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To Clare, my world.










Foreword



IF YOU TOOK A billhook to the soul of Britain, you’d find a hedge growing there. A good country hedge is an instant emblem of these isles, as much as Stonehenge, an oak tree in a meadow, or a downland chalk stream. Exiled in Berlin, the poet Rupert Brooke dreamed of home where ‘Unkempt about those hedges blows / An English unofficial rose’; upon reaching Britain from hedge-bare continental Europe, the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning was delighted to re-encounter a land where ‘All the fields / Are tied up fast with hedges, nosegay-like.’


Why does the hedge resonate so much? Brooke and Barrett Browning doubtless recognised in the hedge a form of craft, even an art. A hedge is human-made, a living sculpture formed by many hands over timeless years. In the past, men and women literally went to war to protect the British countryside, partly for its beauty, but partly because they recognised the hedged landscape as their heritage, a place characterised by the handiwork of their forefathers and foremothers. The Great British hedge stretches back to prehistoric times. The maintenance of a hedge is the preservation of agriculture.


Now we are at the thorny matter. Ironically, our hedges have no place in either industrialised food production or ‘rewilding’, since both eschew human care for the countryside. (A hedge would be swallowed up by the wolfy wildwood of a Britain returned to 3000 BC). But the hedge is the farmer’s true friend – it is stock fence, windbreak, defence against erosion, medicine chest for ill livestock (you let them browse to self-medicate). Apart from its agricultural virtues, a good hedge is a nature reserve, a home for fauna and flora. Some of the best habitats for nature are actually human-made. I know it seems impossible to say such a thing these days when rewilding sucks up the conservation movement’s oxygen, but it is true. Think of a traditional hay meadow. Or a pond. Or, of course, a hedge.


Richard Negus is a proper conservationist; he knows his stuff, because he does the stuff. He is a master hedger, a hands-on man with, as we say in the country, ‘a head on him’. He’s a thinker, and he can lay, bind and prune his wise words with consummate skill. His pen and his eyes are as sharp as his billhook. Like Gilbert White, BB (Denys Watkins-Pitchford) and other great rural writers, he gives you the view of the countryside from the inside out, and up personal and close. He also happens to know a collection of can-do conservationists and real East Anglian country people who, frankly, are a threatened species themselves.


A hedge is a leafy line of beauty, heritage and utility. It is a habitat too. Richard Negus shows us the wondrous life of the hedge, but above all how hedges, and the philosophy of the human-nature partnership that they embody, can mend the countryside. Hedges are the way ahead. And in Richard Negus they have their one true champion.


John Lewis-Stempel


April 2023










Prologue



MY CHAINSAW REQUIRES AN elaborate series of pumping, priming and lever-twisting. Only then, followed by repeated pulls on its cord, can I coax the engine into spluttering life. It hates me stopping for a tea break. It’s a machine that came out of a factory in Germany, but it seems to have moods and foibles. Cold weather makes it race; warm weather makes it reluctant. A fifteen-minute rest leaves it like a dozing soldier, reluctant to perform its duties. I turn back to the hedge, glancing at the stems I cut and laid before I stopped to sip a cup of sweet black tea, scalding hot from my battered flask. They lie one over the next like a thorny row of toppled dominoes. Long scars stare out where I have chopped through the stems – or pleachers, as they are called in our strange language of the hedge. So pale when first cut, they have now started to change colour. The maple turns orange, the spindle ivory-like, and the hazel and hawthorn turn cookie brown. I make some upward cuts with my saw, taking away the side growth from a hawthorn pleacher. It is January and there are no leaves on this gnarled limb, and only a handful of berries, unclaimed by the blackbirds and thrushes, still cling on.


I bend to cut my clean, straight pleacher now it is cleared of encumbrances. The little saw roars once more and I make a diagonal cut downwards from right to left. I watch with an attentive eye through the mesh of my safety visor, looking for the base of the thorn to give slightly. This indicates I have made my cut sufficiently deep and reduces the rigidity of the growing plant. The top of my wrist flips the saw’s safety bar forward and my thumb depresses the stop button.


The shift from anarchic roar to silence is dizzying. Yet there is never real silence here. Rooks caw persistently, and the chittering and squabbling of long-tailed tits is endless. One of the cock pheasants crows a challenge over at the wood some two fields away. He quits his row and I hear him ruffle his mantle when he hears no rival’s reply. Placing my saw down to my right, with gloved hands I bend the thorny pleacher gently over. Using my billhook to make a final cut, I lay the clean limb to nestle and intertwine with its neighbour. The hinge does its job. Thick enough to support the pleacher in its new position of forty degrees or so, but sufficiently flexible to allow me to alter nature. I flick the chainsaw back into life. Warmed up now, it is speedily responsive. I trim off the heel of the stool – the term for the still-living root-stock – and take a sideways step to my right to repeat the process with the next branch, then the next, then the next. I will stake and bind my hedge before the sun starts to go down; this will guard my work from the wind that loves to pluck at a hedge and undo hours of labour. When I drive away, I survey the thorny line in the gleam of my truck’s headlights. It is a sight I never grow tired of, and it pays my bills.


The stylised image of a hedgelayer is that of a pipe-smoking rustic, cutting away in a towering line of thorn and branch with a viciously sharp, curiously shaped billhook. This ancient tool was first used to trim Assyrian vines and briars; bronze examples, thought to be over 1,000 years old, have been found in Egypt. Over time, the billhook lost its role as a tool of regeneration and was instead called upon to become a thing of destruction. It could slice through muscle, bone and sinew, the makeshift weapon of serfs and bondsmen dragooned into leaving land-based toil to become soldiers.


I own three billhooks. The youngest, a Yorkshire-style hook, was made in 1941, and is stamped with a military crow’s foot. Another is a spar hook, the blade thinner and longer, made and still used for cleaving hazel to make spars for thatching. My oldest, and favourite – a Midland-style bill – was crafted by a long-forgotten Leicestershire smith in the 1920s. Curiously, it is made in a Devonshire pattern, yet I doubt the man who made it had ever ventured out of his county, let alone made the long trek to the South West. As the decades have rolled by, its handle has been replaced numerous times, but the cutting blade still takes an edge as only old hand-forged steel can. I was told once by an agricultural engineer that steel made prior to the atomic-bomb drops on Hiroshima and Nagasaki is superior to everything that came after. Radionuclide contamination, he said, and I believed him. A few purists sneer at my using a chainsaw to lay hedges, claiming that an axe should be used if a pleacher is too thick to be cut with a billhook. Many of these idealists are amateurs, extremely talented amateurs it must be said, competing in hedgelaying competitions throughout the land (and working in warm offices during the week while I’m out in the rain). But I have a job to do and I’m on the clock. The niceties and purities of craft are as relevant to me as a traction engine is to the tractor driver discing a field in his behemoth John Deere. I have a mile of hedge to lay and I don’t have time to dwell upon tradition for the sake of tradition.


Hedges, unlike some woodland, are and always will be a construct of man. Romano Britons cut and laid small trees to form livestock retaining enclosures. Gaps were filled by transplanting thorny shrubs; these saplings were protected with cut brash. The traces of these early hedges can still be seen today. After harvest, when the summer sun bakes the stubbles dusty yellow, the land reveals ancient secrets to the questing camera of the drone. Dark lines, the memories of hedgerows long gone, spread out like the veins on the back of an old man’s hand. As crop production increased, so hedges proliferated; they kept browsing wildlife out and gifted tender plants protection from the elements. Hedges acted as almost permanent boundaries; their permanency led to the fields being given names. What would Sheffield, Huddersfield or Enfield be without the hedge? Hedges became walls, delineating the ownership of land. When hedges grew too large and shaded out growing crops they were cut. If gaps appeared, enabling cattle or sheep to escape, they were filled by laid lengths. When the hedges got in the way they were coppiced and hacked. But these hedgerow battlements were too massive by now to be removed by mere hand tools. Trees were left behind and grew from sapling into elm or curlicued oak. The blackthorn suckers merely waited for a back to be turned to spring up and become a bank of scrub. These ancients had no thought, I suspect, that their hedgerow planting and management was providing habitat for wildlife. The hedge for them was a tool, a manageable means of ensuring their livestock received shelter and stayed in the place it was supposed to be. The idea that our forebears were somehow totally at one with nature seems a little romantic. More mundanely, the early farmers twigged that the hedge was simply yet another example of natural phenomena that they could harness and then master for their own ends.


Hedgerow plants such as hawthorn, blackthorn, field maple, hazel, dogwood and rose all happily grow in fruit-bowl-jumbled profusion in hedgerows, jostling with one another for dominance. The hedge apes, in human-made linear form, naturally occurring scrub. Scrub plants are the secondary species found in woodland, the nursemaids of lowland England’s great primary trees – oak, ash, elm, beech and hornbeam. Hedge shrubs are precocious, sufficiently forgiving to allow man to cut and trim them to his whim, yet growing and regrowing with a speed, density and thickness that suits our needs. It was mere coincidence that man’s creation of the hedge suited wildlife.


A mixed hedge plays home to prolific nature. Tree and house sparrows, yellowhammers, linnets, robins, blackbirds, thrushes, wrens, tits both blue and great and finches – be they green, chaf, gold or bull – rear their young in the cross-work of limbs. The grey partridge and pheasant escape from raptors in its thorny understory and weave their ground nests in the hedgerow’s lee. Shrews, mice and voles scurry and feed here. The hedgehog’s very name denotes its preferred habitat, although in hedge-light early-mediaeval England the hedgehog was known as an urchin – prickly yet edible. Rabbits and rats tunnel amongst the roots; the stoats and weasels follow, hunting them. Deer shelter from the elements here and badgers build their cavernous setts; foxes take up residence when brock decides to evacuate. Invertebrates – beetles, aphids, bees, flies, wasps and mites – call the hedge home. All-comers feast upon the fruit borne by the hedge in autumn. This man-made haven, created to keep cows and sheep in and wind and rain out, is so much more than a barrier. If the woods are the lungs of the land, the hedgerows are its arteries.


In Britain we have had a good number of revolutions. One regicidal, one industrial and the rest agricultural. In the eighteenth century, while France clamoured for liberté, égalité et fraternité, we rebelled via enclosure and the four-field rotation system. Our men of change were Jethro Tull, ‘Farmer’ George III and Robert Bakewell. Open-field, or strip, farming was in rapid decline by the early 1700s. The invention of the horse-drawn seed drill meant that crops could be sown in straight lines. Straight lines were previously unheard of in the agrarian landscape – there is no such thing as plumb linear in nature. These arrow path drills meant that a horse-drawn hoe could be used to suppress weeds. Landowners no longer needed to make their money via rents paid by a multitude of strip-farming husbandmen. Instead, they could enclose their lands and farm for themselves. Some husbandmen became paid employees of their erstwhile landlords. Many more turned their back on the land and headed to the smoke and cinders of the emerging industrial conurbations. The hedge became a barrier of a different nature, keeping out the wandering house cow or the litter of pigs owned by the landless. Common land became less common. The hedge was both an image of the ending of old freedoms and simultaneously a totem of improvement. In France, the symbol of revolution was the guillotine. In rural England it was the hedge.


I have a copy of the Ordnance Survey map of Suffolk for 1881. Nearly two centuries after Jethro Tull’s horse-drawn hoe first made its appearance, the land shown is still a patchwork of small fields. The sheer number of individual farms speaks of times when a large farmer was someone with a hundred acres rather than thousands of hectares. Countless farms are surrounded by a spider’s web of lines marking the hedgerows. Most of the fields are all odd angles and awkward corners. No problem for a ploughman and a team of Suffolk Punch horses to deal with, but a cash-sapping disaster of stopping, starting and turning for modern machinery. Each land parcel is of a similar size. Hedges are dotted with standard trees, intricately marked by the draughtsman’s pen nib. Doubtless most, if not all, of the hedgerow trees would have had their limbs pollarded, reducing field shade and providing the timber used for fuel – in East Anglia, where coal was the preserve of the rich, food was cooked and houses were warmed by wood fires. While nearly all of the hedgerows inked on this map are long gone, a hardy few remain. These living marks of times past, the maple and hawthorn, elm sucker and blackthorn, hazel and dog rose, are the offspring of Victorian hedges. In turn, those nineteenth-century barriers were borne by hedges dating back to the Enclosures Act. The word Act should in truth be pluralised. Between 1604 and 1914 over 5,000 individual Acts were put in place, enclosing nearly 7 million acres, ridding the landscape of subsistence landholdings to create consolidated and profitable farms. Open-field farming was dead and the hedge had taken root across the countryside.


This was a landscape that remained more or less unchanged until 1914. It was on 28 June that year when the Bosnian Serb Gavrilo Princip succeeded in shooting both Archduke Ferdinand and his wife the Duchess of Hohenberg. His marksmanship cost the countryside much. Farm labourers, gamekeepers and estate workers flocked to the colours. Their employers were also commissioned with rapidity. Off they went to the mire and blood of Flanders or the Dardanelles, many never to return. While Tommies died in their tens of thousands, arguably the truly ‘lost generation’ of the Great War was the officer corps. The life expectancy of a subaltern on the Western Front was a mere six weeks. With few heirs to carry on estates, a crash in agricultural income, the introduction of death duties and sweeping tax hikes spelled the end of the old ways. A shift in land ownership now occurred; nearly one quarter of farmland in England and Wales changed hands between 1918 and 1927. The new lords of the manor were a different animal from their predecessors. The old squirearchy in all their stuffy, minor-aristocratic ways had been loath to change much; hedges were valuable to their shooting interests, as were the woods. A lack of ready cash meant that mechanisation of agriculture had been slow to take hold. The new landlords, however, were men of action and commerce. Many were from the stock who had fled the land to join the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These men had made their money in the town and had now returned to bring their business brains to the land.


It would be wrong to say that the countryside changed overnight following the end of the Great War. A few bright young things spurned Baden Powell’s Scouts, who were perceived as too militaristic and rigid. They joined instead the ranks of the quasi-spiritual, proto-environmentalist Kindred of the Kibbo Kift, the Woodcraft Folk or the Green Shirts – an early twentieth-century equivalent to Extinction Rebellion but with less angry protest and more camping and folk dancing. The big-bag Edwardian shooting squire had also evolved. Sickened by the mass slaughter he had seen in France, he shunned ‘big bags’, turning to a more a considered approach, cherishing the wild game that inhabited his acres, heralding the dawn of the Game Conservancy. The countryside became seen as something pure, honest and clean, certainly when compared with the corruption of the trenches or the fire and brimstone of the industrial towns. Naturalists including the writer Henry Williamson, the folklorist Rolf Gardiner, and agriculturalists such as Jorian Jenks melded together their English proto-organicism, love of wildlife and delight in farming, advocating a troubling political philosophy of blood and soil.


The German invasion of Poland in 1939 put paid to peace in Britain. And the brave new world of 1945 was markedly different from that of 1918. We began to lose meadows, wetlands, trees and hedges after the Second World War. The word lost is too genteel: they were destroyed, smashed and erased – by saw and plough, by digger and dynamite. But this was no act of vandalism led by those who had bought land after the First World War. It was driven by government diktat. The nation was hungry and desiccated. Brought down by a cash-sapping, man-grinding war against totalitarianism. Victory in Europe brought to the British countryside a brutal modernism. The science and technology that had been used so successfully to kill off the cults of Nazism, Fascism and Japanese imperialism were turned to the land. The new pesticides and herbicides that were being introduced had been developed as chemical weapons of war. The munitions that levelled Dresden and Hamburg were re-employed to explode ancient elms and towering oaks, turning them to smouldering rootless splinters. And machinery that had stormed the beaches of Normandy was adapted then enlisted to erase hedges. The land now had one job to do – feed the nation. Farmland that had been a partnership, albeit a fairly one-sided one, between man and wildlife, shifted to become a human dictatorship. Every square yard needed to be productive. Woodland and wetland, trees and hedges, were enemies of mass production. The small land parcels seen in the map of 1881 were wasteful; they hampered the new, ever-larger, brutal agricultural machinery in reaping their economical monoculture harvests. If England was to pull herself out of rationing and thrive, trees had to be felled, drains had to be dug, the hedge had to be erased, and wildlife could go hang.


Natural England, the sense checker of policy and rural social conscience for the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), states that between 1946 and 1963 an estimated 4,800 kilometres of English hedgerows were grubbed out per annum. In 1950 the Forestry Commission, taking a rough guess, declared there to be 1 million kilometres of hedgerows in England. By 2007 the Countryside Commission tallied up a mere 477,000 kilometres. The English hedgerow was being eradicated, but not through devilment or the greed of farmers; it was merely a hindrance to production. The emerging, ultimately all-powerful supermarkets demanded more food, for less. The consumer learnt to clamour for the same. Governments of various flavours had become urbanised, as had the voters. The countryside was a foreign country. A vibrant hedge, filled with birdsong, didn’t gain votes. Environmentalists, politicians and commentators were all too happy to point a callous-free finger of blame at the farmer for this wrecking of the land, emboldened as they were with their bellies full of plentiful cheap food. The farmers had stark choices: feed the beast and put production before wildlife, or kick back and go to the wall.


Inconsistency is the politician’s lot. Since 1945 landowners had been primed and cajoled, encouraged and funded to remove hedgerows. The livestock farmers had duly grubbed out the bullfinch and replaced it with barbed wire. In arable country, the hedges that remained were sad affairs. Filled with gaps, sparse remnants of old. Cut and smashed to sticks in the ground, barely clinging onto life, unloved and of little ecological value. However, in the early 1990s Whitehall called an about-turn. The value of the hedge was once more realised. Not now as a barrier, but as a priceless wildlife habitat. Government grants were made available for planting kilometre upon kilometre of new hedges, frequently in the very places where the previous government’s grants had paid to rip them out. The landscape of Suffolk has, over the past twenty-five years or so, become lined with hedging whips guarded with largely ineffective hare- and deer-proof plastic spirals. The new plantings grew, their trunks restricted by their plastic tubes and bare of growth. What should have been hedges became linear rows of leafy lollipops. The upper boughs gave security to some of the birdlife that had so long-missed the hedgerows. Yet these scant-based replacement hedgerows were of no use to the grey partridges or yellowhammer. The small mammals, the voles and dormice, hedgehogs and wood mice, found no shelter here, exposed as they were to predators. The wind and rain could whip through these new havens that were in truth not havens at all, an umbrella frame with no canvas.


To remedy these failings is my lot, to fill the gaps with new growth, to widen and thicken the base and to stiffen the backbone of planted potential. A hedge is only truly a hedge if its foundations are strong. The hedgelayer was once the man who renovated the old. Today I am the man who makes good the new. Ninety per cent of the hedges I lay have been planted within the past twenty years. This is to be celebrated: the hedge has become a thing of veneration once more; a good hedge is as much a mark of a good farmer as is their yield per hectare.


Hedge coppicing is more dramatic than laying. While the young hedges suit laying well, the older, overgrown hedgerows of earlier times rejuvenate more successfully when coppiced. In this most traditional of East Anglian hedgerow management techniques, I cut the hedge down to a few inches from the ground. All winter the stool that is left will remain dormant, guarded by the cut brash, retained in place by living stakes. Then in the spring nature takes over: fresh growth erupts from the stools, multiple stems rise to the sun. The old and decayed hedge is rejuvenated. It has become a fad with the unenlightened to post images of coppiced hedges on social media, declaring the landowner to be a villain who has ‘destroyed’ a hedge. This is as far from the truth as is possible. Coppicing is as much working with nature as hedgelaying; we cut down the old so that the new may grow back stronger. It is ironic that those who loudly clamour for ‘more wild’ are so readily attracted to the order of the laid hedge, yet become red-faced at their keyboards, tweeting and Facebooking their disgust, at the sight and notion of coppice. Hedgelaying is seen as a craft, a timeless artisan activity, one that conjures images of the Green Man. It is these things, but it is neither more nor less regenerative than coppicing; it is simply prettier.


Hedgelaying in all its quirkiness has helped me to gain a level of local notability. Whenever I am introduced to fellow guests at a party as a ‘local hedgelayer’, they show heartening interest in my work. ‘I’d love to learn to do that,’ they often reply. ‘What a lovely way to earn a living,’ they say. Yet this is not a comfortable job – my arms are scratched and scarred, my skin wrecked and snagged by briar, thorn and bramble so often that psoriasis has taken hold. Sometimes I see genuine concern in people’s faces. They fear, when they see the angry red scars on my arms, that I am a self-harmer. ‘It’s not that,’ I rush to tell them. ‘It’s just that life in the hedge is one of constant cuts.’ But it is also a joyous one. Few other jobs in the countryside allow you to take a pause from your toil, stand quietly and simply watch the world about you. Hedging brings you so close to wildlife, you cease to merely be an observer; you become as much a part of a hedgerow as a yellowhammer or dormouse. The naturalist observes nature; as a hedger, you are nature. I believe much of my lore and intimate knowledge of hedgerows is not gained through repetitive work – cutting and chopping and bending and pleaching – but in my breaks for breath and pauses for tea. It is only during these quiet times, reflective times, when I truly understand what makes an English hedgerow. My working day is observed closely by mice and voles. Stoats grow used to my activity and dare themselves to come close, to peer myopically at my toil. The birds seem to be nearly impervious to the work; it is no rarity to feel the almost imperceptible weight of a robin land on my bent shoulder; blue tits row up as if in a gallery to gawp at my toil. Grey partridges regard me warily. I sometimes like to think, if only half seriously, that all the creatures know I am doing this for them.


The Perfect Hedge


‘What is the perfect hedge?’ I’m frequently asked. I hate this question, because my answer is ambiguous at best. ‘It is complicated,’ I am forced to reply with a politician’s swerve. Individual bird, mammal and invertebrate species have so many peculiar hedgerow needs. Height and density matter to birds; yellowhammers want a hedgerow that is thick and low, turtle doves prefer one tall and straggly; every one of the farmland species has its own idiosyncratic requirements. The individual plant species that are present, or not, can be the difference between life and death for some insects. For example, the Brown Elm Tortrix moth, as its name indicates, is brown and likes elm in a hedge. It flies in June and July at dusk and night, wherever elms occur on lowland sites. Its larvae feed nearly exclusively within unopened elm buds, leaving in their wake a characteristic line of holes along a leaf vein, as if an accurate machine gunner had taken potshots. The act of keeping an elm-filled hedge trimmed to a height so that it evades the Dutch elm beetle may enrage people who hate the aftermath of a flail cutter, yet if the hedge were left unmolested and the elms succumbed to the beetle, it would be disastrous for the dowdy Brown Elm Tortrix: the flail for them matters a great deal. The hazel dormouse, like the elm moth, has a name that screams its favoured hedgerow plant. The easiest way to discover a dormouse is to look for hazelnut husks in a field margin bearing a distinctive smooth circular hole. Not only do dormice need hazel; they have somewhat specific requirements for its management. The hazelnuts that they feed on are largely found on more mature uncut plants, yet they prefer to nest in the fresh young regrowth found in recently coppiced hedges. On the multi-award-winning Lodge Farm at Westhorpe in Mid Suffolk, I coppiced some 400 metres of mixed thirteen-year-old hedge for the cousins Patrick and Brian Barker, who farm there. An additional one hundred metres was left untouched, meaning that this somewhat open arable field was not entirely denuded of hedgerow habitat while the cut hedge grew back. We experimented with a variety of dead-hedging methods (which involves replacing the cut hedge brash over the now coppiced stools) to protect regrowth from the attentions of the plentiful hare and deer thereabouts. Two years after coppicing, Patrick Barker and Eliza Leat, a researcher at the RSPB, carried out a bird-nest survey in late autumn along the regrowing line. They discovered two dormice nests nestled within the coppiced hazel stools; holey hazel nutshells, meanwhile, were found near the unmolested length. These nests were the first ever recorded on the farm. A perfect example of the need for mosaics in hedgerow management, and that one size sometimes doesn’t even fit one, let alone all.


The greater the variety of plant species in a hedgerow the better, would be a simplistic answer to what constitutes the best hedge. Yet this is not necessarily the case. For example, common elder in a hedgerow, while providing pollen and nectar when it flowers, and plentiful fruit in autumn, is allelopathic, meaning it suppresses other plants growing next to it, a trait that produces gappy hedges, and gappy hedges are poor hedgerows. Equally the spindle is a superb hedgerow plant, producing both flower and fruit; it lays well and responds with vigour after coppicing. The spindle is also the favoured egg-laying plant for a beetle known to science as Bruchus rufimanus, known to farmers as the broad-bean bruchid. I learned this from a Suffolk farmer called Ali Driver. He watched me plant 150 metres of native mixed hedging on a farm neighbouring his. After I had finished heeling in the final whip, Ali wandered up, peered into the plastic spiral and said, ‘There go the beans!’ The hedge has to work with the farm if it is going to be a hedgerow at all.


It is said by some that plant diversity reveals a hedgerow’s antiquity. This is known as the Hooper Formula, which advances a hypothesis where the number of woody species in a thirty-yard length of hedge equals the age of the hedge in centuries. The thinking behind Hooper’s notion is that the longer a hedge is in situ, the more seeds will have been deposited in it via bird guano, human activity or wind-blow, thereby increasing the varieties present. This does admittedly rely upon the hedge being continuously human-managed, thereby preventing a single species from dominating, as would be the case with field maple in Mid Suffolk, hawthorn in the East Midlands or blackthorn in the West Country. The formula sounds delightful, yet, like a lot of hedgerow-related science, it fails to stand up to close practical scrutiny. In 2019 I was asked to lay a hedge for a Discovery Channel television series called Born Mucky. The farmer I was working for was ‘Farmer Tom’ Martin, a well-known advocate for regenerative agriculture and something of an influencer on agri-social media. The hedge on his farm near Peterborough that I decided to lay for the cameras appeared at first glance to be rather a monster. Dog rose had won the race for dominance, causing the other plants present to dwindle and begin to fail. By the time I had finished clearing out all the bramble and briar by hand, as the director insisted, not only was I puce-faced and covered in cuts but I also discovered I had very little hedge left to lay. In more normal circumstances I would have coppiced such a poor thing as this. I could see it was clearly of some considerable age, judging by the thickness of the hawthorn stumps, and the spindle present had clearly been laid in the past, having tried to become a tree, so gnarled it was at the base. Tom’s father, one of the most gentle of men and an ardent local historian, told me later that the hedge followed the track of an ancient pilgrimage route. His records showed that a hedge had certainly been there since the thirteenth century – a small shrine still exists buried within its midst. Seven hundred years of growth, usage and ongoing management with this hedge had resulted in a few scratty ancient thorns and a shoddy spindle or two along with a lot of precocious dog rose and bramble. I’m sure that the Hooper Formula may work in some very specific circumstances, yet despite all of my years spent being in and around hedgerows I have yet to encounter the theory working in practice.


The perfect hedge doesn’t exist for the simple reason that Britain and its flora and fauna are so wonderfully and eccentrically diverse. If the perfect hedge exists, it is one that works simultaneously for wildlife and for the farmer. It is my job to ensure that this happy relationship continues to happen.
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Terroir, the country I know


It is an otherworldly sensation, entering a hedge, as opposed to going around, over or along one. The last three are very human acts that any walker, horse rider or cyclist can do. Yet to physically climb inside a hedge, to be enveloped by the meeting arches of interwoven lattice, the plucking thorns, desiccated leaves, tight-balled nests and bramble, allows you to become a mouse and to join the ranks of hedgepig or weasel. Grown-ups have forgotten this sensation. Adults are stiff and creaky, they find such adventures too sharp and bloody, they fear the spiders, and for their eyes. But for small boys, with scant regard for claustrophobia and dog-rose lacerations, the heart of a hedge is a wonderful world.


I creep in a frog-like crouch, back parallel with the earth and leaf litter. I keep my head lowered, eyes up, to see where I am going, through a flopping fringe. I can see a sliver of cerulean plastic fertiliser sack skewered to a blackthorn spine. For six feet I scrabble and scratch along in my amphibious gait until I reach the marker, pockmarked by a yellow silky ball. Spiderlings erupt into scattering thousands when I touch the flag I had set there as a visual reminder. Beneath the flap of polythene, on the crackling earth, lies a rectangular box. It is partially camouflaged with twigs and leaves; branches of blackthorn provide further top cover. One third of the oblong is a deep, matt, Scots-pine green, the rest an opaque brown. I gingerly creep my arm forward; despite the caution, I still feel the blackthorn’s cat claws tug at my skin and raise scarlet weals. My fingers close around the box and I draw it out with even greater care. With no room to move in this prickly tunnel, I leave the way I went in, backwards frogging. My backside and soles reappear out of the hedge, the rest of my skinny body, then a tousled mullet, follows. I kneel briefly on the lushness of the grassy margin, then stand up gratefully. A twig or two falls from my shoulder. I can feel another is caught in my collar and I shake my head like a minkhound fresh out of water. Only now can I hold the trap to the light and see what I have caught. The morning sun filters through the smoky Perspex, silhouetting a mammalian outline. I turn the trap to vertical and with a squeeze of finger and thumb I release two catches. The main body of the trap, with its treadle plate and trap door, comes away in my left hand. In the cup of my palm, the green cubicle contains a bank vole. It squats amidst a few floury husks of porridge oats, the bait I had placed in the device the evening before. The vole quivers silently, staring at me with bulging eyes, black and shining like tailors’ pins. The whiskers seem ridiculously long for the snubness of its nose; the shivering goes all the way to the tips. I shuffle the box to evict the little creature into my right hand. A sandpaper-scrape of minute claws on plastic soundtracks the vole’s slide into my cupped paw; there is no need to clutch the little mite. There, as I study, it continues to sit, stupefied by the complete horror of this giant creature with giant hands, a giant head and a silly haircut staring down at it. I kneel once more and place the back of my hand at the very edge of the hedge. I fully open my palm, flat like a plate, and the spell is broken. The vole, with an almost imperceptible kick, leaps into the embracing welcome of the emerging leaves and thorns and barbs and spines. I pull out a notebook from the cavernous map pocket of my military-surplus trousers and with a knife-sharpened pencil begin to scribble. I write 15/04/86 in the first column. In the second ‘BV/Male’. In the third I mark down ‘Hedge 4’. I snap the red-backed book shut, slide it into my trousers and scramble back into the hedge to reset the trap beneath the Fisons sack marker. I then make my way to the next little prison that I have buried deep in this hedgerow atop a bank.


A wren shouts his song at full volume, large lungs in a diminutive feathery egg-shaped frame, clinging with tiny talons to a maple top. A cock blackbird hops in the margin, taking the opportunity to inspect the aftermath of my hedgerow intrusion. Head cocked at ten past two, he grabs some tasty invertebrate morsel – his breakfast is served. My mind strays back to my air gun secreted one hundred yards away in some tussocks at first light. If I crack on there may be time to bag a rabbit before my mother gets cross, for like the blackbird, breakfast is a vital meal in my parents’ household and lateness for mealtimes is a strictly punishable crime.
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THE HEDGE IS PAROCHIAL, unique to the terroir of the condensed and quirky land on which it grows. There is no literal translation of the French word terroir. Terroir means much more than soil, air or landscape. Terroir is the taint of a place, the essence it imbues on man, animal, plant and tree. It mildly annoys me that we have no English for this: is this a national failing? The sheer eccentricity of our national hedgerow network epitomises the variance of terroir in the English countryside.


The marketing team at Visit England seemingly feels no shame in lumping ‘the countryside’ into one self-same blob. Occasionally they’ll divide it into upland and lowland, but in general, rural England appears imagined and portrayed as one-size-fits-all. The countryside, thanks to the congruence it receives in print and on screen, has grown increasingly in the minds of the general public as nothing more than the greener, muddier and allegedly more racist place at the edge of the town; the bit that smells a bit odd. In Politics On the Edge, Rory Stewart recalls his tenure as environment minister, highlighting that this view filters down from the very top. He recalls Liz Truss saying, ‘I don’t believe in rural affairs. There is no relevant difference between urban and rural populations.’ At the time of speaking, Ms Truss was secretary of state for Defra. The hedgerow evidences the brief-lived former prime minister’s error.


Hedgerows refuse to conform to a convenient national stereotype, however troublesome this may be. There are over thirty recognised regional hedgelaying styles to underline this awkward truth. Some hedges are precocious and overly vigorous, others are parched; some are beaten and tardy, or bent and bowed, by the vagaries of wind and wet. Many exhibit extreme variation in their botanic makeup, others boast a single species, the plant capable of winning the race for life there. The hedge compounds its own contrariness in that whilst, like a tree, it mirrors the dual dictators of regional climate and soil, it also reflects, both historically and contemporarily, the idiosyncrasies of a very localised rural industry. Farming, be it arable, vegetable, livestock or mixed, is the deciding factor in how a hedge looks, acts or even whether one is present at all, and the type of farming in turn reflects the regional climate and soil. The Wessex hedges I lived alongside, and within, as a child were enormous affairs, double-rowed blackthorn in the main and frequently set atop a bank. Little wonder that a hedge in the Blackmore Vale, where I went to school, is a monster. Here the soil is a combination of lowland clay in the vales and greensand on the high ground. The vale grows grass with aplomb, being well irrigated by regular rainfall coming in off the English Channel to the south and the Atlantic to the west. The water table is topped up to brimming. Look over this part of Wessex and one word springs to mind – lush. Dorset was, and I think continues to be, overwhelmingly cattle country. A hedge there must be robust, sharp and forbidding, capable of incarcerating a herd of rumbustious bovines each weighing up to 800 kg. A mixed hedge in arable Suffolk can never grow like a Dorset hedge, nor has any need to be like those cavernous bands of Wessex blackthorn.


It is, I suppose, possible to be an expert on hedges, but only in a theoretical context. To claim comprehensive practical authority on the English hedgerow is inconceivable. Hedges are diverse and parochial in their makeup and in their needs and management requirements. The English national network of hedgerows is simply too varied and multifaceted for any one person to assert a hands-on specialism in them all. Similarly, to produce an authoritative book about the English hedgerow would be to write something largely constructed on foundations of theory or reportage, lacking true practical experience. This book focuses on East Anglia – the counties of Suffolk, Norfolk and Cambridgeshire – because this is where I was born and now work, within its hedgerow network. Each season my business partner and I lay, on average, a shade under five kilometres of East Anglian hedgerows. Add to that the 300–400 kilometres of hedgerows we analyse and assess annually for our hedgerow management plans, and I like to think I know the hedges of the east as well as anybody can. Yet I still shy away slightly from the word ‘expert’. When it comes to the hedge and when it comes to nature, we are all always learning. We never know it all.


While county boundaries exist, and people are understandably proud of this notional sense of place, they are only mapped as such for administrative convenience. The boundaries that truly matter for the hedge were formed by events occurring long before cartographers, administrators or even humans began farming. Glaciers melting, ancient rivers receding, seas rising and falling and tidal estuaries drying up or flooding over millennia all combined to form the landmass we know as England. These myriad geological and climate changes are acutely distilled in our tiny island, leading to the extremely localised vagaries of soil that we enjoy, or endure. Latterly, the activities of man – our advances and technical improvements in agriculture – have combined with the geographical phenomena to blend and turn each of these folds, valleys, plains and catchments into unique and unrepeatable places, sometimes obviously, frequently subtly idiosyncratic. The variations in our soil, our land use and our hedges lead to an almost impossible challenge of creating a comprehensive yet workable government policy for agriculture and the environmental management of farmland. This is compounded by the backgrounds of the people who debate then create such diktats. The corridors of power are filled with men and women who bring their skills and expertise as lawyers, doctors, bankers, marketeers, management consultants, soldiers or union leaders into play in their new career as members of parliament. Their pre-Westminster knowledge is invaluable. A former GP has coal-face experience when she debates NHS budgets. A former City banker calls out with a confident voice when he sees that the emperor in Number 11 Downing Street is naked. Yet only twelve of the 533 English MPs, at the time of writing, come from a farming background, and none at all, it must be said, were previously professional hedgelayers. It greatly concerns me that fewer than 5 per cent of our politicians, regardless of party, have any direct practical experience of looking after the soil under our feet. It concerns me because, thanks to this dearth of practicality, our hedgerows suffer.


The extreme vagaries of England’s soil, and the impact this has on land use, are exemplified within Suffolk’s hedgerows. On the western border of this most easterly county lies Newmarket, the headquarters of British horse racing. Here the chalk runs close to the surface and the beech and hornbeam like it that way. In neat, clipped rows of perfection, these three-metre-tall hedges line the expanse of the ‘Heath’. This ancient springy turf has, since the reign of James I, been recognised as the best surface bar none for training thoroughbred racehorses. The hedges here meanwhile are a more modern affair. The Rubbing House, painted by the father of equestrian art, George Stubbs, in 1765, portrays Newmarket Heath as a sweeping moonscape of spongy sod, punctuated by seemingly random lengths of lonely, white-painted post and rail. In the mid- and foreground stands a brick building or two where the grooms would tend their charges after exercise. Stubbs’s eye can be trusted as much as any photographer’s of today. The view he saw then was nothing but turf and a mere handful of spindle-shanked horses being waggoned by emaciated grooms while the frock-coated cream of society looked on – eighteenth-century horse racing was indeed the sport of kings. The hedgerows that later emerged, and that continue to bisect Newmarket Heath, reflect the democratisation of horse racing and its growth in popularity, which led to an ever-growing influx of horseflesh into the town. Stubbs’s lonely Heath became filled with thoroughbreds and nagsmen; today Newmarket will stable around 3,000 horses in training at a time. The hedges planted on the Heath, with their repeated trimming and retrimming, became nearly impenetrable walls, a practical necessity. Beech and hornbeam cling on to their leaves for almost twelve months of the year; this density helps the work riders keep their highly strung, highly expensive half-tons of galloping horseflesh on the straight and narrow. The hedgerows also maintain secrets, shielding from the prying eyes of gamblers the fitness or otherwise of the red-hot favourite for the 2000 Guineas Stakes. Out of the town, you encounter the studs that breed these paragons of equestrian perfection. Hedges here are similarly thick and tall, now acting as windbreaks and blinds to keep the mares, with costly foals at foot, calm and content. The chalk grows selenium-rich grass, and verdant hedges. Yet these equestrian hedgerows are planted so that no species present might poison a nibbling horse, and their regular mechanical trimming reflects their workday function that suits man and nag alike. The dunnocks and linnets and chaffinches don’t care either way. They have shelter from the elements, a place to nest and horse shit to sift through. They thrive in the hedges of racing’s HQ.
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