconfiguring the material environment around me. For a
period my interests and passions overlapped with the commissioners at
BBC Two, and over the course of the next six years I made a substantial
contribution to the making of Victorian Farm, Edwardian Farm and
Wartime Farm. Though shot in a slightly different style, these series were
essentially based on the same premise as Tales from the Green Valley. 1 was
fortunate enough to try my hand at a huge range of crafts and, in forcing
myself to implement them on the farms, I gained insights I would never
have found if I'd been doing them for fun in my own back garden. When I
made a traditional hay rake, I did it not to hang decoratively on my shed
wall but to use in earnest, gathering in my own crop of hand-mown hay.

At about the same time as the TV work took off, I decided that I wanted
to return to study another of my passions — historic and archaeological
landscapes. I won a scholarship to undertake a doctorate at the University of
Winchester, and in the downtime between productions I spent an enormous
amount of time wandering the downlands of southern England exploring
the ancient and medieval landscape of Wessex. For a period of nearly ten
years, on one hand I was immersed in crafts, and on the other, landscapes.
And I began to understand the reciprocity between them. Crafts, through
their need for raw materials, created patterns in the landscape, while
landscapes determined the nature and character of the craft life. In a neat
circle, crafted objects also helped shape the landscape. The surrounding
environment could be read as a record of the lives and, critically, the work
of people in the past. In my work for the various BBC farm productions, I
had become one of the characters in Bruegel the Elder’s The Harvesters
(1565), a painting that brilliantly illustrates the degree to which people were
part of a complex interaction with plants, animals and the built
environment, all set out in the tableau of a crefted landscape.
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IT WOULD BE impossible to contemplate a book on crafts without at some

point engaging with the Arts and Crafts movement of the late nineteenth
century. Popularly heralded as a reaction to the industrialised mass
manufacture and often vulgar consumerism of mid-Victorian Britain, it was
influenced in its design ethos by the medieval revivalism of an earlier
generation of architects, such as Augustus Pugin and George Gilbert Scott.
By the 1880s, the time was very definitely right for the emergence of a new
brand of manufacturing. Levels of disposable incomes among the rising
middle class were the highest they’d ever been, and a growing support for
more socialist ways of thinking created the political space to conceive new
modes of production.

The first Arts and Crafts exhibition, held in 1888 at the New Gallery in
London’s Regent Street, did much to lift craft into a state of self-perception,
reflecting an intellectual engagement with how making fits into society,
culture and the economy. It found its place during a period of regional
growth in craft awareness — not so much a revival but an early attempt at
conservation. For the first time since the medieval period, guilds and
societies were founded in order to bind together designers, artists, architects
and craftsmen.

One of their chief ambitions was to address what many in the movement
felt was a need to reform the design process. But at the same time there was
a very real desire to return the maker — the craftsman — to the process of
fabrication. John Ruskin, one of the movement’s founding members, was
the first to place an emphasis on the true value in an object or building
being derived from the pleasure taken in creating it; a key tenet of the Arts
and Crafts movement was the notion of harmony between designer and
craftsman, producing attractive, well-made, affordable objects for everyday
use.

The movement encompassed a number of different practitioners with a
wide range of ideals and beliefs but, in general, they followed shared
interests in the use of local materials, vernacular styles, a nod to the past
(medievalism), and simplicity and honesty in design. Perhaps the most



influential of all its exponents was William Morris, who was born into a
comfortably well-off family in Walthamstow in 1834. A writer, lecturer and
educationalist who went on to become a designer, craftsman and poet, by
the 1850s he was ill at ease with what he considered to be a society in a
state of decay and disorder. Like Ruskin before him, he saw the answers in
the harmonising of design and crafting in the production of day-to-day
goods from natural raw materials. Morris drew around him an eclectic mix
of artists and designers, including the painters Dante Gabriel Rossetti and
Edward Burne-Jones and the architect Philip Webb. Their collaborative
venture, Red House in Upton, Kent, a residence commissioned by Morris,
was to seed a business enterprise that fused decorative arts with fine arts
and architecture, all delivered through a handcrafted sensibility.

The Arts and Crafts movement had always harboured a commercial
ambition for their designs and products. At first, this took the tone of
moralising lectures and pamphlets on the case for good design and
handcrafted objects, but over time they found themselves sleeping with the
enemy. To compete with mass manufacture, design companies reliant on
handcrafting simply couldn’t match factory production for volume and still
provide affordability, so machines were increasingly employed in certain
manufacturing processes. In return, industrial producers were attracted to
the marketability of the unique selling opportunities the Arts and Crafts
style offered. There were other contradictions too. Objects laboriously
produced from start to finish using only human hands were too expensive
for anyone but the wealthiest. Worse still, the wealthiest in society were
invariably the industrialists whose money was made in the very factory
conditions the Arts and Crafts luminaries deplored.

In a cycle of contradictory irony, the captains of industry used Arts and
Crafts objects to overtly display their wealth and status, while the captains
of Arts and Crafts relied on industrial money for their patronage. In light of
the movement’s profound cultural impact it seems specious to do it down.
Ultimately, its leaders had a radical effect on design principles coming into
the twentieth century. They vastly broadened the ranges of techniques used
in the making of everyday domestic items, they gave a much needed
aesthetic boost to vulgar late-Victorian tastes, and placed a sense of their
national past more centrally in how a building or object should be
conceived. But, for me, one of the most intriguing episodes in the Arts and



Crafts story is that of the creation and relocation of the School and Guild of
Handicraft by Charles Robert Ashbee.

Ashbee was much more a designer and businessman than he was a
craftsman. He schooled himself in Ruskin’s doctrine and, influenced by
Morris, had political leanings towards socialist and collectivist ideals. A
designer in residence at Toynbee Hall in East London, Ashbee was strongly
governed by a desire to see his created objects set within a framework of
self-sufficiency and an integration with nature. For this aspect of his
enterprise, the countryside was the fitting — and only — place where this
could be achieved. As a consequence, the workshop set up in 1888 in
Commercial Road in London’s East End, was moved to Essex House in
Ilford in 1891, and was finally relocated to the rural backwater of Chipping
Campden, Gloucestershire, in 1902. Here, among a relatively warm
reception from the local community, Ashbee’s Guild of Handicraft had
limited success.

His vision, in retreating to this countryside idyll, was to improve the
standard of craftsmanship as well as the status of the craftsman, but as it
turned out the best place to establish a bucolic ideal was not necessarily the
best place from which to sell high-end designer metalwork, jewellery,
enamels and wrought copper and iron furniture. Ashbee’s Gloucestershire
concern lacked the centrally placed retail outlet the Guild had enjoyed in
Brook Street, Mayfair, where he could attract passing wealthy patrons. By
1907, the business was all but over, yet the dream that objects could be
enjoyably produced in an environment of communal living, and the profits
from sales shared evenly, very much lived on.

I admire Ashbee and his enterprise, though he may have been before his
time. Today, with internet access to global markets and a delivery network
to match, I have no doubt that his communal workshops would have been a
standout success. Critically, what I like about him was his desire to place
craft within a wider social and economic setting — even if his chief fault was
that he did this too literally.




BUT WHAT ABOUT the skill of making? It’s easy to stand back and marvel at

a craftsman masterfully manipulating tools and materials, but what is that
special something a particular craftsman has that results in such beautiful
objects? Think too much about sheer talent and it can quickly escalate into
the realms of the mysterious and the magical. But what is this ineffable
ability, and is it even definable? Tacit knowledge plays a substantial role in
the way we teach, learn and practise in a wide variety of professions. [l

SN AOSHpOSSIBIENONEERRPBEISION | 5o sruggle to

convey in words the actual crafting of an object. Seeing is believing, and
words alone are not enough to truly express what it is to create skilfully.

David Pye, whose Nature and Art of Workmanship represents one of the
most authoritative commentaries on skill, was of the opinion that
workmanship (his term for °‘skill’) is at least susceptible to rational
examination, that it can be broken down into a series of movements and
conscious processes. I’'m reminded of the work of Michael Brian Schiffer, a
professor of anthropology and an eminent behavioural archaeologist, whose
contributions to archaeology I was at pains to understand as an unversed
student of archaeological theory in the mid-1990s. In academic writing so
dry I could almost feel my eyes desiccating on the page, Schiffer appeared
to demonstrate that the conditions for success in the production of flint tools
could be modelled through the scientific analysis of replication
experiments. In essence, what worked and what didn’t could be modelled,
and the cognitive processes behind these decisions could be inferred. I have
no doubt that similar approaches could be adopted in the studies of modern
craft processes, and that we could begin to characterise in meticulous
scientific detail the ‘real knowledge’ with which Sturt, among others, was
so fascinated and perplexed: how craftsmen arrive at the best possible
method for exacting the perfect object.

We need only look at the world of sport to see how almost every aspect,
from the mental and tactical through to the nutritional and physiological, is
placed under staggering levels of scientific scrutiny in a bid to gain
advantage. But even if we could successfully describe and map the
decisions craftspeople make in the processes of creating, can we really get
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to the value judgements and motivational desires that lie behind them?
More importantly, would we really understand them any better than if we
practised them ourselves? There is undoubtedly a healthy compromise
somewhere between the blind admiration of the untrained onlooker and the
over-analysis of the cognitive scientist.

AT THE HEIGHT of the Industrial Revolution, as machine power spread its

tentacles through all aspects of production, Britain and its colonies were
flooded with a veritable cornucopia of consumables. The Great Exhibition
of 1851, held in the giant glasshouse at London’s Crystal Palace, was
intended as a celebration of this industrial prowess, but in certain quarters
there was unease at the emerging culture of mass consumption and, in
particular, the effect the increasing use of machinery was having on the skill
levels of British workers. Few critics were more vehement in their attacks
on industrialism than John Ruskin, who voiced particular concern over the
working prospects of the craftsman in the face of ever more mechanisation.
Ruskin talked of the ‘degradation of the operative into a machine, which,
more than any other evil of the times, is leading the mass of nations
everywhere into vain, incoherent, destructive struggling for freedom’.
Strong words indeed. Of the labourer, Ruskin implored his contemporaries
to see that he was not ‘activated by steam, magnetism, gravitation, or any
other agent of calculable force’, and that his real motivating power was his
‘soul’. Machines were therefore not just perceived as a danger to the
livelihoods of the craft community, they threatened to undermine the very
fabric of British life.

In retrospect, the interrelationship between man, machine and
manufacture was far more complicated than Ruskin initially conceived it.
First, many machines were saving workers from some of the more laborious
and unsavoury aspects of industrial production and were welcomed by folk
working on the factory floor. Second, in some instances, machines were
undertaking new work in manufacturing contexts — that is, work that wasn’t
previously carried out by human hands. Third, even in those times of



increasing mechanisation, there was still a requirement for skilled manual
labour to work the machines. As manufacture expanded in the late
nineteenth century there were, in fact, a greater number of opportunities for
crafts to develop. It has been argued that the juxtaposition between
traditional forms of manufacture and the emerging industrial complexes is
what created our modern notion of craft in the first place — it was only when
machines came along that the distinction needed to be made.

There is, then, no tidy historical narrative that allows us to make a clear
distinction, in mechanical terms, of when craft stops and machine
manufacture begins. In which case, it might be more useful to consider the
point at which a tool becomes a machine. John Harris’s Lexicon Technicum,
Or, A Universal English Dictionary of Arts and Sciences, published in 1704,
provides one of the earliest definitions of a machine as ‘the Lever, the
Balance, the Wedge, or inclined Plane, Screw and the Pulley’. One could
say, therefore, that a pair of scissors represents a form of machine. Two
blades, effectively levered against each other, allow the operative to cut in a
controlled fashion without the need for a cutting bench or stabilising brace.
There is an element of what Howard Risatti in Theory of Craft calls
‘mechanical advantage’ derived out of a ‘system formed and connected to
alter, transmit, and redirect applied forces’. But in this particular example it
isn’t in the replacement of manipulative skill, for the scissor operator still
has to use a series of bodily controlled movements to ensure that the cut is
made along the desired line.

Two succinct examples give some sense of where I see craft positioned
in relation to these bodily movements — the use of tools, machines, power
and the overriding context of the work. I'll start with topiary, the craft of
pruning shrubs into decorative shapes. In any productive flower, vegetable
or fruit garden, a tightly clipped hedge is almost a necessity, and the more
hedged borders one can afford to maintain the better. While their roots can
stabilise and help to contain garden soil, a tight-knit hedge’s chief benefit
lies in its role as a screen of dense foliage. This can provide a barrier against
wind-borne weed seed ingress. It can also offer a wind shield to more
delicate plants in the garden and, in an age before asphalt road surfaces, in
the drier times of the year the hedge would stop the worst of the dust being
picked up and blown into the garden. It was not unknown in the Tudor
period for these well-manicured hedges and bushes to be used for the
drying of laundry. And, as any amateur ornithologist will tell you, a good



hedge attracts garden birds, which in turn do an excellent job of keeping
insects at bay. Clip the wings of geese, ducks or chickens and a tight hedge
of waist height will prevent them escaping from a contained daytime run.
So, the art of topiary is really just an extension of a fundamental garden
craft.



Pliny the Younger, writing in the first century AD, informs us that the
gardens of Tuscany were adorned with the representations of different
animals shaped from box hedge. The tools used by these early topiarists are
likely to have been the sickle — or more specifically a hedging hook — and
the sprung shears. The sickle was swung in a slicing motion, a technique
sometimes known as brushing, to swipe out the larger shoots, while the fine
pruning of the foliage would be conducted with the shears. Sprung shears
are forged from the same length of metal, blades are hammered out at each
end and then the metal is bent round on itself so that the blades oppose each
other in a sprung-like fashion.



The form of opposing two blades through a pivoting pin was invented in
the medieval period, and by 1760, when the manufacturer William Whiteley
& Sons was founded in Sheffield, scissors were being sold in substantial
numbers in Britain. It wasn’t until well into the nineteenth century that
garden shears based on this principle were more widely available. There is a
short leap, in technical terms, from these to the finger-bar shears that require
much the same kinaesthetic sensibility, what Risatti defined as the
‘sensation of bodily presence or movement’. There is a point at which the
process becomes mechanised: mechanical advantage is gained through the
gearing up of power by means of a hand crank, operated in a circular
motion, which powers the oscillating finger-bar blades against each other. In
its final form this mechanism is powered by an external force and we arrive



at the hedge trimmers that can be heard chattering away on warm spring
weekends in the suburbs of the developed world.

The illustration of the fifth and final phase in the evolution is missing
some details — the power lead, plug, socket, domestic electrical circuit,
National Grid and power station required to make it actually work. In this
final example, the machine is undertaking the act of cutting, electricity is
providing the power and the operative is reduced to guiding the machine in
the direction and manner they choose. As such, a hedge can still be crafted
with this implement. But is it being crefted? Does this demonstrate the
knowledge, power and resourcefulness of creeft? At what point are the
complexity of the engineering and the embedded carbon cost of the
machine and how it’s powered offset by the advantage gained from using it
over the four other examples in this illustration? And at what point does the
social and economic context have to change to tip the scales in favour of a
return, if not to sprung shears but to examples two, three and four? This is
about resilience and sustainability as much as it’s about setting the
benchmark for when crafting begins and ends. Perhaps harshly, I would not
consider a topiarist who uses electric hedge trimmers a true craftsman on
the simple grounds that the tool mutes their level of engagement with the
material properties of the entity they are working.

Not all of us have hedges in regular need of tending, so let’s look at an
example closer to home. This is the craft of getting from A to B. Risatti uses
the example of the bicycle to illustrate that through a series of mechanisms
we can gain mechanical advantage — both in the redirection of power
generated through the downward act of pedalling and through subsequent
gearing systems. But there is a cost to this particular machine. Bikes require
a certain condition of surface to operate effectively on, such as tarmac.


段静璐
这是个更细致的分析，工艺的丧失在这里被理解为运动感觉能力在劳动中消失。

段静璐
确实有点苛刻。


They also have to be manufactured and maintained at a cost (tyres, brake
pads and oil for moving parts). While the bicycle might be considered an
example of a machine that has improved our quality of life immeasurably, it
also removes us from a natural state. The greater velocity allowed by the
mechanical advantage places us in a more exposed and vulnerable position.
If for whatever reason the rider were to part company with the bike in
motion, the body is not designed to impact on hard surfaces at these
increased speeds, and the consequences can be severe, if not fatal.

It might seem specious to criticise the bicycle. After all, unlike the
motor car, it uses human power to propel it. Without a bike I could never
have done my paper round as a kid. In which case, I wouldn’t have earned
pocket money, the paper shop and newspaper magnate would have sold
fewer papers, and our customers would have been less abreast of current
affairs. In short, everybody would have lost out. The point I'm trying to
make here is that in the act of cycling there is a level of disengagement with
the physical reality of getting from A to B. We may save time, and, in my
case, earn some precious needed cash as a teenager. But will it always
equate to the cost of increasing physical jeopardy, the capital cost of bicycle
manufacture and maintenance, and the manner in which we are disengaging
with the material world around us? In this context, to walk might be seen as
being more creefty.

In these two examples I’ve tried to create a link between an action or
craft and its wider socio-economic context, its landscape of use, and to
judge it on those terms for its efficacy, fittingness, lasting value and, for
some, its beauty. It’s about more than just making.
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IF MAKING DEFINES us as human beings, then I’'ll begin with the making of

one of the most basic products of human endeavour. Today, western society
is almost as removed from haymaking as we are from the fifth millennium
BC. But if we were ever to successfully domesticate bovine or ovine species
and exploit them for their meat, milk and skins, there would always have
been a need to provide feed throughout the year. No part of the world can
avoid the seasons, and the grasses, plants and herbs that are abundant as a
food supply in one half of the year can be exhausted very quickly by
ruminant animals as the supply goes to seed, withers and lies dormant for
the second half of the year. Migration was the means by which grazing
animals negotiated this, travelling vast distances from exhausted pastures to
fields of plenty in another part of a continent. As hunter-gatherers, humans
undoubtedly travelled with them in a parallel migration. But as we began to
establish a more sedentary existence, we had to make up for the shortfall in
food during the winter (or, in some cases, summer) months. For agrarian
communities the world over, making hay was the answer.

Hay and its making provides us with a shared heritage. In the forging of
it in the modern mind as a timeless and iconic act of our rural past, we’ve
probably been a little too guilty of undermining its centrality to the human
story. I don’t think it’s too much of an exaggeration to say that whole
empires and civilisations have been built on hay. Without it, we would have
struggled to sustain large herd and flock numbers. Economies based on
hide, wool, skins, bone, meat and milk would have suffered. The fields
where crops were grown would not have yielded the same levels: livestock
integrated into the farming system provided the precious manure to support
more intensive systems of crop husbandry. It is this intensity that produces
the surplus. And so capital, wealth and power stem from it.

So what exactly is hay? Essentially, it’s cut grass. Animals feed off
grass, so if you can find a way of taking that grass and storing it in large
volumes you can share it out over the winter months for your cattle or sheep



until such time as the temperature changes and new shoots of grass emerge
the following spring. Simple. But not so simple. Because if you cut the
grass and bundle it up for store it would rot, as any organic matter would,
and do more harm than good if fed to hungry animals. For grass to be used
as winter fodder it needs to be made into hay. More to the point, if you are
to become a successful farmer, skill, resourcefulness and knowledge need to
come into play. There is undoubtedly a creft to haymaking. And the tools
for the job have always been of the simplest variety, consisting of
something to cut the grass — a scythe — and then something to handle it as
it’s made into hay — a pitchfork.

We are all familiar with the shape and form of the iron or steel-headed
pitchfork. Certainly, by the twentieth century, these had become widespread
across Europe and America as a multi-purpose tool around the farm. But its
adoption 1is tied into forms of mechanical harvesting where the volume
increase — and particularly the compaction of both hay and straw into bales
— required considerable strength in the tines of the fork used to lift them.
For the making of hay by hand, however, the iron-headed pitchfork is a
rather heavy and clumsy beast. In fact, it’s borderline dangerous. We always
used to joke on the farm that the pitchfork, with its sharp tines swung
liberally around at a distance of some four or five feet from the body, was
only ever an accident waiting to happen. For the techniques of tossing,
tedding and pitching loose hay, a wooden-tined fork is the tool of
preference — because of its lightness and the safety needs of working around
animals and other humans. I’ve worked with wooden forks of a composite
nature where the tines are fastened to a cross bar fixed to a long handle. But
by far the most superior wooden pitchforks are made from a single piece of
wood.

So effective are these forks that there is a factory in France that still
makes them. When I visited the Cévennes region of southern France about
ten years ago, I encountered many people travelling the dusty tracks and
highways in the service of God, en route to the shrine of St James at
Santiago de Compostela in Galicia, north-west Spain. My pilgrimage to Le
Conservatoire de la Fourche (the Conservatory of the Fork) in Sauve was of
an altogether different variety. This was a place that has been making
wooden pitchforks since the twelfth century, and I had come to pay homage
to a tradition of fork-making that is at least eight hundred years old.



The Cévennes region, and particularly the area around Sauve, traces its
origins as the spiritual home of wooden fork-making back to an act of
classic French self-preservationism when, in the seventeenth century, the
leader of the fellowship of fork-makers managed to persuade the king to
grant a monopoly to the people of the region. France as a whole probably
benefited, both because the fork-makers of the Sauve were so accomplished
but as much because the area produces such fantastic raw materials for the
purpose. As with any true craft product, the environmental character of the
region is crucial: the forks are made from the nettle tree, which is relatively
fast-growing and has a smooth grey bark and sharp-toothed narrow leaves.
They thrive on thin, loamy, well-drained and nutritionally poor soils, and
for this the steep declivities and limestone shelves of the gorges and river
basins of the Cévennes provide the perfect habitat.

Although the factory, which doubles as a museum, was incredibly
interesting, it was by the groves of young nettle trees, the arboreal
equivalent of a finishing school, that I was most enchanted. It’s here that the
real work is done, where each sapling is trained into shape, ready for its
vocation as a trusty pitchfork. Like a fine whisky, the production of a
wooden pitchfork takes at least ten years. It begins with the planting out of
baby saplings reared from seed. These are trimmed near their base at about
five years of age. The following spring a number of shoots emerge from the
stump where the sapling has been severed. Over the course of the next five
or so years, the fork-maker trims and manipulates these shoots in such a
way as to create the prongs of the future fork. Once of age, the young trees
are cut down, cooked in an oven, bark stripped and, using more heat, further
manipulated into the correct shape. With no fixings, screws, artificial joins
or glue, this implement is incredibly strong, lightweight and made from a
wood that, when seasoned, is famously resistant to rot.

In some ways the finished article beautifully reflects the Cévennes
region, an area particularly celebrated for the continuous negotiation
between man and nature. With the usual rebellious spirit that comes with
the long-held occupancy of an austere landscape — a political resilience born
out of an ecological resilience — the people of Sauve and its hinterland are
proud of their ingenuity. Their wooden forks serve as a timely reminder of
our close links to landscape, and our dependency on the immediate world
around us, not just on what that landscape has to offer in terms of resources



and raw materials, but on the crafts skills we have designed over the years
to sustain ourselves.

THE SCYTHE IS now garnering fans the world over. While it may never

reach the same elevated status it had in the medieval period, it’s
experiencing a renaissance in the west, with many people undergoing the
same epiphanic journey as I did on that late April morning. In the US not
only has it become an icon of the backlash against the all-American
manicured lawn, it is also the must-have tool for smallholders and
environmentalists. There is no doubt in my mind that this rebirth of the
scythe’s popularity is ultimately underpinned by a deep philosophical stance
against our increasing reliance on fossil fuels.

Central to this philosophy is David Tresemer’s The Scythe Book (1981)
— the bible for hand-haymakers. A generation before I first picked up a
scythe, Tresemer had made the evolutionary step from over-engineered,
petrol-reliant machinery to a simple and timeless substitute, and in so doing
eschewed his mechanical mowers in favour of the humble scythe. I have
come to The Scythe Book late in life and have found it comforting that my
own journey has not been an isolated and irrational throwback to a lost
world. Like me, Tresemer believed that ‘a scythe can perform a moderately
sized task in the same amount of time it would take to fetch, attach, adapt,
and repair a mechanical substitute’, and that, ‘Maintenance of the machine
means money spent; maintenance of the human body means health gained.’
But he is also a realist (where I am sometimes not) and stresses that,
‘romance aside’, the scythe ‘must make such an effective use of a person’s
time and energy that it is competitive with other means for accomplishing
the task at hand’. It is these sentiments that have seen this classic book rise
to the status of a sacred text among the growing army of scythe-wielders.

And like me, Tresemer made the transition from the heavy American (or
in my case, English) scythe to the lighter and more forgiving European
scythe. But it’s not entirely clear in the book exactly when he turned to full-
blown haymaking. As anyone who has ever taken pleasure in cutting grass



with a scythe will tell you, it’s a logical progression to find yourself raking
at the freshly cut grass and pondering the challenge of how you would then
go about turning these cuttings into hay. It was the year after my early
scything endeavours that I first embarked on a haymaking project, and
although I didn’t have any livestock to feed, I was intent on conducting my
own little experiment to explore just what it meant to make hay by hand.
Looking back, I clearly had more time at my disposal than sense. I had
returned home from an extended archaeological excavation abroad to find
the garden under siege, not only by the usual hogweed, cow parsley and
dock leaf but by the lawn itself, which in my absence had developed into a
small meadow of mixed grasses and flowers. It was beautiful to look at,
swaying in the late June breeze and danced upon by all manner of
butterflies and bees. But to my new haymaking eyes it represented a crop to
be harvested.

For the next three days I was gifted the perfect weather: hot and dry
with a gentle breeze. I cut systematically, laying the swathe to the ground,
and with every swing of the scythe I became more and more entranced by
the journey back in time I was embarking on. Once cut, I spent the next two
days hovering around the hay, turning it gently with an old garden fork,
raking it into rows of an evening and, in an act of mock knowingness,
testing its sweetness between my teeth. At the end of day three I had
decided it was ‘made’. I gathered it up into the loft space of one of my
outbuildings and cracked open the cider. I was mellowed, philosophical and
relaxed. But more than anything I felt connected — with a place, with a past
and with myself. My passion for haymaking was born.

IT WASN’T UNTIL much later in my small-scale farming career that I came to

consider haymaking as more than just an agricultural practice with a deep
time signature. My revelation that it was, in fact, a craft — and one of the
original creefts — was triggered by a particular entity I encountered while
thrashing an old Land Rover up the A303 in the direction of London. It was
an evening in late June, during a summer that seemed to promise glorious



sunshine but never really delivered. They say that you make hay when the
sun shines, and any farmer keen to bring in a hay crop that year had to make
do with the odd short spell of blustering wind and bright sunshine in
predominantly showery conditions. That day a strong south-westerly wind
coaxed the Landie up the A303, and the crimson red horizon in my rear-
view mirror did little to dissipate my frustration: there was clear sky over
the Atlantic and it was coming this way. My own haymaking ambitions
were also hanging in the balance for, with a busted mower and the potential
for a scorcher on the morrow, the last thing I needed was a day away from
the hayfields.

As I rattled past Ilminster I entered a stretch of arterial bypass, a ring
road that hung tight like a poacher’s snare around the neck, throttling the
wealth out of this once bustling market town. Where the residual ground
rose up on either side of this cutting, my eyes were caught by something on
top of the expansive embankments. Perched on the crest of these sidings,
regularly spaced and seemingly of deliberate construction, were what I can
only describe as piles of cut grass. As my fellow A303ers hurtled by
oblivious, I slowed down, leaning forward on the steering wheel and
peering at them through the wiped arcs of an otherwise filthy windscreen. I
cursed myself for not having my camera to hand, sped up and continued on
towards London. So why, you might ask, had these stacks of hay piqued my
interest? The answer is that these innocuous piles of grass looked for all the
world like what the haymakers of old called ‘haycocks’.

In the years running up to this summer, I’d become obsessed with what
was once romantically termed the art of haymaking. In a bid to understand
the history and archaeology of haymaking, I travelled the west coast of
Britain from Scotland to Cornwall. I camped out in the mountains of
Asturias in northern Spain and trekked the fjords of Iceland. The basic
premise was that the further west you go in the British Isles, the craftier you
need to be to successfully bring in a crop of hay. To be more precise, the
closer you get to the inclement weather of the Atlantic seaboard, the more
difficult it becomes to find the windows of hot and dry weather during
which to bake your cut grass and turn it into hay.

Whereas in the east of England endless roasting summer days afforded
idyllic scenes of plenty and haymaking was a calm, relaxed and almost
pedestrian ritual, similar bounties in the rainy west would require all the
guile, tactical nous, quick thinking and creativity of a master. The rewards



were there to be had, though, for in the west the wetter climate and warmer
air brought in on the jet stream could produce early and especially luscious
grass. Get a cut in early in the spring and you might double your money
with a bonus cut later in the summer — weather permitting. Haymaking in
these conditions involves wrestling with the Atlantic weather, and learning
to play poker with nature’s titanic forces. It isn’t simply a case of cutting the
grass, hoping the hot sunshine turns up to dry it, collecting it into bales and
returning smugly to your farmhouse for tea and cake. It’s a much more
complicated process and one where crops — and farmers — could be ruined
by a lack of creeft, poor decisions and bad timing.

There are so many variables in the craft of haymaking that trying to
explain them all here would be like attempting to compress a manual on
Test cricket into a few paragraphs. However, there are a few key principles.
Cut too early in the year, for instance, and you run the risk of bringing in an
immature crop: thin and innutritious to the animals eating it throughout the
winter months. Cut too late and the grass will potentially have gone to seed;
the precious nutrients the haymaker needs to capture in the stems of the
plants will have migrated to the seed head. In the process of scything and
mowing late into the summer, the dry brittleness of ageing plants can scatter
their seeds about the meadow floor, providing a feast for wild birds but of
little use to the farm. The effort of bringing in the resulting fodder — grass
denuded of its nutrients and seeds — is scarcely worth the calorific value of
the final product. Moreover, if you let a hay crop get too thick and heavy, a
squall could flatten it and make it impossible to mow, clogging the cutter or
breaking the scyther’s back.

One of the greatest variables in haymaking by hand — aside from the
capricious weather of the British summer — is the labour you have at your
disposal. The number of hands you have to help can dramatically impact on
the manner in which you make your hay. For instance, it can be the
deciding factor on whether you choose to leave the cut hay in the swathe or
select instead to ‘break it out’. To the urbanite uninitiated in the arts of
historical haymaking, I often make a rather crude comparison between this
decision and the cooking of a sausage. The swathe is basically the row of
cut hay left as it falls from the cutting process. This is your sausage. If you
choose to let the swathe bake off in the hot sun, the outer surface will cook
off quicker than the inside and the underside. The trick, as with cooking a
sausage, 1s to turn it just at the point that you have cooked it off to the



centre point of the swathe. Then you turn it and start cooking it from the
other side. It takes time, and there is always the danger of overcooking, but
other than having to wait for it to cook, all you’ve had to do is turn it once.

But what if you wanted to cook your sausage faster — because you were
in a hurry — and you had the required labour to speed up the process? As a
student in London I used to frequent a café on Turnpike Lane almost every
Sunday morning. At this time of the week the café was at its busiest as
various waifs and strays piled in for the traditional British cure for one too
many drinks on a Saturday night. I used to watch the kitchen staff
frantically knocking out breakfast after breakfast to a waiting crowd of
bleary-eyed partygoers. With the exception of the sausage, everything else —
bacon, eggs, tomatoes — could be fried fairly speedily. But the chef had
found a clever way to speed up the process of cooking the sausage, and this
was to slice it clean down the middle and cook it from the inside out as
well. This meant that sometimes the sausage lost some of its succulence, but
I didn’t mind because it meant that I got my breakfast a little bit quicker.

With hay, if you have the labour you can break it out of the swathe and
cook it off a little faster. Of course, extending the metaphor, you could
completely break out the sausage into its smallest parts — the mince — and
spread it as thinly as possible across the frying pan. Hay treated in the same
fashion can cook off super quick and the ‘making’ can be accomplished in
as little as a day. But it requires lots of hands on deck — both for the
breaking out and for the subsequent raking up and handling — and it exposes
the crops to the elements that bit more, making it less resistant to a brief
summer shower or a sudden spell of roasting sun.

How much labour you can call on also impacts on how much you
choose to cut before you start the making. Mow all the grass available for
haymaking and, should the weather turn, you stand to lose the lot before
you can get it in. In variable conditions, it’s better to take on bite-size
chunks to be certain of manageable quantities. You also need to consider
issues such as the proximity of the fields and the other jobs that need doing
on the farm. As with so many farming practices, modern technology has
deprived the farmer of a precious skill base. Today we are far more likely to
make silage. The main difference between silage and hay is that hay is dried
to preserve it and silage is pickled, by being kept in oxygen-starved
conditions so it doesn’t decompose. This way it keeps its nutritional value
with the added benefit, over hay, of retaining its succulence.



Crucially, the popularity of this method of converting grass into animal
feed is largely dependent on the practice of black polythene wrapping in the
field. This impermeable by-product of the oil industry provides the
anaerobic conditions required for fermentation while at the same time
protecting the silage from wet weather. The wrapped polythene bales can sit
out in the field until the farmer, at a time of his choosing, sends out an army
of ten-tonne trucks and loaders to handle them into bale stacks the size of
apartment blocks.

So not only has the need to get the crop in before the weather turns been
obviated by making silage but there isn’t quite the requirement for longish
spells of dry and sunny weather to turn grass into hay. For silage, the grass
doesn’t need to dry off too much — perhaps a day to burn off any surface
moisture and dew — before it’s wrapped. The ease of silage making hasn’t
stopped farmers from making hay, though: it remains a staple feed for an
ever growing national stable of riding, racing and jumping horses, which
require much less in the way of succulence through the winter months. But
it’s probably fair to say that the true craft of haymaking is on the wane, for
while the same disastrous errors that afflicted the farmer of the past can still
impact on the successful making of hay in the field today, heavy machinery
affords the luxury of not having to confront just how much of a craft it was
in the old days to bring in the hay.

The power and speed of modern tractors, cutters, tedders and balers
means that we don’t have to box quite as clever as we used to. The crucial
techniques used to make hay from grass — such as when to ‘ted’ or when to
‘turn’, when to ‘break out the swathe’ or when to ‘row up’ — have less
importance today than they had in the age before the internal combustion
engine. And the ‘windrows’, ‘cocks’ and ‘ricks’ that played such a vital part
in the managing and collecting of the finished product have been replaced
by polythene and the vast balers that can cover hundreds of acres in a day.

It was in the original craft of haymaking that the haycock played such
an important role. A cone-shaped pile of hay that is left in the field until it’s
dry enough to store, the haycock was the primary weapon with which the
haymaker of old outfoxed the squall, sidestepped the downpour and ensured
that the precious hay byre didn’t go unstocked in preparation for the long
winter months ahead. A well-built haycock sheds water, and the secret is not
just to pile up the cut material and hope it doesn’t get too wet, but to place
each forkful of hay, much like building blocks in a wall, onto a firmly



created base and build the body up, ensuring that each block overlaps with
the course below to hold it fast. When the appropriate height has been
reached, the cock-builder works inwards to create a conical roof. Then, the
important and oft-forgotten part of the process: the combing down of the
cock with the fork or rake, and the drawing of each stem on the surface in
the same direction to improve water run-off. A good haycock builder will
leave enough space on top to place a cap of combed-out material, and will
also work the sides in such a way that they taper in towards the base. This
creates an eavesdrip that further protects the body of the haycock from
water.

Haycocks can be used at any point in the haymaking process.
Obviously, if you find yourself immediately ‘cocking up’ after a cut, you’ve
made a bad call on the weather. So getting the initial window of a day
without rain is crucial. My advice in any reading of the weather is to climb
up to the nearest high place and face into the wind. Squint, scratch your
chin and glance at your watch (for effect), then look to see if there are any
nasty rain clouds in the distance. You’re most likely to find yourself
building a cock at the end of the day to protect your hay from overnight
showers or a particularly heavy dew. They are also a crucial emergency
measure: at the first sign of heavy cloud, rush out and cock up to avoid
losing your crop. A well-built haycock will withstand a series of moderate
showers and, when the weather is looking up, can be broken out and spread
about for the grass to cook off some more. With cocking among your
arsenal of techniques, you can make hay in two or three windows of sun
rather than requiring a continuous four- or five-day spell of dry weather. So
it’s a technique well suited to western Britain, where the frequent squalls
and showers that come in off the Atlantic Ocean can test even the most
experienced haymaker.

I don’t know if the drawn-up cut grass from the trunk road
embankments at Ilminster were purposely constructed. They might have
just been tidily collected piles of grass destined for the council green waste
site. But they fired up my vivid imagination and, most importantly, they
brought home to me how haymaking is not just a simple process but one
that requires the successful juggling of an inordinate number of variables —
a true creeft — an ineffable ability to turn nature’s gifts of sun, wind, rain and
the reproductive properties of plants into a source of fuel for livestock.
Today, more often than not, we consider the traditional production of a



scythe or a pitchfork as the ‘craft’; but it is the correct use of these
implements in the field that represents the creeft — the longer trajectory of
production and use within a wider socio-economic context.



3

STICKS AND STONES




IN APRIL 1997, at the snooker world championship held at the Crucible

Theatre in Sheffield, Ronnie O’Sullivan stepped up to the table to play a
frame in what was expected to be a routine victory in his first-round match
against Mick Price. What happened in the next five minutes and twenty
seconds sent shock waves through the world of snooker and ripples of
respect through the wider world of professional sport. To the uninitiated,
there is a sequence of thirty-six balls that must be potted in order to achieve
the highest score possible in a frame: 147 — what aficionados call a
‘maximum break’. Up until 1997, this had been achieved in official
competition snooker on a handful of occasions, in a sport that had
effectively turned professional in the late 1960s. It was only a matter of
time before the gifted O’Sullivan scored his first competition 147, but it was
the manner in which he did it that created such a stir. As he glided around
the table he played with a pace and confidence that belied his twenty-one
years. A man at one with the stick in his hands and in a trancelike
engagement with his art, he was demonstrably thinking four or five shots
ahead and, in playing with such fluidity of movement, O’Sullivan had found
a new zone within which the game could be played.

It may seem crude, but to put the achievement into context, it can be
compared on pure financial terms with other sports. For a frame that lasted
a mere 320 seconds, O’Sullivan was awarded bonus prize money of
£165,000. Few can brag that they’ve ever earned £515.63 per second for the
work they do — especially at such a tender age. At its most basic, he makes
his money with a length of polished wood and a lump of chalk. For many
people, earnings aside, O’Sullivan’s feat ranks among the very best sporting
achievements in the world. But for me, it’s a celebration of mankind’s
perfection at stick usage: a poetically beautiful combination of craft, genius,
nerve and swagger.



I’M BEGINNING THIS chapter with sticks because it’s probably where the

story of craft begins — the point at which our very distant ancestors
progressed from animalistic existences to lives materially enhanced by the
objects around them. The transition is most notoriously depicted in the
‘Dawn of Man’ sequence in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey
when, in a moment of epiphany, an ape holds aloft the bone he has just used
to pulverise to death the leader of a rival tribe before casting it up into the
sky. It’s unfortunate that my example of humankind’s breakthrough moment
in the evolution towards tool use occurred in such violent consequences.
Kubrick’s objective was undoubtedly to comment on what drives
technological change, and how using sticks to fight each other was
instrumental in the development of human societies. But I suspect they
played a more mundane role in our evolutionary journey before they were
systematically used for brutalising fellow members of the species. Even
with the orchestral soundtrack provided by the climactic opening bars of
Richard Strauss’s Also sprach Zarathustra the sequence would have lacked
a certain potency if Kubrick’s ape had used a stick to knock an apple off a
tree. Whichever way you choose to depict this defining moment in the
human story, the successful use of a stick in those primeval times would
undoubtedly have brought fame and fortune.

Over three million years on, that rule still applies today in many cultural
circumstances. Technically speaking, snooker belongs to the world of sport
not craft. But looking at sport as an extension of the physical prowess it
took to compete — and to be the best — then I have no issue with extending
the notion of craft to the work of sportspeople — especially those who
employ sticks. Tennis players, cricketers, snooker players and golfers, to
name just a few practitioners, all wield sticks-of-sorts in a skilful way. And
so we arrive back at Ronnie O’Sullivan and a trajectory of hominid stick
usage that takes us from its perceived beginnings, as imagined through
Kubrick’s ape, to its zenith, the Crucible Theatre, Sheffield, April 1997, and
the fastest maximum break in history.



Yet Kubrick could just as well have substituted the bone with a stone,
and in doing so may well have been more accurate in his portrayal of
seminal tool adoption. While stones and bones survive in the archaeological
record of early prehistory, it’s hard to know, unless there are obvious
diagnostic signs of wear or modification, if a bone has been used for
adapted purposes. Wooden sticks present an even more challenging
situation by virtue of the fact that, unless suspended in the extreme
environmental conditions of desiccation or saturation, they decompose and
turn to dust. Stones, on the other hand, survive the ravages of time and
make it abundantly clear to us when they have been refashioned or altered
by the human hand. Thus they provide the earliest evidence for the human
use of tools and have come to define the way we understand the
development of human societies from around three to four million years ago
until at least the Bronze Age (¢.2500-800 BC).

The byword in archaeology for stones is ‘-lith’, ultimately deriving from
the Greek AlBog, meaning ‘stone’. It is on the basis of a stone-tool typology
that we have been able to establish a chronology for the Stone Age. From
the Palaeolithic (the ‘old’ Stone Age) through the Mesolithic (‘middle’) to
the Neolithic (‘new’), stone tools become progressively more complex. It’s
a story that begins around three million years ago at a place called Olduvai
Gorge on the Serengeti Plains of Tanzania, and includes the work of the
British-Kenyan palaeoanthropologists and archaeologists Mary and Louis
Leakey and their excavations in the 1950s. Here skeletal remains of
Australopithecus, an early apelike hominid, were recovered, alongside
associated assemblages of worked stone. These early tools are usually
labelled pebble or cobble tools because they appear to have been struck
only enough times to create a single sharp edge. So these early tools were
really very basic. Yet for Australopithecus, whose diet comprised scavenged
meat, they were undoubtedly a step up from pulling apart a carcass with
their bare hands, and allowed for the scoring of the hide, severing flesh and
the breaking and crushing of bones to release marrow. This small but
significant step would lead to increased protein consumption and thus had a
long-term evolutionary impact.

Then, around 1.9 million years ago, Homo habilis arrives on the
archaeological scene, shortly followed, at around 1.2 million years ago, by
Homo erectus. We now start to talk of hominins — members of the human
clade — defined against the wider classification of hominid, which contained



more apelike members of the genus, such as Australopithecus africanus. We
tend to call the worked flints from this period Acheulean, after an
archaeological site located at St Acheul on the outskirts of Amiens, northern
France. Here, in the nineteenth century, a number of what were termed hand
axes were recovered from the gravel river terraces of the Somme region. In
some ways, it was at this point that the Stone Age was born, as the
incontrovertible evidence of stones that had been altered by human
endeavour, associated with geological deposits of known age, forced a
reconsideration of the traditional biblical narrative of how we were created.

Acheulean hand axes are beautiful artefacts to behold. For my first ever
lecture on archaeological illustration at the Institute of Archaeology in
London I had to make a technical drawing of one of these axes. As I turned
it over in my hands I marvelled at its epic journey through time. These
beautifully worked flints show obvious signs of repeated striking to work a
core down to a finished axe that has sharp edges on two sides converging on
a tip, but with a ‘hold’ at its base or distal end. What is so mesmerising
about them 1is that, written into their fracture lines, one can see the
consciously made decisions and the cognitive processes of design as the
lower Palaeolithic knapper conceived the desired shape and form. Here was
something truly ‘human’. The term hand axe is, however, probably a bit of
a misnomer.

On an experimental trip to the dense woodlands of the Sussex Weald in
the late 1990s, a few friends and I decided to see if we could fell a tree with
crudely made versions of our own. Proponents of the original Palaeolithic
Acheulean school would have undoubtedly winced at the standard of our
replications, hurriedly knocked out in the back garden of a terraced house in
Haringey one hot summer day, before catching the train down to Sussex.
But ours certainly had sharp edges, and some very willing experimental
archaeologists happy to spend a weekend hacking the trunk of a tree with
them. In truth, the endeavour lasted little more than a few hours. Our arms
and wrists quickly tired, joints started to seize and swell, and regularly
swapping hands only served to spread the agony. So traumatised were the
bones and muscles in our wrists that we could barely lift the consolatory
pints to our lips at the local country pub that evening. Sucking ale through
brightly coloured straws, we all concluded that we should probably view
the hand axe as an Acheulean Swiss Army Knife or Leatherman, a kind of
multi-purpose tool. We are now encouraged by the experts to envisage hand



axes as having a range of functions, including basic butchery, breaking,
chopping, scraping, crushing and digging, as well as being a form of
currency.

The end of the Acheulean industry broadly overlaps with the emergence
of Homo neanderthalensis and Homo sapiens between 100,000 and 125,000
years ago. With this ushering in of the middle Palaeolithic comes a much
more developed attitude towards tool production and an increased
sophistication in terms of social order. While artistic and symbolic
representations were perhaps beyond their consciousness, their burial
practices and other rituals are evidence of a capacity for abstract thought
and a degree of self-awareness. Stone tools of this period are often referred
to as Mousterian, after the type site of Le Moustier in the Dordogne where
some of the earliest most complete assemblages were found. Hand axes
continued to be standard fare, but the period is also characterised by what
we call ‘scrapers’ — small hand-held flints around the blunt side of which
the index finger is wrapped to create an effective cutting tool. These
scrapers were almost certainly used in the preparation of hides, and the
remarkable resilience of both neanderthalensis and sapiens in the face of
climatic variation suggests that more sophisticated protective clothing was
being produced.

Despite this, Homo neanderthalensis is thought to have died out at
around 40,000 Bc, at the beginning of what was an extremely cold period
for Europe. From here on, from the upper Palaeolithic into the Mesolithic,
stone tool manufacture is characterised by much variation, innovation and
rapid development. Not only were the stone tools more sophisticated but
they were also used to create bone tools such as awls and needles. Both
suggest further developments in clothing and the likelihood that composite
garments were stitched together for a tighter and more ergonomic fit. I often
say to friends in the bespoke tailoring trade that it is to Homo sapiens of the
upper Palaeolithic that their craft owes its greatest debt. Without those
needles and custom-fit lines we might never as a species have survived that
cold snap.

In the stone tool record local traditions are also evident, a sure sign that
Homo sapiens had the capacity to adapt production to local environmental
conditions. We can almost start to talk of ‘cultures’ because of the variation
in what are termed blade flakes — tools made from the flakes knocked from
the core. It seems surprising that it took so long to work out that the bits



flying off the core were as sharp as the core itself. Back in our garden in
Haringey it took a matter of minutes before barefoot flatmates found just
how sharp a casual scattering of waste flints — or ‘debitage’ as it’s
technically known — could be. But the innovation wasn’t that tools were
being made from off-cast flint but rather that the core was prepared in this
way in order to purposely produce blade flakes from it. It’s also obvious
from analysis of the flakes, cores, platforms and what we call the ‘bulb of
percussion’ that a whole range of fabrication techniques was being used.
Indirect percussion (rather like the method of hammer and chisel), pressure
flaking and soft-hammer percussion (with an antler, for example) all
allowed the upper Palaeolithic knapper to create a vast variety of stone tools
that supported a very sophisticated relationship with the natural world. If
this short history has captured your imagination then I advise booking
yourself onto an introductory flint-knapping course. It’s easy to become lost
in the immersive world of smacking stone on stone; it’s an enormously
therapeutic pastime, and one that allows you to connect with the innate
Homo sapiens in yourself. There truly is no more authentic way of getting
back to basics.

The key technological development in this period is the evidence for
hafting — the fixing of a spearhead or arrowhead onto the end of a stick. The
evidence comes not from the excavation of complete weapons — wooden
shafts with blades attached — but from the shape of the worked flints and the
presence of side and corner notches at their base. These indentations cut
into the flints would provide purchase for a length of cord used to bind the
blade to the stick. There has been a long-standing debate as to whether, as
early as the Mousterian industry, projectile points were hafted, but recently
excavations at Kathu Pan in South Africa have recovered a number of stone
points whose tips exhibit fracture types that indicate impact rather than
scraping and sawing. Furthermore, modifications near the base of these
points were consistent with hafting. The scientific dating from the site
proposes a date range centring around 500,000 years ago. This is an
incredible 200,000 years earlier than conventionally thought and forces us
to rethink man as hunter rather than hunted at a much earlier period in our
evolutionary models. What is certain is that these crude attempts were
nowhere near as sophisticated as the projectile points hafted in the
Mesolithic, nor those still produced today by cultures in the Amazon
rainforests of South America.



Hafting — the technological capacity to attach a stick to a stone — really
is the point at which craft becomes cemented as an evolutionary option for
the human species. The composite tool or utensil was born, and with it the
capacity to make at a much more advanced level than before. That seminal
moment of creating a weapon or tool is, in my opinion, a crucial coming
together. It is an event that signals a new dawn in human technical
advancement — effectively the creation of an extended limb — and one that is
certainly well developed by the Mesolithic. Whether it began 500,000 or
300,000 years ago, I’d like to pick up the hafting story in its final days,
somewhere in the 1950s, with my grandfather, the former golf-club maker.

OVER THE LAST couple of years I’ve given in to an urge; it’s a subliminal

longing and a deep genetic inheritance. I have started making sticks. It’s
addictive — and evidently in my blood. I blame my grandfather on my
father’s side. He passed away when I was only two, so I never really knew
him. He was born, lived and died in St Andrews — the home of golf — and he
plied his trade in the golf-club-making industry. He was, therefore, a stick
maker par excellence and a man of considerable skill. My father recalls
how, as a boy, he would watch in awe as his father sat outside at the back of
the house turning lengths of hazel, ash or willow into walking sticks. The
scene was to repeat itself a generation later as I watched my own father
sitting on the back step, whittling away in the evening sunlight. I can’t
remember a time when my dad didn’t have a stick or two on the go, carving
intricate figures into the handles and decorative patterns into the shafts. But
I never once thought I would find myself in his place, daydreaming while
my hands took over the work.

My grandfather lived a troubled life, one best illustrated by the story of
his bike. During the winter Grandad used to cycle to the gasworks each
week to pick up three sacks of coke — a by-product of the coal-gas industry
— to burn on the home fire. He would put one sack on his pannier rack at the
back of the bike, balance another on the handlebars and position the final
one in the frame between his legs, then precariously pedal home. It was on



one such journey, as he was cycling along the quayside, that Grandad’s bike
started to fail him. The rage — or radge as it’s pronounced in Scotland —
kicked in. Coke skittered across the quayside, the bike ended up in the drink
and my grandfather stormed off to my great auntie Jean’s house to lick his
wounds. For years afterwards, Sandy Langlands’s bike could be observed in
the harbour bed, slowly immersing in the tidal sands of time. Occasionally
re-exposed by the scouring action of a particularly harsh swell-tide, it
became a familiar monument to sub-working-class living conditions in
post-war Scotland. Heirlooms are in short supply from the commodity-
starved Scottish side of my family. I know there is a handmade putter made
by my grandfather somewhere among my father’s possessions, and I hanker
after it. But should it pass to either of my siblings, if I am to have anything
to remember my Scottish ancestry by, I might have to settle for trying to
extract that bike from its maritime grave.

I’m sure the reasons for my grandfather’s frustration, his radge-like
outburst and his hurling of his only means of transport into the harbour, lay
in the pennilessness of his situation and the lack of work in his chosen
profession. Before the Second World War Grandad had made his living as a
golf-club maker. But war and mechanisation had taken their toll on the
industry, and when the sport re-emerged in the 1950s as a pastime of the
wealthy and the aspiring middle classes, demand for a set of clubs was met
primarily through developments in machine technology. The age of the
handcrafted golf club drew to a close, and with it my Grandad’s livelihood.
From then on, between long periods of unemployment, he was forced to
turn his hand to all manner of menial tasks to make ends meet. Ultimately,
it was because of this that he found himself sourcing a second-class fuel, on
a rickety old bike, making his way back to his hungry children on a cold
winter’s evening.

Among the many manual skills required to make a golf club, one of my
grandfather’s specialisms was the whipping of the club head and handle to
the shaft. It was a relatively simple process but one that was absolutely
necessary to get right if the joint between the head and the shaft was not to
fracture, open up under duress and eventually split apart. It involved taking
a piece of cord and binding it around the joint as a means of reinforcing it.
With one hand, pressure had to be kept on the cord at all times to keep
maximum tension while the other hand slowly turned the head of the club to
wind the cord on. The job was completed in such a way as to conceal the



knot and give it a smooth finish, for appearance’s sake but also so that no
trailing cord was left to snag and weaken the bind. Although robbed of an
arena within which to use his craft, Grandad passed down to his son the
skill of whipping and, in turn, my father has passed it down to me.

I’ve had cause to use this inherited and versatile skill on a number of
occasions, most recently in attempting to make a late medieval/early
modern fishing rod. In a text called The Treatyse of Fishing with an Angle,
dated to the late fifteenth century, a type of fishing rod made from hazel and
a length of horsehair line is described in some detail. Hazel is a wonderful
wood for creating fishing rods. Grown in the shade and in wet, humus-rich
soil, it can attain dead-straight lengths of ten to twelve feet while remaining
remarkably thin. It’s flexible too, so it can take the strain of the fish as it
tries to wriggle free of the hook. Where it falls short is in the weakness of
the soft wood at its thinner end. This is prone to snapping under the
slightest pressure. Therefore, a small wand of harder wood — such as
blackthorn or applewood — needs splicing onto the hazel at a thickness
where it’s strong enough to take the joint. The two woods are bound
together using the technique of whipping, which can also be used to create a
grip on the butt end of the rod. By the time I’d finished, my fishing rod
certainly looked the part. Pity then that I had neither the patience nor the
skill to fish.

It was on the first occasion I had to use whipping that I realised just how
ancient the technique was. I was trying to fasten a flint spearhead, which I'd
spent a good two days producing from scratch, onto a shaft of ash that I’d
bark-stripped with a flint scraper. I was feeling rather smug, for this was the
kind of thing I used to do as a kid with schoolfriends during long hot
summers spent in the spinneys, holts and coppices that border Pevensey
Marsh in Sussex. Now, as a student in higher education, with an interest in
experimental archaeology, I could dress it up as ‘research’ to justify the
hours spent returning to the halcyon days of my youth. I was going for
something with an upper Palaeolithic feel; something with which I could
burst out from behind a hedge and take down a young caribou — or at least
that’s what I imagined.

I experimented with indirect percussion and pressure flaking in the
process of making my arrowhead, and used commercial cordage for the
whipping. I’d hoped to make my own string from the stems of nettle plants,
but was rapidly running out of time — a common problem when trying to



cram the Palaeolithic into a three-day weekend. As I sat in the dappled light
of the woodland floor, intently concentrating on the binding process, it
dawned on me just how far this skill, or technique, had travelled. It had
passed through hundreds of thousands of generations, crossed continents,
spanned epochs and fulfilled a multiplicity of functions on its way. And here
I was, using it by virtue of the time taken by my father and by his father
before him to pass it on. It told a story that was as important to our
understanding of humanity as any written history, a tale of ordinary people
who relied on such skills for their sustenance. When the machines took over
this process in the golf-club-making industry of St Andrews, my grandad
lost his livelihood and his source of pride, but we, the wider society, lost a
direct and tangible link with our ancient ancestry.

I WOULD LOVE TO be able to tell the parallel evolutionary story of stick

development since the lower Palaeolithic, for it’s almost inconceivable that
Australopithecus, Homo habilis, erectus, neanderthalensis and sapiens did
not develop this technology to the same degree of sophistication as they had
stone-tool technology. But because of wood’s inability to survive in the
archaeological record, it will for ever be a story that remains untold and one
merely hypothesised by the daydreaming of experimental archaeologists
such as myself. Even if we can’t chart the development and diversity of its
usage in primitive society, we should at least thank the stick, the stone’s
silent sister in the archaeological record, for the part it played in developing
the cognitive processes of the human species.

It was in my own collection, an idiosyncratic curation of useful and
interesting sticks, that I began to see just how central the stick had been to a
wide range of industries in the rural economy. I hadn’t purposely set out to
collect so many sticks, but one day, as I was sorting through one of my
toolsheds, the stack of long, thin sticklike implements stood out. Intrigued
by the growing assemblage, I started rummaging through other sheds, as
well as the garage and store cupboards in the house, in a bid to bring
together as many sticks as possible. I decided that anything long-handled,



whether or not it had an attachment on its end, should be accepted into my
broad definition of stick.

Standing before me was an unwieldy collection of miscellaneous
farming, household and gardening tools. There were the classics of the
farming and gardening world: spades, shovels, forks, hoes, scythes, rakes
and so on, along with some rarer and more specific sticks, of which my own
personal favourite, the ‘whin bruiser’, stood out. The everyday household
contingent was mostly staffed by an assortment of brooms, dusters and
mops, as well as a bespoke stick used to open the loft hatch. There was also
a mixed bag of sporting sticks: a cricket bat, my father-in-law’s fishing rod,
a hockey stick, some old badminton rackets and two pool cues. And then
there were the sticks proper and a miscellany that doesn’t fit into the
previous three categories. Of the former, a selection of walking sticks
provided the mainstay. But it was the miscellany that proved of most
interest. There were a handful of willow-wood rails I’d made for a Sheila
Maid — a traditional clothes airer — and as replacement rails for some gate
hurdles on which I used to grow peas in the garden. There were my
chimney-sweep brushes and some drain rods. And a yoke I’d made out of a
length of blackthorn wood that had grown around a fallen tree trunk in such
a way as to make the perfect curved indentation to position around the neck
and rest on the shoulders. On woodland or hedging jobs, I often used it to
carry two heavy but evenly matched tool bags from the car, leaving my
hands free to carry a third bag. There was an oar, lantern staff and a net-pole
— happy memories of messing about on the river one summer. And what I
called my mole spear — not because I used it to spear moles, but rather to
spear the lawn to test for mole runs, assessing the lie of the battlefield
before laying my traps. But by far and away my favourite two groups of
sticks were my collection of shepherd’s crooks and fruit pickers.

The shepherd’s crooks were my sticks-of-dreams. They represented a
desire I’d harboured, since my late teens, to become a hill sheep farmer. It’s
a dream that, as I approach my forties, is rapidly dissipating but one that on
occasions still burns strong — strong enough for me to have spent a
considerable amount of time crafting my own series of crooks. I’m not
completely alien to sheep farming as I’ve spent at least three years looking
after small flocks for various BBC farm series. But what I really wanted to
do was to see a flock of three hundred or so sheep through the hill-farm year
— to really get a feel for that lonely existence on the hills.



It was during my first stint as a budding historical farmer that I came to
appreciate that the shepherd’s crook was more than just an obligatory
accessory for the nativity play shepherd — and that different types of crook
could be used for different parts of the sheep-farming year. Our historical
farm was stationed on the border between Wales and England — both great
sheep-farming nations — occupying a small complex of buildings at the head
of a steep-sided valley. Above us were open summer pastures of moorland —
the ‘commons’ — and below us, the rich winter grazings of the valley. The
head of the re-enactment group charged with stocking our farm had
assigned us a rather modest flock of five Cotswold Lions, a majestic breed
from central England, somewhat ill fitted to hill-farm territory but
stupendous in its production of beautiful long white fleece. Our hill farm
was to be set in the early part of the seventeenth century, a period of
Britain’s agricultural history when cloth production took priority over all
other forms of farming. Wool was everything, and if our series was to be
historically accurate we had to reflect that.

Well, it didn’t take long to realise that something was up. Not only were
our four ewes coming into heat, when they should have been showing signs
of early pregnancy, they were also in fantastic condition. Both were signs
that their wombs were singularly devoid of lambs. On the basis that all four
were in such condition, the finger was pointed squarely at Cyril, our ram. In
a moment of candidness, the head of the re-enactment group confessed that
a couple of years ago Cyril had got so wrapped up in bramble he found
himself trapped and, exhausted by the struggle, collapsed to the ground. He
was found three days later, alive, but unfortunately for Cyril (and us, as it
turned out) the hard winds blowing in from the Welsh mountains had frozen
his precious testicles to the ground. Clearly, the experience had rendered
him impotent.

Of course, this all caused a huge storm for the television production.
Having invested so much camera time in the ‘sheep-were-everything-in-
the-early-seventeenth-century-rural-economy’ storyline, we now needed to
see some lambs being delivered. After much wrangling, it was decided that
a few pregnant ewes would be purchased and seamlessly slotted into the
flock to then deliver the much-desired lambing scenes for our spring
episode. The viewer at home would be none the wiser. When the stock
wagon arrived, loaded with our new sheep, I rushed down the hill to where
it was waiting, only to find Peter, my fellow presenter, crying with laughter



as he peered through the slats of the trailer. As I came alongside him I gazed
at four healthy and heavily pregnant sheep. But they were black. All four of
them.

The Welsh Mountain Black is a particularly hardy breed of sheep well
suited to the challenging terrain of the Welsh mountains. In these early
years of sheep husbandry it taught me that there is an incredible variation of
characteristics among different breeds of sheep. Compared to the Cotswold
Lion, the Mountain Black is almost an entirely distinct breed of animal.
Whereas the Lion is tall, long and covered all over with lengthy, white,
shaggy wool, it isn’t anywhere near as nimble and hardy as the Mountain
Black. The wool so prized by the lowland farmers of central England had
proved Cyril’s downfall amid the challenging vegetation on the foothills of
the Welsh mountains — with his heavy, meat-producing frame and muscle
structure he’d been unable to wrestle free of his bramble bonds. We also
discovered that the Mountain Black was an altogether different prospect for
the shepherd too. With the Cotswolds, they’d been so bulky and sluggish
they were easy to herd across the common and guide around the farmstead.
With the Mountain Blacks, it was like trying to herd wild deer. We simply
couldn’t get close to them.

Having released them from the stock wagon, we spent the best part of
an afternoon running around the common, cautiously trying to
outmanoeuvre them before finally admitting defeat. With them being so
heavily pregnant, it would have been dangerous to try too hard, and for too
long, to get them to do our bidding. The fact is, they would probably lamb
just as safely out on the common as they would in our lambing pens. And in
any case, on the basis that the sheep were a completely different colour, the
director had somewhat given up on trying to stitch together footage of
Cotswolds Lions struggling through a hard winter with footage of Mountain
Blacks lambing in spring.

But it was in my dealings with the local sheep farmer, whose dog we’d
been forced to draft in to help round up our flock of four black sheep, that I
began to see the benefits of having a range of shepherd’s crooks. His farm
was just over the hill — a ramshackle affair of barns, lean-tos, prefabs and an
old cottage — and he, like us, was in the middle of lambing season. I learned
a few handy tricks from this chap. As I gazed around his lambing stalls I
marvelled at the ingenious secondary use of crate and pallet wood to create
individual pens. In one corner I observed a sheep with its head stuck in



what looked like vertical stocks. It could move its head up and down to get
to hay and water, but not from side to side. The old shepherd explained to
me that a lamb had been orphaned the previous night and that this ewe,
already with one lamb, was being persuaded into fostering the other. After a
few days it would become accustomed to the sound, smell and feel of the
orphaned lamb and could be trusted not to spurn it. At a later point in the
year [ observed a paddock with two mature ewes with rather thick
necklaces of twisted hay. These stubborn ewes, I was told, had taken a
disliking to one another in the field and were almost incessantly butting and
harassing each other. These edible Elizabethan-style ruffs of hay were the
only source of food in the pen, so if the battling ewes wanted to feed they
had to get up close and nuzzle, ultimately developing a bond of familiarity.

It was in the use of the crook that this experienced shepherd was most
insightful. For separating out his sheep he had a very traditional-looking
crook, the head of which was a ram’s horn carved in such a way as to create
a smooth but open loop. There’s a point after you get a flock of sheep into
the corner of a pen when they all cram into each other, ears pinned back — a
wall of sheep’s arses. It’s nearly always the case that the sheep you want to
separate out are the ones furthest away from you, and to get to them you
have to wade through a sea of ovine backsides. Here the crook comes into
its own and is judiciously utilised in hooking around the neck and drawing
the desired beast towards you. When rural communities communally sent
their flocks out to summer pastures on the mountains, heaths and marshes,
the gathering up and separating out of individual flocks on returning to the
winter fields was a big job, and one rendered impossible without the crook.
It was a vital extension of the shepherd’s arm, and mastery of it was an
indispensable requirement if flocks were to be efficiently separated out
without needless stress to the animals.

There is another type of crook — the leg crook, or ‘cleek’ — that finds
employment at a different time of year. On this crook the loop is smaller,
just wide enough to place around the hind leg of a lamb, and curves gently
out into a spur that acts as a guide, funnelling the leg down into the loop as
the crook is drawn back towards the shepherd. The cleek comes into its own
at lambing time. As a beginner, it’s easy to get complacent around newborn
lambs. For one- and two-day-olds you can just step into the pen and pick
them up. But over the course of a few weeks they develop lightning quick
reactions, and before you know it they’re outstripping you, darting around



and sending you in all sorts of directions. It’s at this developmental stage
that the shepherd gets paid his lambing wage, at the age when the lambs can
safely look after themselves. But to get them to this age the shepherd must
keep a watchful eye and tend to them at every opportunity. The leg crook
buys you those extra few days — perhaps a week — when you can get close
enough to hook them and handle them to undertake necessary assessments
of condition, ear-clipping, marking, castration and, more recently,
administer vaccinations and deworming medication. More time spent
handling them also diminishes their ‘flight zone’, meaning that the more
time they spend in your arms and come away safely, the less distance they
will habitually place between you and them. So the leg crook really was the
shepherd’s moneymaker. It gave him the vital edge needed to maximise
conversion rates in the flock, over a six- to eight-week period, from
pregnant ewes to mothers with lambs.

Any traditional shepherd would be lost without his sheep dog to do his
running and rounding up, but he would be equally adrift without his suite of
crooks to handle the flock at crucial times of the year. It was the
development and use of these sticks that facilitated good husbandry — the
ability to handle your livestock with care and efficiency. To tend them. And
here we find ourselves at the transition from hunter-gatherer to farmer, to
the domestication of livestock, and a significant chapter in the human story
that we know began around ten thousand years ago. Those early farmers
would have had in their possession a range of modified sticks to aid them in
their handling of their flocks. Unlike the stones used to slaughter and
butcher, these sticks haven’t survived. But we must surely hypothesise their
existence and the fundamental role they played in the development of
agrarian societies into the Neolithic and beyond. Today, you can go to an
agricultural supplier and choose from a limited range of aluminium crooks.
They aren’t pretty, but they’re incredibly light and indestructible. Amazing
to think that a design so simple still finds function on farms today — a stick
that has enabled the handcrafting of Britain’s famously varied breeds of
sheep.




ANOTHER OF MY favourite sticks is a ten-foot length of ash with three

branches protruding from the end to create a three-pronged crutch. From the
moment I clapped eyes on this extraordinary length of timber, minding its
own business, growing from an ash stool (stump) in the hanging woods
above my cottage, I knew immediately what I had in mind for it. Before
you could say ‘by hook or by crook’, I'd felled it and raced back to the
cottage to press it straight into action. There’s an enormous Bramley apple
tree just across the lane at the top end of the garden. The only traffic that
uses the lane is agricultural, and to enable the vast tractors and harvesters to
pass throughout the year the tree is regularly flayed back to a height of
about eight feet. It suffers the same fate on the other side, where it
overhangs an arable field, and as a consequence it yields very few apples
within easy picking reach. During the early years, my raids on this tree had
been primarily for cider-making purposes. The sourness of the Bramley
complemented beautifully the other two sweeter varieties of apple I had
growing in the garden, and together served to produce a medium sweet
cider with a dry aftertaste. But there is only so much cider a man can drink
— and still function — and over time my preference for fermenting turned to
keeping. This is probably the simplest way of ensuring that you have a
supply of apples for the most part of the year. Kept in the right conditions,
certain varieties of apple will keep for a remarkable length of time without
the aid of preserving agents.

One particularly good keeper is a heritage variety of apple called the
Flower of Kent, and I witnessed first hand just how well this fruit can
survive through the winter months and remain edible into spring. While
working as an archaeologist I was occasionally called on to record ancient
vernacular farm buildings that were due for modernisation. This work took
me all over the south of England, staying in obscure B & B
accommodations, and allowed me to see the hidden countryside of Sussex,
Kent and Hampshire. It was while wandering to work one day on just such
a trip that I passed an orchard of heritage varieties of apples, all looking
pretty ripe for the picking. For my sins, I am an inveterate scrumper, a habit
I picked up as a boy when I was in France. But I'm not a greedy scrumper. I
made my selection carefully and plucked four of the largest, sun-soaked
apples I could find before making my escape. One I dispatched on the
remaining stretch of my journey to work, two I handed to my colleagues,



and the fourth I placed in my waist pocket. Later that day, while squeezing
through the attic timbers of a stone-tiled barn, I found the apple
substantially hindering my progress. I took it out of my pocket, placed it
between the angle of the crown post and tie beam and continued with my
work, resolving to pick it up on the way back through the timbers. Of
course, I forgot all about it until April the following spring, when we
returned to the barn to complete the job. I was amazed to rediscover the
apple exactly where I’d left it. I picked it up and turned it around slowly in
my hand. It was slightly smaller, withered and had lost a bit of colour but,
to all intents and purposes, it was a perfectly preserved apple. Instinct took
over and I bit into it. Drier, a bit stale, perhaps not as sweet as it could have
been but very definitely edible. In fact, simmered slowly in a pan of shallow
water, it would have made a very fine apple sauce.

It was obvious that the conditions this apple had been kept in had
preserved it. The stone tiles had regulated its temperature throughout the
winter. A light breeze had kept it dry, and it was high enough to be out of
reach of vermin. No preserving vinegar, sugar, yeast or salt required. But
the key to this apple’s keeping also lay in the way it had been picked and
gently carried away. Because it hadn’t been shaken from the tree and sent
crashing to the ground, or plucked by hand and tossed into a basket, it
hadn’t bruised. It’s in the bruising of a fruit that its protective membrane, its
skin, is weakened, causing an opening into which fungus spores can
penetrate and the apple to mould. Put simply, look after your apples when
picking and they will look after you through the winter months.

You therefore need to adopt a slightly different picking method, and this
is where my bespoke ten-foot apple-picker came in handy. It was versatile
and could be used as a ‘panking pole’ — the west of England name for a long
stick designed specifically for shaking apples from a tree. But the crutch
created by the prongs also allows you to cradle the individual apple, gently
twist the pole to sever it from its bough and then bring it down to be
carefully placed in a tray for storage. Actually, my method is a bit time-
consuming, and I have since seen similar care taken when picking apples in
central France but at a much greater speed. On this occasion, the pickers
worked in pairs. The younger of the two would climb up the tree and, using
a long, thin stick with a stunted end, would jab sharply at where the stem of
the apple connects with the branch to free the ripened fruit. Beneath, the
second picker would wait, cigarette hanging loosely at the side of his mouth



and an outstretched neckerchief between his hands, catching the individual
apples as they fell and delicately placing them in the basket on his arm. He
concentrated intently as his colleague worked his way around the tree with
remarkable dexterity. For the method to be of economic viability, a high
level of accuracy, speed and fluidity was required. I strongly suspect that
Ronnie O’Sullivan would be a dab hand.
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As THE PLANE banked around the bay to approach the airfield, the

landscape of northern Iceland opened up before me. I looked across a
rugged and hostile place clinging to the edge of northern Europe, wincing at
the prospect of the cold southerly arctic winds. My destination was the
small fishing town of Akureyri, the district capital of the Northeastern
Region, and as we’d flown up from Reykjavik, I'd spent much of the
journey craning my neck, peering out of the small cabin window at the
brooding world below me. The journey had taken in mountains, glaciers
and deserts of volcanic basalt rock, but as we neared the coastal valleys vast
expanses of heaths and moors opened up, periodically studded with tiny
enclosed farmsteads, each set within a hollow of small fields and connected
to the road network by long sinuous tracks. It seemed to me a landscape in
complete contrast with that of my homeland. As we’d flown out of London
Heathrow we had left behind a densely settled place, remorselessly
partitioned with every single parcel of land defined, marked out and abutted
by another. It was only as we’d hit the Midlands and further north that areas
of open land began to appear. But even these were boxed in and encroached
on — islands of apparent wilderness within an otherwise tamed and
incarcerated landscape.

In the skein of lines that webbed out beneath me the piecemeal
abduction of Britain’s countryside could be discerned. Processes of
reclamation were identifiable in the sweeping curves of hedgebank and
lane. Internally subdivided, these pioneering intakes of domestication
themselves became subjected to a ceaseless breaking up, apportioned and
doled out as shares. Piercing arterial roads haemorrhaged pockets of
development that had in turn swelled outwards, tumour-like, so that their
extremities kissed those of the neighbouring villages through the thin
membrane of the pervasive edgelands. Towns became cities, cities became
conurbations, and between each the ever-diminishing flame of the natural
world flickered perilously in the winds of change.



But in Iceland it was the wilderness that dominated. Stretching out as
far as the eye could see, each terrain type seemed to merge with the next
and then continue unbroken to the foothills and the mountains beyond.
There were no sharp lines. Even the river meanders seemed marked by the
smudges of gravel terraces and sprawling mudflats before filtering out into
the sea through fuzzy estuarine silts. Only the highways were evidence of
human interference as they purposefully carved their way with little or no
regard for slope or contour. Farmsteads seemed to have landed like droplets
from trackways spurred off the main roads, but were entirely surrounded by
the unrelenting vastness of the wilds. There were limited configurations of
house, barn and outhouse, and the surrounding fields rarely stretched to
anything more than an in-field and an out-field. These were the farms of the
Landndmabdk. Drafted in the tenth century, and with a literal meaning of
‘Land-naming book’, this ancient manuscript is thought to reliably describe
the colonisation of Iceland by Viking settlers in the ninth century. Aside
from the presence of a few Irish monks, rumoured in some of the Icelandic
sagas, this land-naming represented the first serious attempt to populate the
harsh and inhospitable island around 870 miles due west from the Viking
homelands in Scandinavia. The farms that were set out twelve hundred
years ago are largely the farms that are still worked by the Icelandic people
today.

This was my second visit to Iceland. On the first occasion, in 2005, I’d
been travelling with a group of archaeologists researching how the people
of the early medieval period interacted with the space around them. Our
themes were governance, the practice of assembly and the role played by
the Church in social cohesion. We’d visited numerous important church
sites during our brief stay and had travelled to the heart of the island to visit
the Althing, the main meeting place for the Icelandic people in the medieval
and later periods. The trip had proved fascinating because in colonising an
unoccupied landscape, the Vikings had essentially set out the ideal of their
own early medieval settlement hierarchy. With no previous configuration of
prehistoric or classical civilisation to inherit from, they were effectively
starting with a blank canvas. This presented itself as the perfect mirror to
reflect back to the other areas of early medieval Europe our group was
collectively studying — particularly those where Scandinavian influences
were strong.



I jumped at the chance to return to Iceland in May 2012 as part of a
similar research project with the same bunch of intrepid archaeologists. Our
mission on this occasion was to examine the relationship between
definitions of local and supra-local identity, or, in layperson’s terms, to
explore the negotiated position in society between ordinary people and
those much further up the food chain — their kings, lords and bishops — and
how this is reflected in the structure of landscape. As a whole, the group’s
list of research questions revolved around issues of polity, neighbourhood,
identity and power. But as I gazed out of the cabin window at the
barrenness below me, a very basic research question, and one more directly
concerned with the human condition, reared up in my mind: how did people
actually live here?

It was a question that kept cropping up throughout our whistle-stop tour
of the Northeastern Region, and was most pronounced during a visit to a
series of abandoned farmsteads strung out along the Laxa river as it carved
its way from the mountains of Od4ddahraun to the bay of Skjalfandi. The
sites had been archaeologically sampled in preceding decades, and ash
layers deposited in the stratigraphy by dated volcanic events allowed for a
relatively straightforward sequence of occupation to be tightly dated. These
were Landndma farms, with the earliest phases dating to the late ninth
century. Today, all that existed was a series of low banks and mounds
covered with a coarse grass. Under closer inspection of this uneven ground,
the lower courses of walls could be identified and the broad outline of
rectilinear buildings made out. They were small settlements with two or
three main farm buildings surrounded by a series of indefinable ancillary
buildings. The excavations had apparently revealed an eclectic range of
burial practices, evidence of the cultural liminality of this place, but the
presence of structures interpreted as churches — and dated to a phase some
two hundred years before the formal national adoption of Christianity —
reminded us that religious conversion was not always a top-down
imposition. The farms were evenly spaced along the valley, at a midpoint
between the river to the east and the summit of a low-lying ridge to the
west. The wind blew harshly from the north and we huddled round, collars
drawn up to our ears, as we listened intently to our guide.

The high point of these farmsteads was around the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, before a steady decline — perhaps as a result of climatic changes —
gave way to a phase of crude shepherd stalls and summer sheilings in the



eighteenth century, followed by final abandonment at some point in the
nineteenth century. As I looked around at the unbroken sweep of the valley
floor from river to ridge, I considered what it was the people of these
settlements actually farmed. The line of the in-field and out-field, the
traditional means by which livestock and crops were managed on primitive
farms, was only just discernible under a carpet of reinvading sedge, rush
and coarse grass. Sheep must have been important — but you don’t get by on
wool and meat alone. Our guide informed us that some archaeological
evidence from the environmental sampling of the sites suggested that barley
had been grown, but the long-term success of this crop was in question
because the climate was considered too cold to provide enough of a
growing season for the plants to reach maturity and yield grain.

As the party worked its way back along the valley to our transportation
— a fleet of 4x4s — we discussed the interactions these farms must have had
with each other and with other parts of the island for both cultural and
economic purposes. What trade networks were in place in order to maintain
a varied diet? What gatherings helped to bond communities in such a
dispersed settlement pattern? How did they perceive their position in
relation to southern Icelanders and the wider world? And at what scale did
their identity lie with the valley, the region and the nation? For me, though,
I still harboured a desire to explore the fundamental issue of existence: how
did they live out here?

The answer to my question lay in Grenjadarstadur. Perched on a low
rise overlooking a fertile plain circumscribed by a bow of the Lax4 was an
ancient farmstead. But this settlement wasn’t deserted like the ones further
up the valley. The presence of a modern working farm set back about a third
of a mile from the traditional farmstead indicated that this site had
continued as a focus for agricultural activity. It occurred to me that if I was
to answer my question I was going to do it here at a settlement that
continued to carve out a successful existence. Perhaps the abandoned
farmsteads further up the valley had been the wrong place to ask the
question precisely because they were abandoned, and that, ultimately,
people hadn’t managed to live there. Perhaps the story of [life — existence —
was one with a slightly longer-term perspective. The occupants of these
farmsteads had spent the best part of a thousand years clinging on, fulfilling
the vision of the original Landndma Vikings, but in the end they had
relented in the face of the latent hostility of the place. But at



Grenjadarstadur things were different. Not only had they survived here —
lived here — but they had done it with style.

The historic core of Grenjadarstadur was a conglomeration of buildings
all grouped together so as to give the impression of a single building. A row
of two-storey gabled timber frontages painted a brilliant white faced the
east, while the western end was bounded by a large two-storey timber hall
set lengthways so that its gables faced north and south. The area between
these definable buildings was infilled with single-storey buildings of all
shapes and sizes. The visible external walls were of drystone construction
consisting of volcanic basalt rock bonded with earth, but what was
remarkable about this composite structure was that it was almost entirely
covered with turf. The occasional dormer window peeked out through the
dense sward, and in a handful of places a chimney flue protruded from the
ridgelines. Standing back and taking in the whole complex, it was tempting
to imagine that it had emerged out of the ground — in imitation of the
volcanic volatility of the Icelandic landscape — forcing its way upwards
from the earth in an eruption of human resilience. And now, as a museum to
Icelandic rural life, it lay dormant, draped as it was with a carpet of green
grass, shimmering in the arctic winds.

Grenjadarstadur was the kind of museum for which I have a passion.
Delightfully free of signage, display boards and information panels, it was
up to the objects to speak for themselves. Entering through one of the front
gable doors, I was immediately struck by the soundproofing qualities of the
walls. While the basalt rock provided structural integrity, sods of cut turf
stacked in herringbone fashion provided insulation from the howling winds
and the biting cold. Beautifully hand-sawn timber panelling lined the
interiors of the rooms dating from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
but the further into the maze of rooms and corridors I crept, the more I
found myself slipping back in time, into a more primitive arrangement of
space. The buildings told the story of Icelandic life from the earliest days of
settlement right up to the later decades of the nineteenth century. Each room
contained the craft objects and utensils of the time, and as I wandered
around, in awe at the range of implements and craft practices, I snapped
away with my camera, recording as any good archaeologist would the
contexts of the artefacts I had uncovered. The digital reel I produced was
littered with the kind of photographs you see in the lifestyle pages of a
Sunday supplement; a photo shoot at a carefully manicured rural retreat,



featuring the life’s work of a style guru creating a certain authentic and
earthy feel. Except here, craft was a necessity not a choice.

And it was thus a place of resounding beauty. As far as I could discern,
there was not a single craft necessary for life in this harsh environment that
wasn’t represented in one way or another. As I moved from room to room, I
registered the various areas of historical Icelandic life that were represented
by implement and artefact alike. In the first reception rooms saddles, bridles
and harnesses were evidence of the use of sledges, carts and ploughs, the
means by which flocks of sheep and herds of the iconic Icelandic pony were
husbanded. Subsequent rooms were packed with carpentry tools of all
types: saws, drawknives, gouges, chisels, clamps, drill bits, augers, mallets,
vices, shaves, windlasses and various other pieces of kit were all testimony
to how important timber was to the farm economy. In the corridors were
stationed lamps that would have burned brightly with the whale oil Iceland
was so famous for. Each room, irrespective of function, was bedecked with
skilfully made baskets, chests and trunks of all sizes.

Items of general function, such as ladders, spades, forks, rope, pulleys,
spikes, axes and knives, were everywhere, and among these were positioned
some of the tools more specialist in their dealing with the Icelandic
landscape. The turf spade and peat cutters, for example, enabled the settler
to produce building blocks for the house and fuel for the fire. Icelanders
have never survived on farming alone and the display of shotguns, spears,
harpoons, stone net weights and fish hooks was a timely reminder that of
the few mammals inhabiting the waters around this desolate island among
the most populous are whales and seals. The Laxa too was famous for its
rich salmon stocks, and I imagined how important the rich bounty of fish
arriving every spring to spawn would have been to this remote community.

Meat, bone, oil and fish eggs would all have been important, but the
pelts of seals were one of the most crucial materials available to the
Icelandic farmer-fishermen. Thick hides of mature bull seal would provide
ideal protection against the natural elements for the crew of a whaleboat,
and the white coat of pup seals, the finest and softest of furs, would have
been used for the linings of tunic and breaches. Carved moulds for pelted
stockings and gloves were hung from the rafters in one of the attic rooms,
and rolled hides and pelts were suspended on string ropes as a preventative
measure against invasive rodents. There was a full assembly of wool-
working equipment too, from shears and hand carders to spinning wheels



and a loom. Hand-cranked sewing machines allowed the cloth woven on
site to be stitched together, and although cloth would also have been
brought in, from the range of textile and pelt-working equipment on show it
would have been possible to deck out an Icelander from head to foot with
garments made from locally sourced materials and labour.

There were two kitchens on display. The first was a reconstruction of a
medieval-style hall with a central open hearth. The walls of large basalt
rock construction were exposed, and timber framing supported a roof of
birch-wood brush thatch overlaid with heavy turves. A single open skylight
allowed a shaft of sun in and a trail of smoke from the open hearth out. The
structure of the hearth was remarkable. A large stone platform, perhaps five
by ten feet across and rising to about knee-height, stood in the centre of the
room. On top of this were large thick rectangular slabs of stone set at right
angles to create four fire bays, leaving enough room at each end of the
platform to take cauldrons and cast-iron pots off the heat. It was like a giant
four-burner cooker hob, and as I circled the arrangement of slabs and
cauldrons I thought how I would have loved to spend time getting used to
cooking on this system — finding the hotspots, fuelling each fire, working
with the draughts, understanding its subtleties.

On shelves around the central hearth were all manner of wooden
vessels: bowls, kneading troughs, staved buckets and tubs, barrels, half-
barrels, firkins and costrels. A large millstone, presumably hand operated,
lay in a timber tray alongside a series of wooden pestles and mortars. The
dairy was equally impressive, and obviously a large part of the farm
enterprise. A vast selection of churns, plungers, presses, pats and moulds
must have been a collection from numerous farms in the region. Each
mould was engraved with detailed patterns, but these motifs were not just
for decorative purposes. They were the means by which Icelandic
dairymaids branded their butter for market, and as I examined the rich
variety of symbols and letters it wasn’t hard to envisage the familiarity and
pride behind each design.

At the heart of the more modern kitchen (c.1890) was a large cast-iron
cooking range, the centrepiece of a room that had obviously benefited from
the Industrial Revolution. All the same processes were represented here as
in the earlier kitchen, but hand-cranked mills and cream separators
illustrated how far into everyday life mechanisation had permeated. I felt a
pang of reassurance as I caught sight of a coffee bean grinder, a small



comfort to my modern sensibility. But it played on my mind as to whether I
really had the stomach to carve out an existence in such a harsh
environment. There was certainly no lack of comfort within some of the
timber-panelled rooms. Upstairs, the bedrooms were cosy and compact.
Box beds, heavy blankets and eiderdown quilts looked like they would
induce a peaceful night’s sleep. Although the furniture downstairs was
minimal it was well made and set within a very liveable space. In one of the
reception rooms was a range of bureaus and chests, and even a piano. A
wall-mounted clock with decorative panel inlay proudly displayed the date
1760. A place to read, write and play music. What more could one wish for?



THE SKEP-MAKING BEEKEEPER




MANKIND HAS ENJOYED a mutually beneficial relationship with the

honeybee since at least the middle of the third millennium Bc. This
relationship has afforded us the priceless sweetness of honey, the medicinal
qualities of propolis and, in beeswax, one of the most versatile domestic
substances. In return, we have protected and propagated the honeybee. Left
to their own devices, wild bees tend to favour hollows in tree trunks for
their hives, but in the process of domestication human beings have adapted
receptacles and designed purpose-built structures to house their tamed
colonies. Our earliest evidence for bee husbandry, a series of bas-reliefs and
wall paintings from ancient Egypt, suggests that these industrious little
insects were kept in large clay cylinders laid on their side, with an entrance
for the bees at one end and a removable door for human access at the other.
In colder climates, archaeological evidence from north-west Saxony
suggests that upright log hives, mimicking the bee’s original home, were
being used between the first and fourth centuries AD. From around the same
period, a wickerwork hive and timber base, recovered from excavations
conducted on the North Sea coast of Lower Saxony (modern-day northern
Germany), is an early archaeological indication that people were using
basketry to create homes for their colonies of bees. In Britain, documentary
sources inform us that bees were being kept in wicker hives by the eighth
century.

Known as skeps, basket hives can be made either of wickerwork
(willow or hazel) or from straw stems twisted and bound together by a
harder cane-like material. Little is known of straw skeps until the later
medieval period when they feature frequently in manuscript illustrations,
but there was a possible example dating to the twelfth century recovered
from excavations undertaken at Coppergate in York in the late 1970s. The
anaerobic conditions provided by submersion in water (it had been starved
of oxygen) had preserved a series of twisted plant stems loosely bound
together by a thin stem-like material, and from the same layer thousands of



fragments of honeybees were also recovered. Unfortunately, we can’t be
sure about the exact relationship between the bee fragments and the twisted
rope-like material, therefore its interpretation as a bee skep must remain
conjectural. Yet some support for this early identification comes from the
word itself. Derived from the Old English sceppe, which in turn is derived
from Old Norse skeppa, it implies an etymological derivation from a period
of English and Norse intermingling, making York — a city and hinterland
where Anglo-Saxons and Vikings learned to live side by side from around
the ninth century — a possible candidate for the origination of skep
beekeeping.

A sceppe in Anglo-Norse England was a very specific quantity of grain,
a volume that, like the Winchester ‘bushel’ in its early days, was probably
reliant on a conventionally made vessel for measuring it out. Whether the
first occurrence of bees taking up residence in baskets was a deliberate or
accidental act, it would surely have been observed that they thrived in this
environment. Why? Because straw has incredible properties of insulation
and during the cold winter months of hibernation, as the colony huddles
together for warmth, the higher temperatures achieved can result in less die-
off of bees and therefore a greater number of workers to kick off the hive’s
work in spring. As any beekeeper will tell you, get a head start in spring and
bumper crops of offspring and honey await you in the summer and late
autumn. Until the mid-nineteenth century, straw skeps were the hive of
choice for many beekeepers in Britain and other parts of Europe.

In the nineteenth century, against a climate of ever increasing scientific
interest, naturalists set about the study of the honeybee with a view to better
understanding the inner workings of the colony, undoubtedly with one eye
on improving yields of honey. One of the problems with skep beekeeping
was that you couldn’t really see what was going on in the hive, and
although as early as the eighteenth century some skeps were equipped with
side windows to view activity, beekeepers were still largely reliant on
watching the behaviour of the bees as they came and went from the hive
entrance to ascertain the overall health of the colony. By the middle decades
of the century, Lorenzo Langstroth in the US, Jan Dzierzon in Poland and
Edward Bevan in Britain, among others, were exploring how the hive could
be adapted to favour the scientific study of bees. The results of their
endeavours were a series of timber box hives with moveable combs — some
fixed in frames, some hanging from bars — all with the same principle: the



hive could be opened from the side or the top and individual combs taken
out for study and harvesting. Further adaptations included queen excluders,
which restricted where in the hive the queen could lay her eggs, and supers,
boxes of frames that could be placed on the top of the hive to capitalise on
expansion in honeycomb as the colony grew. These types of hives are now
ubiquitous, certainly in Europe and the US, and have encouraged
beekeepers to develop an array of techniques that allow them to manipulate
the bees, control their reproduction and maximise honey production in an
unprecedented manner. Great news for beekeepers, but were they good for
bees?

VV HAT APPEALS MOST to me about straw bee skeps is the basic nature of

the material required for their construction: straw and bramble. The tools
needed are also of the simplest variety: a pocket knife, a small spar hook, a
needle made from the leg bone of a goose or turkey, and a sleeve or funnel
made from a length of cow horn. Anyone living in rural pre-Industrial
Britain would with very little hardship have been able to find the tools,
resources and time to sit down and make their own skep. Anyone, therefore,
could theoretically have had a beehive in the back garden.

Today, if you stand out in a field of wheat it’s likely that the plants
wouldn’t come up much above your knees. But a century ago farmers grew
what are now called long straw varieties, so named because their stems
could reach heights of up to six feet. Since the Second World War,
biologists have worked towards creating a plant that redirects the growth
hormones and nutrients from the stem to the ear, resulting in shorter plants
but more numerous and heavier grains in the head. The new varieties better
fitted the requirements of a time when there was less demand for straw and
more demand for food. As a by-product of early cereal crops, long straw
had a number of uses around the farmstead and in the world of craft — in
effect, a free and widely available material which, when kept dry, was
remarkably durable.



Bramble too is often more widely available than many farmers or
gardeners care for, but it’s not the sprawling thickets of bramble which
spread inconveniently across precious grazing that are of use to the skep-
maker. The bramble required for skep cane must be well managed in a
location where it competes for light with taller shrubs, such as thorn or
spindle, so that it grows a trunk of considerable height, which allows its
flowers to break through the hedgerow canopy. It does this to attract the
bees for pollination, and so that its fruit can lure birds, which, in devouring
the sweet swollen blackberries, become the unwitting carriers of the
bramble’s seeds. I have cut and drawn bramble plants which, having spent
their short life competing with mature hawthorns, have reached a length of
thirty feet. But the skep-maker needs to be selective. If the stems are too
thick the cane they produce can be too robust and, while this material might
be useful for other jobs around the homestead, it’s too inflexible for binding
the straw in the skep.

Usually, a stem the thickness of a little finger is ideal, and it’s better to
cut it at around five feet in length. Anything longer than that becomes
impossible to wield in the making process. It’s also important that the stem
18 free from branches as these create knots in the wood, which in turn create
problems in the splitting process required to convert the stem into three or
four lengths of cane. An extremely sharp, thin-bladed penknife can be used
for slicing the stem down its length and into quarter strips, but the more
skilful and effortless technique of guiding the split with a sharp spar hook
would be preferred. Once split, the pith inside is exposed and must be
removed before the cane can be used. If left in it will rot over time and
loosen the bind of the cane on the straw, making the whole skep unstable. In
all of this, the most efficient method is to let the cut bramble stems lie
submerged in fresh water for a good few weeks. The material as a whole
becomes much more pliable, so that the splitting can almost be done with
your fingers and the rotted pith scraped out with a spoon. A speedy way of
splitting cane is to use a cleaver, a short wooden baton with its ends carved
in such a way that once an initial split has been made with fingers or knife,
the baton can be drawn through the stem to carry the split evenly to the end
of the length. However, stems can only be split this way if the pith has been
soaked and weakened to the point where it offers no resistance.

Letting nature do the hard work for you — by soaking — might massively
cut down processing time but it does require prior planning and the



appropriate type of water source. If you get the soaking wrong, you can ruin
your whole cane harvest. If the water is too stagnant, for example, it can rot
the cane wood and weaken it. Equally, if it gets wet and dry and wet again
too often it can become brittle. There is some merit in working with freshly
cut and processed cane, for as it seasons it shrinks and binds the skep tighter
together. Whether you soak it or not, it’s advisable to remove the barkwood.
This can be done using a stropping technique, with the foot securing the
cane to the floor as one hand holds the other end taut and the back of the
knife is run down the inside of the cane from top to bottom in a slow and
steady action. This, in effect, pushes the barkwood away from the
heartwood. The most time-consuming aspect of skep-making is sourcing the
cane. As with every job, skep-making is made all the more easy by working
with the best materials, and a good-sized skep can require in the region of
two hundred feet of cane.

THE MAKING OF a skep is an exercise in control and rhythm. At all points

the hands must be working to constrain the materials, manipulating them
with the end form in mind. For the beginner, photographic examples may be
needed. But for the seasoned skep-maker, a subliminal aesthetic, a beauty
dependent on how the skep is intended to function, guides the work. The
straw must be lightly soaked so that it’s pliable in the hands and forgiving in
the twist. It must be dressed too, and it’s best to spend a good twenty
minutes, while the straw is still in the sheaf, combing the leaves off the
stems to achieve the smoothest possible finish. Keeping the thickness of the
straw layers even is another challenge and requires the aid of the cow horn
to funnel the straw stems together. This action in particular must be
conducted with a rhythmic regularity for the straw to flow seamlessly from
the sheaf, through the funnel and into the bind. The cane must also be
wetted so that it resists splitting and fraying as it’s woven through the rolls
of straw. The technique of stitching is known as lip work and involves
passing the lip of the cane into the void created in the roll of twisted straw
by the spearing of the straw with a leg-bone needle. The cane is then drawn



through tightly and bound around the next roll, or course, of twisted straw
before being secured to the previous course through the same lip work
stitching technique. In this fashion, the skep spirals into life. Shape and
form are the maker’s choice, but are conceived as part of a slow realisation
rather than an act of preconceived draughtsmanship.

ARE SKEPS MAKING a comeback? Many of the criticisms levelled at today’s

unsustainable agricultural systems could just as well be made at modern
methods of beekeeping. During the last hundred years or so, we have
developed a tendency to overexploit and ride roughshod over natural forces
rather than working with them, and changes in beekeeping have been no
different. There is no doubt that the change in hive types introduced in the
nineteenth century significantly improved our understanding of the
honeybee. We have been able to observe at close hand the developments
within the comb, the laying cycle of the queen, the behaviour of worker and
drone and the causes and consequences of disease. But these developments
have also put us in a position where we can manipulate the bees in our
pursuit of maximum yields. In some ways bees have become our prisoners,
or slaves.

Although skeps precluded inspection and analysis on a scientific level,
perhaps the biggest criticism made by modern beekeepers is that to get to
the honey you have to destroy the brood in the comb. Frame hives, by
contrast, have compartments and excluders that prevent the queen from
laying eggs in certain parts of the comb, and it’s from these frames that the
modern beekeeper can harvest, keeping clear of the queen and the next
generation of bees. With skeps, without removable parts and a means of
keeping the queen away from some of the comb, it’s much harder to harvest
the honey without compromising the brood and the hive’s means of
reproducing itself the following year. It’s not strictly true that the whole
colony needs to be destroyed, for the outside edge of the skep can be
carefully harvested in order not to disturb the nucleus combs. But this is a
fiddly process, and it’s undoubtedly more efficient and higher yielding to



harvest all the comb inside, destroying the colony in the process. Modern
beekeepers might well take issue with this, but would the beekeepers of old
have been so concerned?

I don’t think so. And there are a number of reasons why. First, the egg-
laying honeybee queen has a working life of only four or five years. So, if
you have a skep with a queen approaching retirement, you can confidently
harvest for honey knowing that the chances of her having another
productive year are slim. In essence, rather than let her continue for another
year and find out too late that her egg supply has dried up, you cash in early
and, in doing so, the cleaned-out skep will be ready and waiting for a new
swarm the following year.

It is here that another supposed shortcoming of the skep actually works
in its favour. The natural way bees reproduce is via a swarm. In the height
of summer, when the days are long and hot and the pollen is in full flux, the
queen will decide that she and around half the colony will flee the hive in
search of a new home. She will leave behind a hive stocked with honey
stores, a workforce of young bees and, most importantly, an egg that will
shortly hatch and provide this new colony with their queen. Thus one
colony becomes two. The problem for modern beekeepers is that, as a
consequence of this halving of the workforce and the time it takes for both
colonies to get back up to full strength, honey yields at the end of the
season are significantly lower. So, if you can suppress the swarm,
preventing the midsummer break in production, you stand to bring in a
bumper yield of honey at the end of the season. Modern removable frame
hives allow a range of manipulation techniques to be used by the beekeeper
to prevent the queen from swarming. Skeps, on the other hand, do not. In
fact, a contrary attitude is taken by the skep beekeeper where she is actively
encouraging her bees to swarm, so that year on year she has a healthy
supply of new bees to stock the skeps that she has harvested the honey and
comb from the year before.

Skep-keeping relies, therefore, on an entirely different philosophy and
economy of beekeeping — one almost in opposition to modern methods.
Some people would argue that yields are far lower, but it’s a much more
apicentric — bee-friendly — way of producing honey, and I think that more
traditional methods can find economic parity with the methods born out of
nineteenth-century improvements. In modern hives the conscientious
beekeeper, in the interests of the colony, will take little more than one-fifth



of the honey surplus, leaving the rest for the bees to sustain themselves
during the winter. Commercial beekeepers will take more, replacing the
shortfall with a synthetic sugar-based solution, and then wonder why the
colony is in ill health come the following spring. The skep beekeeper
effectively achieves the same ratios when they sacrifice one in every five
colonies because, as explained earlier, the queen is in her fifth year. Thus,
one fifth of the honey surplus is taken for human consumption. There may
be less overall because of swarming, but, in many ways, you want them to
swarm — it’s good for the bees.

There is another element to this comparison, though. A beekeeper using
removable frames, employing mechanical centrifugal methods of extraction
to draw the honey out while leaving the comb intact, will argue that the
comb from the frames can be reused by the bees in the next year, saving
them the job of building new comb, and thus allowing them to get straight
on with honey production. Cutting and harvesting the comb from a skep
destroys it completely, but the plus side is that you have more beeswax at
your disposal; in medieval and early modern times, before the introduction
of petroleum-based candle waxes, the beeswax was almost as precious as
the honey.

There are other benefits in making the bees build fresh comb on a more
regular basis. With fresh comb there is less chance of disease carrying over,
and although modern-hive beekeepers will criticise skep beekeeping
because it precludes access to inspect for diseases, it may be that in a world
of predominantly skep-based beekeeping, there is less need to take such a
cautious approach to disease. This is because one of the key benefits of skep
beekeeping is the active promotion, rather than suppression, of breeding.
We’re constantly warned about the risks of disease to honeybees, and while
removable frames allow closer and more regular inspection in order to take
preventative steps (which usually amounts to pouring toxic chemical
products over the frames), if we weren’t advocating such intensive methods
in the first place the threat of disease might not be so great. As with any
livestock, as soon as methods become commercial the risk of disease rises.
Perhaps most importantly, if we have, since the beginnings of the modern
removable hive, suppressed swarming and reproduction on a regular basis,
to what extent have we retarded the species’ ability to evolve and build
resistance to new strains of disease?



The objections to skep beekeeping are cast in terms of yields and
disease but are mired in a mid-nineteenth-century pseudoscientific way of
keeping. I think this obscures a not necessarily more intelligent way of
beekeeping, but a different way. Basically, we dispensed with creft in
favour of science. And there are certain economics that come with more
traditional methods. The market for beeswax is one. At the point when
cheaper alternatives started to flood the market, it became more lucrative to
focus the enterprise on the production of honey. Also, taking one-fifth of the
surplus from one hive is very different from sacrificing one of five hives.
With skep-keeping, you have to keep more hives on the go. This requires
more space, but also more hives. One of the main selling points of a
cedarwood box hive would have been its longevity. Treated with varnish or
an oil-based paint, you could get a good forty years of life out of it. But
they were initially expensive. Skeps, on the other hand, were inexpensive,
made from what were then essentially free materials and in a time when
labour was cheap. So, there are many variables that need to be considered,
as well as a series of value judgements, before we decide on the best
method of keeping bees.

THERE IS SOMETHING creefty to skep-beekeeping, and I say this off the back

of successfully keeping bees in skeps. I got into bees in the mid-2000s, and
like many before me it all began with the discovery of a couple of old and
dilapidated beehives. The ones I found were tucked away at the edge of a
small wood on the high ground above our cottage. I put in an enquiry with
the local farmer, whose land they were on, and found that the hives had
been there for years, and that he’d lost touch with the beekeeper. Fair game,
I thought, and after a couple of wheelbarrow trips, I shipped both hives
down the hill and onto the workbench of my back shed. Over the course of
a couple of days, the best bits of both were salvaged to make a fairly solid
hive. Now all I needed was some bees.

They were not hard to come by. There were two enormous colonies
within a mile or so of my house. One had taken up residence behind the



shiplap panelling of an eighteenth-century granary building down the road,
and every year it seemed to be going like the clappers. I was even more
familiar with the other one — it lived in our chimney. Every year these
colonies swarmed, and both were big events. I remember the first year I
experienced the swarming of our chimney colony. I was sat in the house
working at my desk when I heard what sounded like a helicopter landing on
the roof. As tens of thousands of bees set off for a new life elsewhere, they
hurtled around the chimneystack in a cloud of reverberation. This event
happened, year on year, at almost exactly the same time — in late June — and
it was this swarm that I intended to catch.

And I did. It involved a ladder precariously balanced on the very top of
a thorn tree, some pretty vicious stings to my wrists, and a long wait to see
if — in shaking the swarm from the branch and into my prepared cardboard
box — I had actually captured the queen. But it was all worth it: two days
later, my rehabilitated hive was busy with the comings and goings of
worker bees, and my beekeeping days had begun in earnest. Over the
following years, I acquired more hives, and at its peak my enterprise grew
to eight colonies. Of course, more hives meant more inspections, more kit
and very much more time to carry out the best practice advised in various
beekeeping guides. The whole business started to get a little too serious and
I found myself spending as much time administering chemicals and
purchasing sterilising equipment as watching the behaviour of the bees
around the hives. Meddling, tinkering, manipulating — it all became a bit too
industrial for me, and as someone who has been gifted with a palate that
lacks a sweet tooth, I wasn’t even that interested in the honey.

I decided to let nature take its course for a few years. Discovering that
the nearest domestic bees to mine were a good two and a half miles away, I
wasn’t too concerned about the spread of disease, but in any case, it was
time to let the bees run their own affairs. During this period my colonies
never dropped below five, and on a couple of occasions I had bumper crops
of honey. I very much enjoyed laissez-faire beekeeping and chose to spend
the time I would have spent interfering in their business otherwise engaged
in the sowing and planting of bee-friendly flowers — especially clovers,
sunflowers and lavenders. Along with my brother, I also started exploring
alternative methods of beekeeping. While he set about building top-bar
hives — a simple but effective hive for resource-challenged communities in
Africa — my interest had been ignited by the find of a skep in the attic of an



abandoned fermette in the Creuse region of central France. At the time, |
was researching the old stone-built huts of the bergers — shepherds — whose
traditional life rearing sheep on the hills of the Limousin region had been
almost completely replaced by the industrial production of beef for the
French fast-food industry. Taking refuge in the abandoned farm during a
sudden downpour, this chance encounter with a traditional form of straw
hive committed me to a new form of beekeeping. After weighing up the
possibility of carrying this ancient artefact as hand luggage on my return
flight home, I instead resigned myself to making my very own version back
home in England.

In a fit of craft puritanism, I decided that my skep would be made
entirely from materials grown within my own garden. This was going to be
my creft — to see if I could turn the natural products of a half-acre of
English downland into honey. What had seemed like a wonderful and
romantic idea in the beginning, over eighteen months later had turned into a
labour of love. My skep became something of a major project. It would
have been possible to build an extension on the side of the cottage in the
time it took me to finish my skep. But this is largely because, in seeking to
use exclusively home-grown materials, I’d opened a proverbial can of
worms. In the first instance, I needed to grow the straw. I managed to obtain
grains of the right long-straw variety without too many problems, but it’s
best grown as a winter wheat, a plant that is sown and germinates in late
autumn, lies dormant over the winter months before growing on in the
spring, flowering in the summer and going to seed the following autumn.
Grown this way, the plant is stronger, the stem taller and the end product
better suited to skep-making. So, by the time I harvested my wheat in late
August a whole year had already passed. But I hadn’t wasted my time. Over
the summer months I spent any free moments I could experimenting with
different types of bramble cane — all sourced from the hedgerows bounding
our garden plot. As a consequence, I had a substantial amount of prepared
split cane to bind together the straw. Finally, I could craft my skep. And it
took about three hours to actually make.

But I still wasn’t happy. Because skeps are made of straw, bound in a
circular fashion, they’re not particularly water resistant. While they can
brave the odd shower, if left out permanently they can get soaked through,
which would spell disaster for the bees inside. Skeps have always required
some kind of shelter. Visit any old country house, look closely, and



somewhere, cut into the walls of the grounds, the walled garden or an
ancillary building, you will find what are called bee boles. These are
purpose-built alcoves for housing skeps, providing the perfect
waterproofing for the insulation properties of the straw. Lower down the
social order is a range of techniques that can be used to achieve the same
thing. On a trip to the Museum of Welsh Life in St Fagans, I came across an
ingenious arrangement of large slate slabs used to create a series of
sheltered shelves into which a good number of skeps could be housed.
Working our way down the social order further, I’ve seen old photographs
of skeps perched on logs in orchards with a variety of large flowerpots, old
pans and off-cuts of tarpaulins providing shelter. I decided I'd go for a
purpose-built bole, and using some reclaimed bricks I created a large free-
standing alcove with one concrete paving slab as a base and another as a
roof. After a week of rain, I inspected the interior of the skep and found it
full of cobwebs. If other insects were flocking to it then it was certainly dry
and warm enough for bees.

But every time I looked out of the kitchen window I winced at the look
— the aesthetics — of my hive. I didn’t mind the old bricks too much but the
concrete slabs were just so ugly. They grated against the whole ethos of my
skep-making, one that depended on only the most locally sourced materials.
I needed to find an alternative. Stone is in such short supply on the chalk
downlands that trying to make a natural stone covering was out of the
question. I considered making a timber roof, but in the end resorted to the
most traditional method. I still had a substantial quantity of wheat straw
left, so I decided to make what is called a hackle — a thatched straw cone
that sits on top of the skep. This took a while, but not as long as the
thatched outer wicker frame I'd also decided to make as an extra insulating
wall. In the end, it became the Rolls-Royce of skeps. In total, it had
probably taken me the best part of two months of part-time work to
complete. I was starting to feel like a true Arts and Crafts practitioner.

Eventually, I managed to get some bees into my hard-earned skep. In
mid-February, I was asked to take the large colony from the granary
building down the road. It was due for a refurbishment and, wishing to
pursue a bee-friendly approach to their removal, the contractors had given
me a call. It was a battle cutting the combs from the void behind the panels,
delicately placing them in the skep, and trying not to upset the very drowsy
bees. I knew it was touch and go as to whether they’d survive, and whether



the queen would pull through such an upheaval. But trying to move them
was better than having the pest-control officer destroy them with poisons.
As April came, the hive started to show promising activity, and by late May
they were exhibiting some of the vigour they’d shown back in their old
granary home. The bees thrived in the skep, and continue to do so. My
whole beekeeping enterprise has now been stripped down to three hives,
and of the three I have absolutely no doubt that the bees in the skep hive
fare the best. Without fail, they’re the first colony to get going in early
spring, they produce an adequate surplus — which I harvest by means of
placing an extra skep on top of the brood skep — and they are entirely
capable of looking after themselves.

The creeft in beekeeping is not in the meddling in the bees’ affairs but in
the preparation of their home.
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TAMING THE WILDS




ORIGINALLY, WE WERE hunter-gatherers, or, as some scholars now prefer,

gatherer-hunters, in recognition of the fact that we probably spent more
time crouching on our hands and knees gathering up wind-fallen nuts and
fruits than we did manfully belting through the undergrowth, spear in hand,
in hot pursuit of quarry. But at some point, approximately twelve thousand
years ago, we domesticated certain plants and animals and adopted a more
sedentary lifestyle. Exactly why we did so remains one of the greatest
questions of the human story, marking as it does a profound shift in our
relationship with the natural world and triggering a series of monumental
social changes. No longer would the vast herds of the animal migrations
determine where we overwintered, nor would the bountiful harvests of the
alluvial plains dictate where we set up camp in the summer. As we tamed
the wilds and coerced the natural world to fit in with our designs, we gave
up our nomadic lifestyle and gradually became farmers. Then, as we
produced surpluses and began to covet land, so our populations boomed and
the arena was set for the human display of hierarchy, power and conflict.
Dubbed the Neolithic Revolution by the archaeologists of the 1920s,
this period of domestication and settlement was by modern standards
anything but sudden. Some believe that the adoption of farming practices
across prehistoric Europe took as many as two millennia, and in Britain the
so-called Agricultural Revolution of the Neolithic (the New Stone Age) is
accepted as roughly covering the period from 5,000—4,500 BC to 3,000—
2,500 BC. And the story of how humans domesticated the landscape around
them doesn’t end with the late Bronze Age agriculturalists. The varied
processes by which we cultivated wastelands or wildernesses to grow food
or graze livestock continued developing right up until the mid-twentieth
century. While the most fertile and workable land in Britain had already
been cleared of its primeval temperate rainforest by the end of the
prehistoric period, the more advanced agricultural practices of the Romans,
driven by a need to support the emergent cities of the civitates — a



burgeoning state infrastructure and a pan-European trade in goods —
extended the agrarian topography of the British landscape. The subsequent
collapse of the Roman Empire very likely saw many fields and farmsteads
return to wilderness, with the fertility of centuries, if not millennia, lying
dormant until the later part of the first millennium AD, when agrarian
developments were once again on the rise. Throughout the medieval period
landscapes of extremes found themselves the victim of humankind’s
tenacious ability to manipulate the natural world. Marshes were drained,
wetlands reclaimed and the tradition of assarting — the clearing of trees and
shrubs to create farmland — further ate into the ever dwindling moors,
marshes and woodlands of the British Isles.

This is a story that can be told through the main tools of domestication
and the means by which it is sustained: the walls, hedgerows and ditches
that make up the skein of complexity in the British landscape we see today.
These boundaries were for centuries the seasonal concern of an army of
agricultural labourers whose creeft it was to ditch, wall and hedge —
practices that went hand in hand with the agricultural traditions they
facilitated. To control the land, to subdue its tendency to return to the wild,
it needed to be stock-proofed in order that crops could be protected, but also
so that the gluttonous attentions of herded cattle and sheep could be
concentrated on particular areas, grazing and manuring them in preparation
for future arable cycles. Today, wire fencing has become the stock-proofer’s
barrier of choice; its immediacy, and requirement for little annual
maintenance, has seen its widespread adoption regardless of landscape type.
Everywhere you look today you find pig wire, chicken wire, barbed wire
and supporting wooden stakes. On an aesthetic level, the character of
landscapes once defined by their stock-proofing barriers is steadily being
eroded. The drystone walls of the Peak District, the hedgebanks of the
Devon fieldscape and the sweeping hedgerows of the chalkland arable are
all giving way to this homogeneous — and lifeless — means of demarcating
space.

The damage of wire fencing is not just aesthetic. It is also historic. Wire
fencing, once the breakthrough technology of the industrial agriculture of
the nineteenth century, very quickly came to undermine traditional British
farming. Its global export meant that for the first time vast stretches of
prairie in the Americas and outback in Australia could now be enclosed and
exploited at speed, and with little investment of money and manpower. The



result was that livestock could now be farmed on an unprecedented scale,
which in turn meant that British farmers, saddled with their historic hedges,
ancient walls and medieval ditches, simply couldn’t compete. And like all
modern quick-fix systems it was effectual, at least in landscape terms, only
in the short term. While wire fences are quick to put up and require little
maintenance for a couple of decades, they have a finite lifespan and, over a
longer timeframe, require imported materials to retain their structural
integrity. As the collapsed posts and twisted wire observed on any
countryside ramble will attest, these posts might not be replaced any time
soon. In short, the continuing wire-fencing boom of the twentieth century is
distinctly un-creeft-like.

The opposite might be said of walls, hedges and ditches. The initial
investment in the creation of such barriers is substantial — especially when
undertaken by hand. They need maintenance: a hedge needs laying every
six to seven years; a drystone wall needs occasional restacking in places;
and the base of a ditch needs redigging. But they are monuments that last
and, most importantly, they are born from the very earth they partition. A
hedge needs no imported materials, since year on year it grows its own. A
drystone wall needs only restacking. A ditch needs nothing more than a
spade to refashion its profile. They have proved faithful servants to British
farmers for centuries, if not millennia.

Remarkable as it may seem, there are stretches of drystone wall on the
Pennines and on Dartmoor that have been archaeologically proven to date
from the earliest phases of agricultural development in the Bronze Age. A
method of dating a hedgerow, called Hooper’s Law after the scientist Max
Hooper, involves counting the different plant species it contains along a
given stretch. With every new species over and above an initial three
varieties taken to represent a hundred years of its existence, in most areas of
Britain it has been demonstrated that many of our most substantial
hedgerows date back to the medieval period. Ditches providing the main
axes of coaxial field systems in the Cheshunt area of Hertfordshire have
also been dated to the late Iron Age, on the basis of pottery recovered from
their primary fills. Alongside this longevity, hedgerows, walls and ditches
contribute other vital services to the farm as a whole. They are a crucial
source of biodiversity in an otherwise potentially monocropped landscape;
they provide shelter from wind, rain and sun; and ditches play an important
dual role in the management of irrigation.



VV E TEND TO think of hedgerows as permanent fixtures, essentially static

manifestations in the landscape. But to operate effectively, they have to be
nurtured on a cycle of six to ten years. This involves laying, pleaching or
plashing, a process in which the new growth of the last six or so years is
folded down into the line of the hedge and woven into other laid branches
or between regularly placed stakes. Left to its own devices, a hedgerow
species, like any shrub or tree, will seek to grow to its maximum height. In
becoming more treelike, the shrub develops a canopy of leaves that
prevents sunlight from reaching the emerging shoots of lesser shrubs,
stunting their growth. The result is substantial gaps around the base of the
larger shrubs, and if exploited by animals these gaps can widen at an
alarming rate. Neglected for too long, a hedgerow can become nothing
more than a row of irregularly spaced spindly trees, and their shade
depriving the hedgerow floor of other shrubs to plug the gaps.

So what does pleaching a hedge involve? The answer is an extremely
sharp billhook (like a hooked hatchet), a hedger’s mitten, a bow saw and a
considerable degree of craftsmanship. If the hedge is in reasonably good
shape and has received proper management in the first place, the various
species will have developed in such a way that a plentiful number of shoots
are growing from the base. In the first instance, you don’t really want the
thickness of the shoots you intend to lay to have grown beyond the width of
your lower arm — if they have, it’s because they haven’t been pleached
recently enough. These shoots need to be removed altogether. For the
remaining shoots, the trick is to make a cut with the billhook at the base of
the shoot, far enough through so that the trunk can be easily bent down
without snapping it clean off — usually between a third and halfway
through. Depending on the style of hedging — and each part of the country
has its own methods — this shoot is bent down to anywhere between parallel
or diagonal to the hedgerow floor, effectively barring passage. It’s important
that the cut doesn’t go so far through the shoot that too little of the
barkwood is left intact. The barkwood is the means by which the shoot will
continue to grow, transporting the nutrients and growth hormones from the



roots to the growing tips which, now that the shoot is laid flat, will emerge
along its length, providing a stock-proof barrier over the coming years.

Certain rules need to be observed, such as always laying hedges uphill.
As sap rises, you need to ensure that the places on the laid branch where
you want new growth to develop are always above the top of the roots.
Also, keep your cuts clean (hence the sharpness of the billhook). That way
the shrub stands a good chance of healing quickly and getting on with the
job of growing. One swift and accurate chopping motion should be enough
to achieve the required forty-five-degree cut. Hacking away with a blunt
tool to generate the right depth and angle of cut can result in a messy wound
to the branch, which is more likely to trap water and rot the shrub at its
base. Another tip is to match your forty-five degree cut with another cut, at
right angles to it, to remove an angular chock, or spur, and smooth the line
from the laid shoot, which again helps to shed water.

Every now and again you need to remove branches altogether, and this
is where a certain level of confidence is required, along with the ability to
see four or five cuts ahead. When I first started hedging, most of my day
would consist of long pauses as I procrastinated over whether or not a
particular branch should be removed. As time passed, it became more of an
intuitive process, a simple and logical deduction of which branch would
stay and which would go in order to create the best hedge. There are various
reasons why you remove branches altogether. If a branch is too large it can,
when laid, dwarf other laid species below, blocking out the sunlight and
suppressing growth. Evenness and uniformity are crucial too. Certain
species of shrub grow at variable rates, as indeed do members of the same
species. After ten years, that variability may need bringing into line. Also,
you might want a better-placed but smaller shoot from the same shrub to
develop as the main shoot. Leaving in its larger sibling will mean that it’s
always battling for its share of growth hormones. Remove the larger one
and the smaller one becomes the lone recipient of a disproportionately large
root bole and thus grows much more vigorously.

Of course, this is the kind of knowledge you gain when you’ve worked
in an industry long enough to observe and learn from the fruits of your
labour. In the ten years or so that I’ve been dabbling with hedging I can
now revisit certain stretches and see what worked and what didn’t. And a lot
of my work could have been improved on. But to the regular hedger, the
learning curve would have been steeper and the mastery of the craft



achieved sooner. The ultimate goal is a hedgerow that is so well laid and
developed that it becomes almost a solid wall of foliage. Such hedges
require a different form of maintenance — one more akin to the regular
pruning of a garden hedge. On a large scale, however, pruning shears would
make heavy work of agricultural hedgerow management. A freer and more
fluent technique known as brushing or combing must be used to get through
the miles and miles of hedge needing treatment.

Over the last ten years this has been something I do at least twice a year
with the larger hedgerows around the garden. For this job you need a
hedging hook. Like so many vernacular tool types, the part of the country
you come from influences the shape of the tool. I’ve experimented with
several different types, ranging from the large short-handled crescent-
shaped hook to the long-handled shallow-hooked variety. It very much
depends on the types of hedgerow species you’re working with, which are
largely dictated by the soil, which is itself dictated by the underlying
bedrock, hence the regional variation in tool types. I’ve settled for
something in between — a sort of short-handled scythe-shaped hook — which
when sharpened slices admirably through the outer foliage of the hedge,
tightening up the whole barrier. At first, I had to work to the shape of the
existing hedge, one very much the creation of the chattering hedge trimmer
— square, ordered, boxy. But over time, my technique has moulded the
hedge into a smoother and more rounded figure. It’s a technique I usually
sum up as a series of three motions. First, to cut the part of the hedge that
grows from the ground to waist height, I adopt a swiping motion
somewhere between a tennis player’s backhand and a cricketer’s straight
driving shot. To cut the section between waist and head height, a tennis
player’s forehand with heavy topspin is required, and to cut the part of the
hedge level or above head height, it is very definitely a cricketer’s hook
shot.

In the bible on the subject, Hedges for Farm and Garden (1950), J. L.
Beddall states, ‘The hedger has always been a craftsman and takes his place
in the economy of the countryside. In the days of the self-supporting and
self-sufficing manors his was as much a craft as the smith’s, carpenter’s and
carter’s.” Today, it’s easy to overlook that skill. Hedges have become more
of a nuisance to farmers, landowners and councils, and the standard
approach has been to machine flail, indiscriminately, and to such a degree
that many are sick from canker and neglect. Our relationship with hedges



has come to reflect, in the words of the writer and environmentalist Roger
Deakin in Wildwood: A Journey Through Trees (2008), our ‘disdain for
nature’. Such sentiments are so drastically far removed from the views of
the sixteenth-century farmer and poet Thomas Tusser, who, in his Five
Hundred Points of Good Husbandry (1573), points out many of the positive
aspects of hedgerows that we have so woefully chosen to forget, including
the wealth they bring to the land through the facilitation of crop rotations,
and that in themselves they ‘hath plentie of fewell and fruit’. Furthermore,
they provide shade and shelt