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Introduction





The purpose of this book is to record the history of the farming associated with the horse in a part of East Anglia. Although he has by no means ceased to be used on the farms of Suffolk, the era when the horse was the pivot of the corn-husbandry of this area has come to an end; and the generation of horsemen or ploughmen who best remember the full ‘horse-regime’ has gone from the land. Many of the farmers who were brought up on, and practised, the old system of farming for the greater part of their lives have also retired or are near retiring age. The book has been attempted at this particular time—so near to the passing of the horse as the main power on the farm—chiefly in order to take down first-hand information from the men who knew the old regime in its most complete form, before the changes of the last fifty years had begun to revolutionise agriculture. The farm, especially in Suffolk, revolved round the horse; and the care and attention which the old type of farmer and his men bestowed on his horses and on their breeding was a recognition of their importance. Good horses: good farm, was more than a saying: it pointed to the mainspring of a system of husbandry—the four-course—that had its home in the Eastern Counties.


Much of the material set down here has been collected from farmers and farm-workers whose evidence has been checked and correlated with documents and records of Suffolk farming methods during the past two hundred years. I had no hesitation in seeking agricultural history from the working farmer in Suffolk. As Sir Frank Stenton,1 the authority on the mediaeval manor, has confessed: a farmer of the old school is able to give immeasurable help to the student who is attempting to interpret some of the problems of manorial farming. When the period studied is nearer the present day, the farmer is naturally able to give much greater assistance still.


During the preparation and writing of this book I found the Suffolk farmer an invaluable help, both in supplementing and expounding the written sources. For the farmer in this county is usually in the direct line of a very long tradition: not only has farming been the whole of his life but it has been the life of his family for the past two hundred years. Often when studying records of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries I came up against little problems that could not be solved by reference to any known book or document: I sought the help of the older generation of farmer and in nearly every instance I got what I was looking for. I discovered that not only did their farming knowledge extend over the period covered by their own working life, but often embraced the experiences of their fathers and grandfathers, reaching back into the first half of the nineteenth century.


Similarly, I did not hesitate to go for help and enlightenment to the old hands who had spent most of their life with the horses on the farm. It would be accurate to say of these horsemen, during the period before the First World War, that horses and farming were the whole of their lives: they had a seven-day-a-week job; they talked, lived, and almost dreamed horses; and when they did ‘go abroad’ it was either to an agricultural show or to an event that was connected either directly or indirectly with their work. I found the old horseman—wherever I met him in the county—helpful, highly intelligent within the field of his own experience, and accurate to a degree that many people would find it difficult to credit. But when one reflects that farming was his sole interest, from the time he started as a boy of about twelve years of age—perhaps sixty years before—and that he had trained his mind to hold all the data he needed in his job, without the aid of books, or at the most with only the barest of written memoranda, it is not surprising that he was able to recount in accurate detail something he was interested in and had perhaps not seen for thirty or forty years—an early corn-drill, for example; which checked against an old catalogue showed that not one essential fact had escaped his memory.


It seems that in this respect the old countryman has been much neglected. Indeed, he has been more patronised than respected as someone who can make a real contribution to the history of the most profound changes that have ever occurred in agriculture. The old countryman is worth getting to know for his own sake: he is worth regarding against his natural background—the pre-tractor farming and the community which it nourished. So viewed he will appear as a living social document, and his true worth and dignity will emerge. And as for being a simple country swain, as many people seem to look upon him (the yokel of the country week-enders) the saying, If you want to find a fool in the country you’ll have to bring him with you, is a good deal nearer the mark. Admittedly some of his talk is strange; but it should be remembered that it is so from long use and preference, and not from cussedness; and if he speaks a language nearer that of the First Elizabeth rather than that of the Second, it should be a matter of wonder and of interest. The old countryman has largely stood out against the town system of education2 that was imposed on the countryside by the 1870 Act and he might lack the graces of what passes for a typical twentieth century product. Yet were some of his limitations in this respect to be brought to his notice, he could ask with point: ‘Who is the truly educated man: the one who can grow onions or the man who can only spell ’em?’


The reader will notice that ‘They don’t do it like they used to’, or ‘Times are not what they were’ is the undersong of much of the information given by many of the people I have talked to in preparing this book. But times were never what they were: men have never worked as hard, been as strong and as noble and as thick in the thews as they were a generation or two in the past. Distance in time is a powerful enchanter of the eye. Yet in these later days the older men have a greater sanction for repeating the old theme than perhaps ever before. For in their life-time they have seen, not merely the passing of a few generations, but the passing of an era. They are praisers of past time because less than any men before do they understand the age they have survived into. How can they, when so few of their superior and educated contemporaries have an inkling where the present age is tending and what it is all about?


A word should be said about the use of the dialect in this book. I have not attempted to translate the information the old horsemen gave me into precise English: to do this would have deprived it of a good deal of its colour and would have given an altogether false impression. Moreover, there was another additional reason for keeping at least some of the dialect: this was to emphasise what has been written above, and to underline the rather obvious but apparently neglected truth that information should be judged not so much by its provenance as by its usefulness and ultimately by its accuracy. On the other hand, neither have I attempted to transcribe phonetically the true Suffolk dialect: had I done this I might possibly have won the approval of a few purists, yet at the same time added immeasurably to the general reader’s difficulties. My aim has been to give what I hope is an authentic flavour of the dialect. Wherever there was a dialect word of interest—interest in itself or in the object or process it described—it has been scrupulously kept and usually commented upon.


One final point: the reader should not expect this book to be solely about the farm-horse in Suffolk. Even if I had the technical equipment to write what would necessarily be an exhaustive study, it is doubtful whether it would be desirable to focus it completely on the horse himself. More I think has been gained by placing the farm-horse in the social and economic setting that called him forth and made him such a use and an ornament to East Anglian farming during the last couple of centuries.






1 Address at the inaugural conference of The British Agricultural History Society, 13th April, 1953.







2 cf. Rural England: Sir H. Rider Haggard, Longmans 1902 pp. 542–3.

























Part One


THE HORSEMAN
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The Horseman’s Day





The term horseman as used in Suffolk meant a farm-worker who possessed two distinct skills: one in the care and management of horses, the other in field work—the ploughing, drilling, cultivating and so on, of arable land using a team of horses that varied in number according to the nature of the task and the nature of the land under cultivation. In this second skill the horseman in other parts of the country was referred to as a ploughman; but in Suffolk this term was very rarely heard.


The horseman was the earliest riser on the farm. He got up at 4.00 a.m.; took a bite of bread and cheese and hurried to the stables to feed the horses. For between the time when the horses had their first bait (or meal) and their turning out to plough at 6.30 a.m. two hours must elapse. This was an unalterable rule in Suffolk; and to give the Suffolk breed of horse a shorter time than this for his morning bait, was to treat him less than well, since he had no nosebag to feed from in the field; and he had nothing more to eat until he returned to the stable at 2.30 in the afternoon. It was essential, therefore, that the horse should have a good morning meal and plenty of time in which to digest it. The horseman kept the above hours throughout the spring and summer months: during the other half of the year (October to April) he turned out to plough half an hour later—7 a.m. instead of 6.30.


William Cobbold (born 1883), who was for twenty years bailiff of a 570 acre estate at Battisford in Suffolk, has said: ‘The horseman was always regular to the minute. You could set your watch by him. He thought a lot of his horses and took a pride in looking after them. You’d rarely have to speak to a horseman for being late.’ From the time he arrived at the stables until about 5.30 the horseman was busy baiting and cleaning down the horses. This early morning activity is tightly woven into the memories of those people who were brought up on the farms before the coming of the tractor: one of them has described it thus: ‘I was born on a Suffolk farm; and when I was a boy I used to lie in bed in the early morning and listen to the quiet champing of the horses, the clink of their shoes on the cobbles of the stable, and the horsemen whistling or hissing through their teeth to soothe the horses as they brushed and curry-combed them before turning out.’


On the Battisford estate there were twenty-four horses—eight plough-teams—with two horsemen and two mates or under-horsemen to look after them. The order of precedence of the horsemen on Suffolk farms was fixed with almost military precision; and at no time was this precedence more jealously guarded than when the teams turned out in the morning and returned to the stable after work in the afternoon. The horsemen and their mates went first in proper order with their teams of horses; and if there were more teams needed on a particular morning the remaining ones were in the charge of day-men, ordinary farm-workers, who followed on behind. The distinction between day-men and horsemen was an important one; for it meant that prior to the fixing of a minimum wage1 for farm-workers the day-men were liable to be stood-off on wet days or when the land could not be worked. The farmer sent them home, and they received no pay for the days they lost. But the horsemen were paid a fixed weekly wage, and also had certain perquisites which put them higher in the farm organisation, on the same level as the stockman or the shepherd.


The actual feeding of the horses was important, chiefly for two reasons: the need to keep them in perfect working condition; and, in the interest of farm economy, to bait them as regularly and effectively as possible without any of the corn going to waste. How important it was may be gathered from the following: in the Battisford estate, as in many other districts of Suffolk, the head horseman was known as the first baiter, and the second in command as the second baiter. Arthur Chaplin (born 1885), a contemporary of William Cobbold, was for many years baiter at a similar estate at Stowupland. He has described how he managed the feeding of his horses. The first baiter was in complete charge. He was responsible to the farmer for the condition of the working horses and for a proper method in feeding them.


In the stable was a corn-hutch or bin and the baiter filled it twice a week—Mondays and Thursdays—as it was not big enough to take a full week’s ration. He drew the corn from the granary where he measured out the quantities scrupulously: he became so expert in gauging the right amount that he could apportion the ration without actually weighing it. He allowed each horse a stone of corn (oats and beans mixed) for a working day—six stones a week. Therefore, a little of each day’s ration had to be kept back to make up the Sunday feed when the horses were resting: they were allowed unlimited amounts of chaff or stover. The utensil used for actually placing the food in the manger was a baiting-sieve. This was a round sieve with a fine cane bottom, something like one type of brewing-sieve. When it was full of chaff the baiter shook it gently to ensure that all the dust fell out; for if this was inhaled by the horse it caused him discomfort and, consequently, uneasy feeding.


At Battisford the corn consisted of beans and maize, ground up rough; and it was mixed with wheat chaff that came off the threshing drum. As it came out of the drum or threshing machine the farmer had it bagged and stored near the stable, over or alongside it, in a room or loft called the chaffin’. At this particular farm the baiters damped the chaff with water before giving it to the horses. But the methods of feeding and the kind of fodder differed considerably within the county. In the light land district—the sandlings or coastal area of East Suffolk—feeding beans to horses was a practice that was seldom held in high regard. In 1797 Arthur Young noted:2 The quantity of beans given to horses is not very considerable, and the consumption for hogs or fattening cattle is still less’; and Newton Pratt, a Trimley farmer whose family has been connected with the Suffolk horse ever since the time Young referred to, has stated: ‘This is not bean country. Our horses were fed on oats, chaff, ground up roots and stover.’ In this, the light-land farmers of Suffolk appear to agree with many of the Scottish farmers who have come into Suffolk during the last hundred or so years: the Scots considered beans were ‘too hot for horses’.


James (Benhall) Wilding (born 1886) worked for the Pratt family for over half a century and was head horseman for the greater part of the time. He stated that beans caused a lot of feet-fever, especially in horses being prepared for shows, and he never used them for that reason. ‘We used a lot of carrots—the red kind. Carrots kept the horses in good condition. We reckoned they were good for the water.’ To bear out this use of carrots the Pratt stables have, as well as the usual chaff-house, a root-house alongside the stalls: here the roots—carrots and cattle-beet or mangel-wurzels—were stored before being ground up and fed to the horses.


Arthur Young has a note on the growing of carrots in this area:3  ‘The culture of carrots in the Sandlings (of Suffolk) … is one of the most interesting objects to be met with in the agriculture of Britain. It appears from Norden’s Surveyors Dialogue that carrots were commonly cultivated in this district two hundred years ago, which is a remarkable fact, and shews how extremely local such practices long remain, and what ages are necessary to spread them. For many years (generally till about six or seven past) the principal object in the cultivation, was sending carrots to the London market by sea; but other parts of the kingdom having rivalled them in this supply they have of late years been cultivated for feeding horses; and thus they now ascertain, by the common husbandry of a large district, that it will answer well to raise carrots for the mere object of the teams…. In feeding they give about eighty bushels a week to six horses with plenty of chaff, but no corn, and thus fed, they eat little hay. Some farmers, as the carrots are not so good to Christmas as in the spring, give forty bushels and four of oats, a week, in the fore-part of the winter, but in the spring eighty bushels and no corn.’


Carrots are still grown by farmers as a field-crop in this area but ehiefly now with the purpose of selling them to the town markets—especially Covent Garden. And Arthur Young’s note emphasizes the persistent quality of traditional fanning practices, founded no doubt as much on the inherited skill and knowledge of the best way to treat the crop as on the suitability of the soil for growing it. It is noteworthy also that down the years some of the best Suffolk horses have come from this area which is indeed the cradle of the Suffolk as we know him today.
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The baiters took immense pains in grooming their horses, out of pride in the beasts in their care, also out of a spirit of rivalry. One baiter did not care to fall behind another in the amount of shine or bloom that was on his horses’ coats; and it was one of the first baiter’s duties to see that the farm’s horses turned out to the plough looking at least as well as the horses belonging to the neighbouring farms.


To make the coat shine each horseman had his own, usually secret, recipe. One used tansy leaves: ‘You dried them and then rubbed them atween your hands. You kept this powder in a little linen bag and you sprinkled a bit now and then in their bait.’ Another used sweet saffron leaves, baked to dry and fed in the same way: ‘Only you had to be some careful not to give the horse too much of the powder or else the sweat would bring it out and you could smell the herb on his coat.’ Another horseman used bryony root—a fairly common remedy in Suffolk: ‘Bryony is a big root like a passnip. You cut it up; let it dry, and feed it with the chaff.’ One horseman knew bryony as big-root: ‘We used to come across it while we were ditching. I used to borrow my wife’s nutmeg grater and then I’d grate up some of the root and feed it to ’em with the chaff.’ One horseman asserted that the best device to make the coat shine was to wet the chaff occasionally with a little urine.


A chemist remembered that some old horsemen put their faith in black antimony for getting bloom; while a farmer stated that a device to bring up quickly the shine on a horse’s coat was to rub him down lightly with a rag that had been dipped in paraffin: this also had the advantage of keeping the flies off and thus helping him to stand his steadiest in the show-ring. One horseman recalled that a few leaves taken from a box hedge and dried and fed in a powder in the chaff helped to keep down excessive sweat which tended to spoil the look of a horse; and this same horseman prescribed gentian or felwort for inducing a horse that had lost his appetite to use the rack and the manger once more.


Nicholas Culpeper confirms the property of this herb. He says: ‘The power of the dry roots (of gentian) help (sic) the biting of mad dogs and venomous beasts, opens obstructions of the liver, and restoreth an appetite of their meat to such as have lost it.’ He also commends bryony: ‘The root cleaneth the skin wonderfully’—presumably in men and in animals. But yet another horseman, while commending the old simples and remedies, stated baldly: ‘If you grow your corn and stover, you won’t want vet nor medicines for your horses’.


William Cobbold has mentioned that: ‘Some of the old horsemen liked to nick a few mangels from the bullocks’ barn. (This was in the ‘bean country’) They ground up the mangels and mixed it with the stover. They reckoned the mangels toned the horses up. They acted as a medicine, especially when they were ripe, just after coming out of the clamp about April time. We also used to feed mangels to sheep at this time, but we had to be careful to rub off the young shoots or else they would cause the lambs to scour.’


At many farms there was, for keeping up an unlimited supply of chaff, a horse-powered chaff-cutter or Old Roundabout, as it was known in this district. One such machine was made by Ransome, Sims and Jefferies, the Ipswich firm, and was catalogued in 1860 as ‘A New and Improved Horse Gear with Intermediate Motion for Driving a Small Chaff Engine’. The machine itself was housed in the barn or a specially built shed; and was geared to a capstan-like arrangement in the yard outside. To the single lever or shaft of this capstan a horse was fixed, by traces, and by a thin, quarter-inch steel rod—from the inside end of the shaft to the bridle—‘to stop it from going off’. The horse walked in a circle pulling the lever and working the machine. Behind the horse walked a man or a boy to keep him pulling steadily.


Two men inside the barn were occupied with feeding the machine. One man picked up the hay or straw and placed it at the end of the feed-box; the other pushed it gently forward to engage it with the knives of the cutter. The man who picked up the hay arranged it in yelms—that is, disposed it in more or less regular bundles or shuffs ready for feeding into the cutter. A man, who had walked behind the horse when he was a boy, recalled: ‘It wasn’t hard work; but it was tedious work both for the boy and the horse. You had to keep the horse going steady. If you didn’t watch out, he’d gradually slow down—he’d get bored with his job; but as soon as you urged him he’d go forward with a start like a thunder-bolt and the old machine started to revolve like fury. Then there was some swearing. A head poked out of the barn window and there was a shout: ‘Keep thet hoss steady, can’t you?’ You see, as the cogs quickened up, the machine took the yelms too quickly: the feeder couldn’t keep pace and there was a danger of him getting his fingers in the knives. If the old horse started a-loitering, on the other hand, the yelms didn’t travel fast enough and the chaff-cutting wouldn’t go forrard.’


As soon as he had completed the baiting the horseman slipped home for a snap and he returned to the stable about 6 o’clock. If he lived some distance away from the farm it was necessary for him to bring sufficient bait to last him the whole of the working day. If he lived near he returned from breakfast with a packet of bread and cheese his wife had prepared for his mid-morning break. As soon as he was back he began to harness the horses for the day’s work: a-collaring up it was known as in this district. Then at 6.30 he turned out. The farmer was usually in the yard about that time to allot the jobs to each team; and if he had any doubts about a particular horseman’s grooming of his charges he had only to take out a white handkerchief, and surreptitiously hold it against the flank of one of the horses as they passed, either to justify his doubts or to dispel them.


As already stated there was a quasi-ritual atmosphere about turning out. The head horseman or first baiter went first; then came the first baiter’s mate; then the second baiter who was followed by his mate. If a horseman, either through perversity or absent-mindedness, took his team out of the stable before his turn in the ordered procession, there was a true disturbance. A head horseman has been known to throw a brush at a man rash enough to lead his horses out of the stable before his proper turn. Another method of arresting the undisciplined was to rattle a stick suddenly against the side of the stall, thus temporarily frightening the two horses, and causing them to throw back their heads. As soon as he had got them under control again the erring groom was rated with a peremptory: ‘Don’t you know where your place is?’


The same precedence was carefully observed at the end of the day when the teams had completed their work in the field. If a second horseman, for instance, happened to finish ploughing somewhere near the gate, it would not do for him to proceed out. He had to ‘hold to one side’, draw his horses away from the gate until the first horseman and his mate had passed through. Only then could he move his team into the procession that both horses and men had looked forward to, at least during the latter hours of their long task in the field. The horses walked in pairs, as they had ploughed, on the right-hand side of the road; and if a horseman rode, he sat side-ways on the land horse, the horse on the outside, nearer to the on-coming traffic.






1 Fixed under the Corn Production Act, 1917. The figure was 25s. 0d. per week.







2 G.V.A.C.S., p. 80.







3 G.V.A.C.S., p. 125.
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In the Field





In many ways the part of a horseman’s job calling for most of his skill was that concerned with working the land, and using a standard of craftsmanship set immeasurably high both by the tradition of his craft and by the immediate needs of cultivation; and a horseman served a long and disciplined apprenticeship before he could attain to the standard demanded. Briefly, this meant the ability to ‘take his work and leave it’: to start and finish the ploughing; that is, to open and shut up a furrow and leave every stetch, or parcel of furrows, straight and level and without a wrinkle to mar the whole length of it.


In Suffolk it was customary until recent years to plough a field in stetches or lands of varying widths. Each stetch was limited on its two sides by water-cuts or deep furrows that made easy the escape of surface water from the soil; and in fact the main purpose of ploughing in stetches was—and still is, where stetches continue to be used—to ensure effective draining of the land. The lighter the soil the fewer water-furrows were needed and, therefore, the wider were the stetches. In the strong-loam belt of Suffolk—the heavy-land districts—however, very narrow stetches of two yards and upwards were necessary effectively to take off the surface water. As the ploughshare most commonly used in this county was one that turned a nine-inch furrow, the two-yard stetches were characterised as eight-furrow work; the two-and-a-half yard stetches as ten-furrow work; and the three-yard as twelve-furrow. But the narrow stetches were used only where the heaviness of the land made them inescapably necessary; for their disadvantages were many. First of all, the more water-furrows in a field the more land is wasted; secondly a field that is ploughed in narrow stetches that are ridged up slightly to assist the drainage is not the best seed-bed for a crop of corn, as the ridges are bound, to some degree, to cause an unequal ripening of the seed. Again, as it was impossible for wheeled implements to cross the frequent deep water-cuts of a field ploughed in this way, all cultivation had to be done along the stetch itself; and this meant that implements—drills, hoes, harrows, etc.—had to be adapted to fit the width of stetch used.


But the introduction of the reaping machine, the self-binder and latterly the combine-harvester made the use of narrow stetches impossible, as the continual jolting over the deep furrows soon put the most robust machine out of action. Under the surface draining or thorough water-draining of the land had to be undertaken on a more planned and workmanlike scale than had been done formerly; for now the below-surface drains had to take off most of the water and conduct it to the ditches, and had not merely to assist the wasteful system of frequent water-furrows on the surface, as the old bush-drains had done when they were almost the sole method of under-draining. Therefore the narrow stetches gradually went out of use as more machinery was introduced, and they were replaced by flat-work—wide stetches with water-furrows at as great an interval as was compatible with efficient overall draining.


But when the first baiter led his teams on to an unploughed field he did not have to trouble his head about the width of the stetches: that had been fixed by long usage and probably appeared to him then as unalterable an aspect of the landscape as the roads and the hedges. His first job was to start his teams to plough: he had already been on the field the day before to mark out the stetches. He had laid out their width, at each end of the field, with the help of a stetch-pole, a pole equal in length to the width of the stetch they were working—a nine-foot one in twelve-furrow work. This use of a pole to measure arable land is very ancient. Old Welsh laws, quoted by Seebohm,1 specify how the strips of plough-land were to be measured—in some provinces—with a rod equal in ‘length to the long-yoke used in ploughing with four oxen abreast’.
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At each end of the centre or top of the stetch he placed a hazel-stick, taken from the hedge and peeled so that the white pith acted as a sight for drawing his first furrow. He, or the second horseman, did this for the whole of the field until it was marked out in equally spaced stetches. He then drew the first furrow of the stetch himself. If the first furrow was straight, example and actual guidance helped to persuade the ploughman who followed after him to draw the other furrows in the stetch in like manner: if the first furrow was bent nothing could prevent the others from being less than perfect also. The responsibility for drawing the first furrow on a narrow stetch was one the head horseman could not afford to delegate, unless it was to a man equally skilled as himself; for a stetch that did not come out, at every point, exactly to the inch would render ineffective the use of implements that had been designed specially for it; again, a botched stetch was visible to all—to the casual passer-by and to the practised eye of his neighbour; and the ‘loss of face’ a head horseman suffered through allowing the standard of his own work to be below that of the next farm’s was enough to make him ensure that every field was laid out and ploughed with as much care as patience and long-practised skill made possible. But another important reason for the head horseman’s care was that he was directly responsible to the farmer for the way the field was cultivated; and if the farmer brought forward a complaint, the head man had to bear the full burden of it.


After he had drawn the first furrow in the stetch he returned alongside, ploughing a second furrow against the first, thus completing the laying of the top or centre-furrows—in shape, exactly like the ridge of a roof. He then left the first stetch and did the same with the next. Robert Youngman (born 1889) a retired horseman of Stratford St Andrew, has described how he started work at Marlsford Hall. His account illustrates how jealously the standard of workmanship was kept up, even when coaching a beginner in his first bout of ploughing was involved: ‘I started on the farm when I was thirteen, but I was eighteen before they let me plough. The first time I put my hand on a plough-handle they placed me between the first horseman and the second. It was ten-furrow work at that time. The head horseman laid the top, and then I gathered a round (two furrows around the top) then the second horseman followed after me; and someone else followed after him and so on till the moul’ furrow (the mould furrow was the last in the stetch) had been ploughed.’ In other words, the beginner was made to plough directly after the head man, who gave him guidance and a high standard, and any mistakes he made were covered up by those coming after him. Consequently when they had finished the stetch, it would not, even at its worst, fall much below the usual standard, as the beginner’s errors were corrected or at least made less obtrusive by the skill of the older men coming after him.


Perhaps the deep concern of the horsemen to keep their high standard of work even in the ordinary day-to-day ploughing can best be understood when we look at it against the background of a practice that was once common in many parts of Suffolk. On Sunday mornings during the time of the spring and autumn ploughing, the horsemen often strolled around the parish to view one another’s work, estimating its quality with the eye for detail of an exacting sticker2 at a furrow-drawing match. And if a man had a bent furrow or a hog’s trough (a hollow between two furrow slices) in his work, the mistake would soon be recorded in every farm and public house in the parish.


Arthur Chaplin has given an account of the responsibility of the first baiter in the field: ‘Supposing he had to plough a field of thirteen acres and he had eight plough-teams working. His first job was to calculate when they should finish, how long they should take to plough the whole field, each man ploughing at the rate of three quarters of an acre in one day. Next he had to calculate how many rounds each man had to plough. Then he had to remember that even after the rounds had been allocated and the stetches accounted for, he still had to include the acre or so of headland, the land on the outside of the field where the ploughs turned, which had to be ploughed the last of all.’ The procedure followed at Stowupland with the twelve-furrow work was similar to that already described for the ten-furrow: the head horseman, or first baiter, laid the top and the other horsemen followed him, each ploughing a round at least on a stetch.


‘If there were only six stetches in the field and eight ploughs working, the first baiter then put the second baiter and another to open up the furrows and lay the tops, so all the ploughs were employed. If there were six ploughs on the field and six stetches then it worked out easily: each man did one round (two furrows) on every stetch, making up the twelve furrows—or, to be more exact, eleven furrows and the brew or moul’ furrow. The brew was very important as it completed or shut up the work. We called ploughing the last furrow in a stetch taking up the brew. In twelve-furrow work, or any narrow-stetch work for that matter, it was important that all the brews lay in one direction. If they didn’t, the width of the stetches wouldn’t be exact; and the drill and so on wouldn’t fit the stetch; there was a waste of land or a waste of seed-corn. And if that happened you might as well hide your head in the hedge.


‘The first baiter had a responsible job when he had a field full of ploughs to look after. He was a kind of foreman; and he had continually to be looking at his watch and calculating whether they were forrard enough. And as they came towards the end of the day he had to do some quick thinking to find out whether he’d have to keep the men working right up to the last minute in order to get the stint, of three-quarter of an acre’s ploughing for each man, finished.


‘After they gave up twelve-furrow work—when the machines came in—they went in for flat-work, wide stetches, even on the heaviest land, of anything up to eighteen yards. Then each man ploughed his own stetch after the first baiter had laid the top. That system was better in a way. It kept you on your toes. As soon as you had a break in your ploughing you’d walk along the headlings to have a look at your neighbour’s work, to see where he had gone wrong, or if his ploughing was better than yours. It wouldn’t do just to have straight furrows: a good ploughman also had to have a good top to the stetch—the furrows lying all flat and even. If there was a bit of low in the land, he had to let his plough bite in a little deeper at this spot to bring his furrows up level. You had to have level furrows as the drill coulters3 had to enter the land at equal depth everywhere. Some say: ‘Oh, don’t worry about that! The harrows will level it off when they go over it.’ But the harrows would never level off. You can pick out a furrow after the harrow has gone over it. If a first baiter knew his job, as soon as a man had ploughed a stetch he’d drop his stick across the furrows. If the stick didn’t lie flat, but went all tittymatawta (like a seesaw), he then wanted to know the reason for it. It was work in the days I’m telling you about. Now, if you see a ploughed field today, it looks exactly as if a lot of pigs have been a-hoggin’ and a-rootin’ on it up.’


A level top, apart from its looking well, was emphasised for a good economic reason: if the ploughland was level, the drill coulters would bite in at an uniform depth, and sow the seed in the same way; the ears of corn would then mature at approximately the same time and all the seeds of corn would be approximately the same size. This was a big point in a barley-grower’s favour when he took some of his corn to show to a maltster. For one of the first things the maltster looked for was just this: uniformity of seed in the samples that the farmer showed to him.


But there is a long tradition of skilful ploughing in this county. Arthur Young wrote of it:4 ‘The ploughmen are remarkable for straight furrows; and also for drawing them by the eye to any object, usually a stick whitened by peeling, either for water cuts or for new laying out broad ridges, called here stitches; and a favourite amusement is ploughing such furrows as candidates for a hat, a pair of breeches given by ale-house keepers or subscribed amongst themselves as a prize for the straightest furrow. The skill of many of them in this work is remarkable’.


Furrow-drawing and ploughing matches with horses remained popular until recent years, and even now have not gone out altogether. William Cobbold tells how the ploughmen at Battisford often had a small sweepstake amongst themselves during the day’s work in the field—an ounce of tobacco for the best furrow or the best laid stetch. Or sometimes one horseman said to another while they were ploughing: ‘See you across the field for a pint o’ beer’. If this challenge to plough the straighter furrow was accepted the head horseman was called in to judge the winner.


The efficient horseman was a highly valued member of the old pre-machine, rural community; and his skill at the plough earned for him a notable place in the regard of his fellows. William Cobbold recalls one of them in this district: ‘Frank Botwright was my first horseman at Hill Farm. He was a very quiet horseman but a real good ’un. You could hear some horsemen three or four fields away; but you wouldn’t hear Frank even if you were in the next. He was ploughing the headlands of a field just by the farm one day and I had to go over to see him about something. Do you know his two horses went right round the headlands without him touching the cords (reins)’.


Other ploughmen have been known to set the plough in the furrow, start the horses off and then release the plough handles, walking a few yards away from the plough till it neared the headland when they took hold of the plough again to turn it. One of the men who did this confessed: ‘It was a bit of a trick. Of course you had to have two good horses. But the real knack was in setting the two wheels of the plough—the land and the furrow wheel. Even so, you couldn’t go very far away from the plough; because if the coulter or the share struck a flint and started to dance, you had to be at hand quick to put it right.’


The more formal ploughing—and furrow-drawing matches have been described elsewhere,5 but Arthur Chaplin has recalled his father at one of these in a story that is worth quoting: ‘My father tied with another man at an Old Newton furrow-drawing match: both had a quarter-inch deviation—it must have been about sixty years ago. Now he had one peculiarity when he was a-ploughin’: he had to have his pipe going before he could start. So this particular day at Old Newton, just before he started, he stopped to do the usual: get a good light on his owd pipe. One of the stewards saw him a-doin’ this and he say:


‘“Hurry up there! We’re waiting for you to start. You can’t smoke and draw a furrow at the same time.”


‘“Dew you be quiet. I know what I’m a-dewin’ on.”


So he lit up his owd bit of clay pipe, put his hands to the plough and went after his horses. When he had drawn a furrow that everybody could see was one of the best—even before the stickers put the sticks on it—they say:


‘“See! It’s child’s play for him. He smokes at it as if he’s just a-diggin’ in his own garden!”


They didn’t know that he couldn’t have drawn a proper furrow let alone a real good ’un if he hadn’t got his owd pipe a-drawin’ in his mouth! It just shows you: what you’re used to, you must do—even if it’s in a competition.’


James Edward Ransome, writing in 1865,6 summarised the regard in which good ploughing was held: ‘I have done my best to explain the construction and mode of using the most useful and most general of all agricultural implements (the plough), and when we consider that good ploughing lies at the root of good farming and that good farming produces food for the world, we shall see that it is worthy of our attentive study. Nor ought the ploughman himself to be despised. He has not often had the advantages of education which make the scholar, but he has had an implement to study and work to perform which requires years of patient daily toil to master and become proficient at. I have found many a warm and honest heart beneath the rough hand of the ploughman. Nor has his work been despised by those in higher stations’.


At eleven o’clock the teams stopped working. The horseman threw a couple of sacks over the backs of his horses and sat under the hedge to eat his elevenses. The break lasted twenty minutes; but it was not a complete break for the horseman for he was still in charge of the horses; and as they were not feeding they sometimes got restless, especially in the summer time when the flies worried them and sometimes caused a horse to get his foot over a trace. Even when he was resting the horseman had to be on the alert for incidents like this to see that nothing untoward happened to his team. After the break he resumed work and continued until 2.30 in the afternoon when it was the end of the day as far as the horses were concerned.


But why this peculiar organisation of the horseman’s day which to a large extent cut across the hours of the other workers on the farm? The answer appears to be that such was the traditional day for the ploughman from time immemorial when his team was made up solely of oxen. Mediaeval records show that the oxen ploughed only in the morning and returned to their stalls shortly after mid-day. The old Welsh laws, dating from the middle of the tenth century, make it clear that the oxen were not to be used in the afternoon; and as Seebohm7 points out a cyvar (or co-ploughing, where different people contributed different members of the ox-team and the plough itself) ended at noon. Ffransis Payne,8 in a very valuable book that deals, in its early chapters, with the history of the plough in Britain, quotes three Welsh poets of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to show that the ox-team ploughed only until noon and spent the rest of the day in feeding and in resting.


But, someone will say, what has Wales to do with England, and especially with Suffolk from which it is so far removed? Frederic Seebohm,9 has stated why the Welsh evidence is so relevant:


‘In these (Welsh) laws is much trustworthy evidence from which might be drawn a very graphic picture of the social and economic condition of the unconquered Welsh people, at a time parallel to the centuries of Saxon rule in England. And amongst other things fortunately there is an almost perfect picture of the method of ploughing. Nor is it too much to say that in this picture we have a key which completely fits the lock, and explains the riddle of the English open field system.


‘For the ancient Welsh laws describe a simple form of the open field system at an earlier stage than that in which we have yet seen it—at a time, in fact, when it was a living system at work, and everything about it had a present and obvious meaning, and its details were consistent and intelligible’.


But why start early and finish in the middle of the day? Ffransis Payne suggests that ploughing was particularly burdensome to the oxen during the heat of the day, and that by finishing at noon they would escape the greater part of it. But an important reason for the long, unbroken stretch of work in the field was undoubtedly the amount of time and trouble that was necessary to yoke and unyoke a team of eight, or even four, oxen. A break during the middle of the day and a return to the stables—apart from the question of distance from the field where the work was being done—would have meant unyoking and yoking up a second time for another stint in the afternoon; and this would have lengthened the day without appreciably lengthening the working time. Therefore it was natural that the ploughing should be done in one extended visit to the field: it was convenient that this should fall in the forepart of the day while the afternoon was spent, by the oxen in resting, and by their driver and ploughman in feeding them and seeing to their wants.


That the traditional shape of the old horseman’s day was a continuation of the much older discipline submitted to by the ox-driver and the ploughman is borne out by some of the terms that still survive in Suffolk. One old horseman put forward his opinion that the reason for the teams’ long stretch of work in the early part of the day was, in fact, to save taking off (the harness etc.) in the middle of the day; and—what is more interesting—he referred to the day’s visit to the field as a journey. Seebohm has pointed out10 how ancient this term is when it is connected with ploughing; for in mediaeval times the acre or strip, which was the average day’s ploughing for an ox-team, was sometimes called a jurnalis (or diurnalis) in monks’ Latin and journel in French—that is, the amount of ploughing that could be done in one day.


George Izzard, a Kentish man who is in charge of the large farm of H.M. Prison Commissioners at Hollesley Bay, in Suffolk, also revealed the antiquity of the practice when he recently referred to it as one yoke. He has a large stable of Suffolk horses which he still uses for ploughing: he said, however: ‘We don’t have the old system of one yoke now: the horses now return to the stable at mid-day, and go back into the field for another stretch of ploughing in the afternoon.’ This procedure has also been adopted by most Suffolk farmers who still work horses: the old, traditional one journey, or one yoke fell out of use just before or during the last war. Though there are farms in the county where it was retained up to nine or ten years ago—or even later; and it is likely that in other parts of the country the old system is still kept, at least in vestigial form.


It appears that in some parts of Essex the organisation of the ploughing bore even greater resemblance to the old mediaeval system. Charles Bugg (born 1883) a Barking (Suffolk) farmer, recalled: ‘The horseman didn’t plough in Essex. They went on different there—at least in parts of Essex. There was a baiter who did nothing but feed the horses; and when they were ploughing two men went with every plough-team—the ploughman and the driver. The ploughman had nothing to do with the horses.’


This is exactly how the mediaeval team was organised: the ploughman at the handles, the team of oxen—yoked in pairs or four abreast—and the driver who walked alongside with his goad. This is clearly shown in an illustration in the Luttrell Psalter. It is also worth noting that in the Welsh organisation, referred to in the old laws already mentioned, the counterpart of the driver was termed y geilwad or the caller. He walked backwards in front of the oxen singing to them as they worked. Songs were specially composed to suit the rhythm of the oxen’s work; and some of these songs were still used for their ancient purpose in the county of Glamorgan until the latter half of the nineteenth century.


If the day’s ploughing was originally conditioned, as seems likely, by the length of time it was possible to keep a team of oxen working in the field without taking from them more of their strength than they could recoup during a night’s rest, it follows that the amount of ploughing done—or at least aimed at—during a day was fairly constant. This amount was, in fact, the acre. The Roman acre (about two thirds of an English acre) was the amount of land that could be ploughed by a single yoke of oxen in a day; and the Latin word for an acre, iugerum, is almost identical with that for a yoke—iugum: an additional argument in favour of this theory of the acre’s origin. Seebohm also mentions that the extent of a cyvar,11 or co-aration in the early Welsh laws, was an erw or acre; and he quotes the name for a similar strip in the German open field: this was morgen—a clearer indication still that the day’s ploughing ended at noon.


As already mentioned three-quarters of an acre was the usual ploughing task for a day in the heavy-land districts of Suffolk; but in the light-land districts an acre a day was the rule. It was so at Morston Hall, an 800 acre farm near Trimley: Newton Pratt and his present head horseman, Jack Lancaster, used six or seven plough-teams of two horses, drawing single-furrow ploughs, and two teams of three horses, harnessed abreast, for the double-furrow ploughs. Incidentally, at this light-land farm, the men who worked the double-furrow ploughs earned a shilling a week extra to compensate them for having to work the extra horse. If at first sight it appears that an acre is not much land for a man and a team of horses to plough in a day, one fact may help to correct the view-point: if they were turning a nine-inch furrow—mostly commonly used in this county—the horses and the ploughman would have walked eleven miles by the time they had completed their stint; and walking, both for the horseman and his charges, was by no means the most arduous part of the business.


But ploughing was of necessity not continuous throughout the time they were in the field. The horses had a ‘breather’ every hour or so; and during that time the men were able to walk along the headland to have a chat and inspect one another’s work, or to observe the trivial but absorbing happenings of the countryside—the movement of the birds and small animals about the field. One interesting fact may be mentioned before leaving this: Charles Bugg has related how nervous plough-horses became, when they heard the baying of the hounds in a hunt. The horses frequently became distressed even before the horsemen could hear the hounds; and it was difficult then to work them. The old farmer knew of a ploughman who worked a horse that was particularly affected by the sounds—or the scent—of a hunt. To soothe him the ploughman used to take off his coat, spread it on the ground and get the horse to lie on it until the hunt had gone out of the immediate neighbourhood. Confirmation of this comes from Essex12 where an old horseman was able—much to the amazement of his fellows—to divine from the behaviour of one of his horses that the hounds were meeting in the neighbourhood on a particular morning.


As soon as the teams had returned to the stable and had been uncollared, the baiters gave the horses a handful or two of stover as a prelude to their main meal of the day; and then they went home to have their own dinner. They returned at 3.30 and for the rest of the afternoon until they finished at 5.30 they were busy baiting the horses and taking off the mud and dust of the day. Arthur Young has given an account of what happened to the horses; and although he was writing at the end of the eighteenth century the account describes accurately the practice that was generally retained in Suffolk until nine or ten years ago and which is still followed on the few farms where horses are worked in any number:13


‘In the east district, in winter, horses are never permitted to remain in the stable at night; but about eight o’clock are turned out into a yard, well littered with straw, and plenty of good sweet oat or barley straw to eat but never clover or hay. By this treatment, a horse is never swelled in his legs, or seldom has any ailment about him. Horses in this county are as good as any in England and are kept in fine condition. A horse turned out every night will hold his work several years longer than one confined in a stable.’


The recent practice did, however, differ in one particular from the above: the baiters’ mates, who were not normally allowed to feed the horses, were expected in addition to cleaning out this yard, to rack the horses up for the night—that is, to fill their racks with fodder. And they usually filled the racks with stover.


A yard such as Arthur Young described is to be seen in its classical form at Morston Hall, Trimley. With the stables and the stalls and the sheds around it, it covers three-quarters of an acre; and the whole is as compact and square as a Roman fort. On one side are the long stables, without stall divisions, with the root-house at one end, the chaff-house in the middle with the corn-bin not very far away from the chaff; and, at the other end, the groom’s room where the head horseman sat up at night whenever a mare was expected to foal. On the adjoining side, on the left of the yard, is the open shed, complete with stover-racks, where at night the horses could shelter and take their bait. On the other two sides of the square are the boxes, or separate stalls for horses. At the time of writing this huge agricultural fort held one horse, though at one time it held a hundred—thirty or forty working horses, and the rest a breeding stud of Suffolks.


Mrs Leslie More (born 1884), of the family of Newson Garrett of Aldeburgh and Richard Garrett a well-known breeder of Suffolks, gave a glimpse of the way the horses were stabled before they were turned out into the yard in the evening:


‘On many farms the Suffolks were all crammed into a long barn and head-roped to a rail running its length. No stall divisions. When staying, years ago, with my mother at Thorpe, I saw the Punches crowding into their barn, on a farm near Friston. “Is that safe?” I asked. “Won’t they get snagged up and do each other harm?” The farmer laughed: “They? Not likely. They fare to be all one family and each knows his place.”’


Yet another quotation14 serves to pick out and sum up the salient points in a horseman’s day. Although, like the Arthur Young account just quoted, it refers to a period about 150 years ago, it is in its essentials a true description of a horseman’s life right up to the First World War—a time that brought in so many changes in the organisation of the farm and the rural village community:


‘When I became a horseman, a day’s work was to be out with the horses from breakfast to nearly three o’clock. In summer this was, except for busy times such as haysel, very easy work; and I had simply, when I returned, to give the horses a bait of corn and chaff, rub them down and then turn them out to grass. But in winter it was different. The horses’ coats were thicker, and they perspired heavily at their work, so to thoroughly groom them took a long time. Besides, as they had worked on heavy land a considerable quantity of soil adhered to their legs and bodies, all of which I had to remove…. In winter they were turned out, after I had my supper, into a straw-yard, which had an open shed. The rule was “early to bed and early to rise” so that as soon as we had done with the horses we were off to bed. When hoeing wheat the men worked from six to six, and a day’s work on haysel depended on the weather. Men living in the house (as this man was) were not expected to leave the premises without the master’s permission; and in winter there was not much opportunity to do so even if desired.


‘Before coming to the farm I had considerable practice with the plough; but I could not, as it was called “take my work and leave it”, and it was a long time before I could draw a furrow so as to satisfy the farmer’s critical eye.’


A family memory, dating back to the end of last century, gives a final view of the horseman’s job. George Garrard (born 1891) farmed, until a few years ago, at Gislingham; and it is from north Suffolk that this story comes: ‘My father went to work on the farm as a boy of eleven. Later, when he started ploughing he had to go into the fields before it was light, so he’d have to scheme round in the dark to find the whipple-trees.15 He became a head horseman on that farm; and on Saturday night the farmer used to give him a gold sovereign and tell him:


‘“Pay owd Sam out o’ thet.”


That were ten shillings and sixpence for the head horseman and nine-and-six for the second.’
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1 E.V.C., pp. 119, 120.







2 A judge: he uses upright sticks to estimate the straightness of the furrow.







3 The metal ‘spouts’ down which the seed from the drill runs into the soil; often called counters in the dialect.







4 G.V.A.C.S., p. 46.







5 A.F.C.H., p. 126.


6 Ploughs and Ploughing, Thomas Constable, Edinburgh (pamphlet).







7 E.V.C., p. 124.


8 Y.A.G., p. 171.







9 E.V.C., p. 118.







10 E.V. C., p. 124 and 382: see also A.O.S., p. 295.







11 E.V.C., pp. 382–3 He also quotes Varro: iugum—quod juncti boves uno die exarare possint.







12 The Times, 1st March, 1958.


13 G.V.A.C.S., p. 219.







14 The Autobiography of a Farm Labourer with Recollections of Incidents etc in Suffolk (1816–1876), The Suffolk Mercury, 1894.







15 Or swingle-trees; a whipple-tree is a wooden cross-bar (pivoted at the middle) to which the traces of the horse are fastened. The whipple-trees were fixed to a pommel-tree, a similar but longer cross-bar, which in turn was fixed to the plough.












OEBPS/a045_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a032_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571286881_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/a025_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a014_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a019_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber









