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Dedicated to my father, Meyrick Pearson Adams, whose stories of hedgelaying in his youth inspired me to become a hedger myself.
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People so often don’t realise, I don’t think, in this country, how important hedgerows are – and the unique and extraordinary features of our British hedgerows, this countryside’s single biggest nature reserve when you think about it, with their ability to sequester carbon, help prevent flooding and soil erosion whilst providing stock control, shelter, green corridors and an abundance of food and protection for wildlife, make our hedgerows as precious a natural asset to our planet as any other I have experienced.
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An extract from a speech, given by His Majesty the King, patron of the National Hedgelaying Society, as the Prince of Wales, at Highgrove in 2021.


Reproduced with the kind permission of Buckingham Palace.
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Preface


My first memory of hedgerows is of a childhood spent on a farm. A time of freedom – freedom to roam at will, and freedom from the fear that prevails today, that anything that can go wrong will go wrong. From an early age we explored the fields and copses, ate wild fruit, picked field mushrooms, tried to bag a rabbit with an old airgun, and made camps in hollow trees. Our lazy childhood expeditions took us to every corner of a thousand acres, along a disused railway line, up to the top of the chalk downs and along an old Roman road, but our route to all of these always followed the hedgerows. These arteries of the countryside gave us shade, hid us from the grumpy old gamekeeper, and left our hands and lips purple with the juice of ripe blackberries. From our low childhood perspective our eyes could spot every bird’s nest silhouetted against the sky as we looked up through the hedges, and the lazy call of a yellowhammer from its hedgerow songpost was the soundtrack to the summer school holidays that seemed to last forever.


My father’s old billhook was used for splitting kindling wood and was treated with reverence. He would tell us that it was ‘perfect for hedgelaying’, and always added ‘I used to love to go hedging. You don’t see it much these days’. Lying around in the tool shed was a pair of massive (to us) thick leather gloves that we were told were hedging gloves. This only added to the mystery and awe that developed, as we could only imagine what this strange craft called hedgelaying could be. Clearly it was the stuff of heroes, who armed themselves with huge gauntlets and lethal weapons and fought to the death with hedges! It was not until my teenage years that the mystery was solved when I took an interest in a career in nature conservation. I started to pick up old books on rural crafts that might occasionally contain a grainy old photo of a hedgelayer at work. From then on hedgelaying became a passion and eventually an occupation.


In the last twenty years there has been a growing awareness of the importance of hedgerows in our countryside. Whilst they may once have been simply taken for granted, we now recognise that they provide a huge spectrum of benefits both for ourselves and for wildlife. They help to define our landscape, provide shelter for farm animals, stop soil erosion, and store carbon. They provide corridors along and through which wildlife can safely travel, and produce flowering plants for insects to feed on and autumn berries that are devoured by birds and small mammals during the winter months. Yet all is not well with our hedges – only 50 per cent are in favourable condition, and in arable-farmed areas that figure drops to only 12 per cent. Put simply, not enough of our hedges are being managed correctly, or indeed, many are being neglected. In the past, our hedges were periodically rejuvenated using a traditional rural craft called hedgelaying.


The traditional craft of hedgelaying was practised on most farms until the 1950s. Then the tractor-mounted flail machine took over, and the craft almost died out. There was renewed interest in the 1970s, and the National Hedgelaying Society was formed. Since then, the craft has undergone a revival and now attracts payments through government agri-environment schemes and other forms of funding. The National Hedgelaying Society has grown enormously and is honoured to have His Majesty King Charles III as its patron and fellow hedgelayer.


Hedgelayers take great pride in their work and obtain much gratification in the finished job, something perhaps few modern professions can truly offer. A hedgelayer will be quite used to a passing car slowing up and the driver complimenting them on their skills, or a dog walker stopping for a chat, fascinated to learn more. Hedgelaying seems to invoke a sense of another age, a time of rural skills that men and women carried out in every village, learning their craft over many years, and taking pride in their work – perhaps a sense of a time before cheap imports and a throwaway culture.


The focus of this book is on the practical – not only how to prepare the hedge and how to lay each of the many regional styles that exist around the country, but also how to place all hedges within a life-cycle scale called the Adams scale and decide when they are ready to lay. By focusing on the work of champion regional hedgelayers, each style will have a personal expression, bringing out the character not only of these hardy rural craftsmen and women but also of the area in which they work.


There is a growing demand for hedgelaying training from landowners, farmers, contractors and those who simply value healthy outdoor work that provides a sense of wellbeing and place. This book is for anyone with an interest in the countryside, but especially those who may want to have a go at hedgelaying with no prior knowledge of the craft. I also hope that it might encourage everyone to look at the wider subject of hedgerow management in general, because healthy hedgerows are vital to the flora and fauna of our country, its landscape, and all those who wish to preserve it.
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Carrying out hedge surveys and offering advice, as well as leading hedge management courses for communities, conservation bodies and farmer groups are all important parts of the author's work, and can be ideal ways to help improve the management of hedges throughout the country.
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CHAPTER 1





Setting the Scene


Field boundaries help to define our countryside. Be they hedges or stone walls, they are the stitching in the patchwork quilt of the landscape. Viewed from the air, almost anywhere in the UK is a mosaic of shapes and colours. Fields and woodland, grass and crops are all interlinked by the hedgerows and the drystone walls. Only in the highest uplands and the most intensive of arable areas do these veins of connectivity become sparse or simply undesirable.


Why are Hedges so Important?


In what would become CPRE, the Countryside Charity’s founding manifesto, written in 1926 and called The Preservation of Rural England, Patrick Abercrombie described hedgerows as ‘Part of an elaborate, if unconscious, remodelling of the earth’s surface, which has taken centuries to mature. The result, as everyone agrees, is singularly beautiful.’ Even now they represent perhaps both a bucolic way of life and an Arcadian dream of small farms, narrow lanes and flower-rich banks. They provide a feeling perhaps of safety and protection, of place and belonging.


Yet through the centuries, their very presence or enforced creation might for many people have represented exclusion, a loss of a way of life, a forced expulsion from their roots. The enclosure acts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries drove many smallholders and commoners to rioting and violence. Today if we carried out a survey of attitudes towards hedgerows there would probably be overwhelming support for their protection and wellbeing. They would represent to many people something very British, something intrinsically good and therefore special. Indeed, there was a survey carried out as part of a paper written in 2000, ‘The meaning of hedgerows in the English Landscape’ (S. Oreszczyn, A. Lane), which looked at public attitudes towards hedgerows. The survey found that all the participants viewed hedgerows:


…not just as a means for conserving biodiversity in the countryside but as part of England’s history and national identity. They are appreciated for providing signs of the changing seasons; for the way they break up the landscape; for their sense of mystery and intimacy; for their connections with the past and childhood memories; and for their contribution to a sense of place.


It would seem, then, that the majority of people think that hedges are a good thing, that they are important, and that ‘we’ need them.


It may be, however, that the original purposes of hedges, of marking land ownership or as a stock-proof barrier, may be a total mystery to most contemporary visitors to the countryside. If they are unaware of why hedges exist, then perhaps also they may be unaware that hedges not only require management, but that sometimes over-management, or even the lack of it, might be damaging the hedgerow.


If we look deeper into the benefits of hedgerows, what they provide for wildlife and ourselves, their status is elevated still higher. In a modern farmed landscape, hedgerows are often the only semi-natural feature that exists. They represent, in effect, the woodland edges of a wild, semi-forested landscape of the ancient past, grazed by large roaming herbivores. Edge habitats between bio-types always provide the richest diversity of species, and in this case both woodland and open grassland species utilise the warm and sheltered scrub areas with their rich sources of nectar and berries. These same species of scrub are by definition what we plant in our hedgerows. We must include every part of a hedgerow habitat for the greatest benefits, not only the woody hedge itself but also the ditch, the field margin and, of course, hedgerow trees.


In 2011, Robert Wolton, an eminent ecologist, naturalist and researcher from Devon, started a one-year hedgerow survey on his typically Devonian small farm (‘Life in a hedge’, British Wildlife June 2015). His survey concentrated on an 85m (280ft) stretch of hedge, not in any way special or untypical of the area, and set out to record how many species of plant, animal and fungus were present in the hedge. He used his powers of observation, malaise traps, light traps, emergence traps, small mammal traps, sweep nets and pitfall traps, and he dug holes to record soil fauna. Even sheets of old tin laid on the ground to provide shelter proved useful. The hedge contained (to date) a massive 2,070 species, but Rob expects that figure to be even higher by the time hundreds of samples of tiny insects have been identified by the Natural History Museum. Add to that species of fungi that did not appear during a very dry survey season, the rusts and smuts and the multitude of soil micro-organisms that would be expected, and the figure could easily be nearer to 3,000 (R. Wolton 2015)


Our hedgerows, it is clear, provide a huge range of environmental and eco-system services. We can split these services into the categories described below (with thanks to my colleagues at Hedgelink).
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On a large arable estate in the south of England, this sympathetically trimmed hedge with its tumbling bramble, blossoms and berries provides the only haven for wildlife on the whole farm. Alive with the buzzing of insects and the flitting of small birds feeding in the hedge and margin alongside, the hedge stands in stark contrast to all the other, brutally over-trimmed hedges in the area.





Biodiversity Services


Hedgerows are the largest semi-natural habitat in the country, and their presence, especially in the modern farmed landscape, is vital to a wide range of wildlife, providing shelter, corridors of safe movement and food. A wide range of rare and declining species relies on hedgerows for their habitat or food plant. Bats and bees, for example, have been shown to use hedgerows to navigate through the countryside.


Regulatory Services


Hedgerows can help to prevent soil erosion from wind, water and ploughing. They reduce the amount of polluting fertilisers, pesticides and sediment that reaches watercourses. Hedgerows also play a significant role in carbon storage. A new hedgerow, for example, may store 600–800kg (1,325–1,765lb) of CO2 equivalent per year per kilometre, for up to twenty years (Warner et al., 2008). Even the provision of firewood from a hedgerow can be seen as a renewable fuel.


Cultural Services


Hedgerow systems are an important part of our culture and landscape. Much of England has had a continuously hedged landscape for a thousand years or more. Some hedgerow systems date back to prehistoric times, and many were well established by the Anglo-Saxon period (Rackham 1994). We also have a continuous history of hedgerow-management techniques and skills, particularly of hedgelaying, which, with its many regional styles and associated local words and descriptions, is an important part of our cultural heritage and can often give a sense of place.


Provisioning Services


Hedgerows can be the source of many traditional British foods and drinks, such as jams, sloe gin and elder wine or cordial. They can supply wood fuel when managed on a coppice rotation. In the past, many more products were drawn from hedgerows such as faggots for bread ovens, walking sticks and medicinal substances.
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The yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella, an iconic bird of the hedgerow that is typically associated with low hedges, but which have suitable song posts available.





Where are We Now? The Statistics


Recent research by The UK Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (Broughton et al, 2024) found that there are 390,000km (242,000 miles) of hedgerow between 1 and 6m tall (3.2–19.6ft) in England alone – that is enough to go round the Earth nearly ten times! Working with Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR), a technology that emits pulses of light to create 3D images that identify each hedgerow’s location and measure its height, it was found that Cornwall, Somerset and Derbyshire had the highest density of hedgerows. Surrey, Hampshire and Berkshire had the least. The use of LiDAR also identified another 67,000km (41,000 miles) of lines of vegetation below 1m (3.2ft), which may be badly degraded, over-cut or newly planted. A further 185,000km (115,000 miles) of hedges above 6m (19.6ft) were recorded, which would include mature hedgerow trees and overgrown hedges that have become lines of young trees. A grand total of over 540,000km (335,556 miles), over fourteen times around the world!


Since 1950 it is estimated that we have lost around 190,000km (118,000 miles) of hedgerow, largely due to the intensification of agriculture. The loss has slowed since the late 1990s with the introduction of the Hedgerow Regulations Act, but significant threats remain, and it would appear that all is not well with our hedges. In the last Countryside Survey, taken in 2007 by the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (P.D. Carey et al. 2008), it was found that in the preceding ten years there had been a 6.2 per cent decrease in the length of managed hedge in Great Britain, and that only 50 per cent were in favourable condition. Looking more closely it can be seen that in arable-farmed areas that figure dropped to only 12 per cent. Recent results of a new hedge survey – ‘An evaluation of Agri-Environment Scheme impact on hedgerows in England’ (Norton et al. 2024) – saw a small improvement in the right direction, with 62 per cent of all hedgerows now in favourable condition and 17 per cent of arable hedges the same. Put simply, still not enough of our hedges are being managed correctly – or indeed are being totally neglected – and certainly not enough of our hedges are being rejuvenated.


How did We Get Here?


If the starting point to this narrative is that most hedges were created to keep animals in or out of fields, then inevitably when wire fences arrived, the need for boundaries to be kept stock-proof by hedgelaying became less and less. At the same time there was the advent of the mechanical hedge trimmer, invented in the 1940s by a Scottish farmer named Gilmour. He sold the rights to his Mid-Mount Mark 1 hedgecutter to McConnel Limited, originally of Worcestershire. They developed the machine, which totally revolutionised hedge trimming, resulting in huge improvements in speed and efficiency over manual cutting.


Alongside such inventions came a desire for more food production, demanding bigger fields and the draining of wet agricultural land. Government grants spurred on the removal of hedgerows, and the sight of a machine pushing out hedgerows was not uncommon as late as the 1970s. Even hedge banks could not withstand the push and shove of the bulldozer’s blades, and large amounts of Devon hedge, along with their wonderful flora and fauna, disappeared to form larger fields.


Until perhaps the 1960s every farm had a labourer or two who could lay a hedge, and their winter work was hedging and ditching. Hedges were therefore periodically re-set and new growth encouraged from the base. The reciprocating-blade hedge trimmers developed into the flail cutter, and perhaps during those years we failed to read the signs that the hedges needed rejuvenating. Unfortunately, perhaps with the advent of the flail cutter, we thought we had the answer to everything, with no more hedgelaying. It seemed that we could simply trim the hedges and they would last forever. Yet here we are, 50 to 60 years later, and many of our hedges are still being trimmed to that very same height. They are old now, empty at the base apart from the occasional old pleacher to remind us of the craftsmen of the past; they are smashed each year in the name of tidiness, and are slowly and almost imperceptibly disappearing.
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Harshly trimmed at the same height for probably over 60 years, this hedge is slowly and imperceptibly disappearing. Signs of old laying can still just be seen.
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This old enclosure hedge has not been rejuvenated for over 100 years and is now starting to collapse.





The opposite extreme to this is neglect. As the figures show, many hedges receive no management at all. They have become overstood and have developed into a line of trees, or have simply collapsed from old age. The inconvenient truth is that hedgerows need to be periodically rejuvenated to promote new growth from the base. Without this intervention our hedges will imperceptibly disappear over time. It is this simple yet strong message that must be heeded, from the farmer to the government minister.


The Need for Rejuvenation


Hedgerows in many ways mimic woodland edges. In the original wildwood that once covered our country, periodic fires, storms and grazing pressure created a mosaic of deep, dark forest and open glades and grasslands. The edge zones, colonised by scrub species, provided the transitional habitat between the forest and the open areas. They provided shelter and protection, blossom and fruit, nesting possibilities and corridors of safe movement.


Hedgerows provide exactly the same qualities as that forest edge – and why not? We plant the very same scrubby species in our hedgerows. We have, if you like, added the ‘h’ to edge. But woodland edges in an ancient natural scenario did not stay the same forever. They were under two great pressures: overgrazing from the plentiful herbivores, and colonisation by tree species through nature’s tendency to cover everything in forest if there was a lack of grazing. The very same issues face our modern hedgerow (if you will excuse the analogy).


In today’s countryside we still have woodland and we have our hedgerows acting as our woodland edges, but everything is confined within our imposed limits. The woodlands’ boundaries are marked on a map, many from over a thousand years ago. They don’t advance because they are fenced in. Indeed, as a consequence of that, there are now far fewer woodland edges. The high-canopy woodland stops at the fence and the agricultural field starts. The same can be said of the hedge, contained in straight lines for understandable reasons but still subject to the same dynamics. Nature wants to turn it into a line of trees, and instead of large herbivores, we now have the ubiquitous tractor-mounted flail cutter, determined to keep the hedge under control. The recent survey ‘An evaluation of Agri-Environment Scheme impact on hedgerows in England’, mentioned earlier, does show that there has been an improvement in the condition of hedgerows since 2007. However, it goes on to say that whilst there were positive indications that newer agri-environment schemes are supporting more restoration and planting of hedges, to date these haven’t reversed the prevailing direction of loss resulting from a lack of hedge rejuvenation.


So in order to maintain this quasi-woodland edge in our highly managed countryside, we also have to manage the hedge: we must occasionally rejuvenate it and re-set its growth patterns back to the start. We don’t want it to be either a line of trees or a derelict, over-trimmed line of sticks.


What is Hedgelaying?


Hedgelaying is the generic and relatively recent name given to the practice of sequentially cutting partially through each stem along a hedgerow so that it can be leant over (also described as ‘lowered down’, ‘bent over’ or ‘laid down’). This is carried out to transform a row of vertically growing stems, through which farm animals could pass, into a tightly woven, living fence with each stem placed at the same angle according to regional style. Before the invention of wire fences, hedgelaying was one of the main methods of keeping animals in or out of fields. To lay a hedge, then, is to produce a living fence. It is as close as one can get to a sustainable barrier because over a period of time the hedge will need to be laid again. The action of hedgelaying in itself produces new shoots that can be laid in the future.


The collective term ‘hedgelaying’ (the formation of one word made by joining ‘hedge’ and ‘laying’) was first used in the second half of the eighteenth century, and reveals more about the evolution of language than any change in technique. The original use of the terms ‘plash’ or ‘pleach’ and other specific regional names, seems to give way to the generic term ‘hedgelaying’, as the printed book became more widespread and regional styles were revealed by the travelling nineteenth-century agricultural county surveyors. Hedges in Devon will always be ‘steeped’ and in Somerset ‘splashed’, but we include both styles as two of the many ‘hedgelaying’ styles in the UK.
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A hawthorn hedge laid in the Midlands style to form a living stock-proof barrier. The hedge shows previously laid ‘pleachers’, old stems that have been laid before and now re-laid once again, including the young regrowth that sprouted from them.





The Benefits of Hedgelaying


The advantage of cutting and laying stems to form a stock-proof barrier is that the hedge is also rejuvenated from the base. By laying the hedge we are not only forming a barrier, we are producing an instant habitat for wildlife, a safe place that continues to provide all the attributes that our wild woodland edge did and that, even though it is captured in a straight line of our own making, has the opportunity to start its life cycle again through our intervention.


Laid hedges continue to form blossom and produce fruit, and they immediately provide a wonderful nesting place and shelter from predators. Research suggests that hedgelaying may be beneficial to invertebrate biodiversity. A study in Ireland (McAdam, Bell & Henry 1994; McAdam, Bell & Gilmore 1996) compared laid, coppiced and low-pollarded plots with an uncut control. They found significantly more invertebrate orders recorded in the laid plots than the control in both 1992 and 1993. Another study (Dover et al. 1997) that looked at the importance of shelter for butterflies in open landscapes found more than double the total number of butterflies adjacent to the five- to six-year-old laid sections of hedge compared with unmanaged sections.


We can see, then, that the act of hedgelaying is good for a hedgerow once in a while – but what other options do we have to form a living fence? Some say that an original method of making a stock-proof hedge was to bend plants over without making a cut and then in some way to tie them in place. There is no written record whatsoever of that happening in this country, but even if it were so, there would be no rejuvenation of the plants in that process at all. They would simply grow old, be impossible to manage, and eventually have so many gaps that they would be useless in a country that had millions of sheep. Instead, in the UK we seem to have always laid our hedges (plashed or pleached as the process was once called).


The only other option for rejuvenation is coppicing, the act of cutting bushes off completely to ground level and encouraging new growth from the base. The advantage of this system is that it not only rejuvenates the hedge but also provides us with a ready source of firewood and allows us to plant up any gaps that have developed or to increase the density of stems. So far so good – but of course it is a very harsh approach in that it totally removes any shelter or food source for wildlife until it grows again. There is always the risk that we commercialise the coppicing of hedgerows to the point where they become a product, and that we preferentially encourage straight ‘pole wood’ to grow, which gives us greater yield but less scrubby habitat.


Hedgelaying gives us many things: rejuvenation of the hedge, a continuous rich habitat, cultural history, and a sense of satisfaction and wellbeing when we do it.
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A laid hedge round a garden provides not only a barrier but a wonderful nesting habitat for birds and shelter for a range of wildlife.







CHAPTER 2





The History of Hedgelaying


Language is one of the best sources of historical evidence that we have, passing on clues from the past through subtle changes in words and their usage. Etymology is therefore very useful in the understanding of the history of words used in the craft of hedgelaying and of their original meanings. Some years ago I was lucky enough to attend a hedgelaying seminar in France and listened to a lecture there on the history of plessage (the French word for hedgelaying) by the eminent Jean-Loic Le Quellec. I offer here my interpretation of his research with his kind permission and agreement. In his work, he reaches far back in time and looks at the folklore that surrounded hedges across Europe.
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One honest John Tomkins, a hedger and ditcher,


Although he was poor, did not want to be richer;


For all such vain wishes in him were prevented,


By a fortunate habit of being contented.


Jane Taylor, Suffolk 1863





Symbolism and Etymology


In British hedgelaying, the stem that is laid over is often called the pleacher, and the action of laying it is pleaching. These words derive from the French name for hedgelaying, plessage, which itself is from the lower Latin plessicius = plexus, meaning to weave or braid – which in turn has its roots in the Indo-European word ‘plek’. From this same root we get the word ‘complex’. Just as farmers prevent unwanted animals from getting on to their property or their own animals getting out by manipulating the stems of a hedge, by pleaching it, we could say we are making the structure complex. So it is that we now use the word ‘complex’ to describe something that is neither a simple structure nor a straightforward situation.


In pre-Christian times hedges had a more symbolic importance and had various roles, as boundaries for property but also as sacred entities, the knowledge of which is now forgotten. They were sacred perhaps because of the fear of what is beyond or over them. Hedgerows were the interface between the village and the wild places, the untamed forest. The belief was that they formed a boundary between two worlds and that it was possible to meet unearthly creatures or spirits when climbing the stile or passing through a hedge. There was an oral tradition throughout Europe that the moment one climbed over the stile or passed through the hedge something ‘happened’.


It was believed that the hedge contained a female spirit, a goddess of the hedge, who was referred to as Hagazussa (haga = hedge, zussa = Zeus, the goddess of the hedge; in Old English she was called Haegtessa). Hedge goddesses were part of an oral tradition found across many parts of Europe. In La Cité de Dieu, St Augustine, in the 5th century AD, refers to Hagridden (Zunrite in German, la chevaucheuse de haie in French), while in English it is the hedge rider.


With the spread of Christianity there came a doctrine of one God only. Christianity needed to subvert the pagan gods of the people to establish its supremacy, but had to do so in an insidious and subtle manner. Firstly, Christians needed to minimise the pagan gods’ power. They did this, not by claiming that they didn’t exist, but rather by making them physically ‘smaller’ – that is they became elves, or lutin in French. Secondly, they turned to the feminine goddesses of the hedge and made them both ‘small’, ugly and old. So the hedge goddess becomes an old woman, a hag (deriving neatly from the many European words for hedge: hagge, hecke, hedge), or a witch who carried a stick or wand, a symbol of the hedge, which, over time, then became a broom, the witch’s means of travel. A quotation from a fifteenth-century writer says ‘It is easier to burn a witch than a goddess’ (Martin Le Franc, Champion des Dames, 1440). Part of that story perhaps lingers to this day amongst modern hedgelayers, as it is often said that they should leave a holly tree standing high in a hedge so that witches cannot ride along the top.


The First Hedges


There is growing evidence for hedges in prehistoric times, and even possibly hedgelaying (let us call it that but agree that it would not have resembled anything we know today). At St Ives, Cambridgeshire for example, branches with a right-angled bend were found from the Iron Age and were interpreted as evidence of hedgelaying (J. Pollard, 2014). Alongside the species composition of oak, blackthorn, willow and field maple, the closely spaced rings of both the blackthorn and the oak suggested slow growth under competitive, stressed conditions as experienced by shrubs growing in a hedgerow. The diameter and age of the branches were taken to be indicative of regular cutting back of young branches to maintain the hedgerow.


The origins of hedgerows are hidden in a time before recorded history so we can only surmise how they began and how their use developed. We can, however, hazard a guess as to what they were for, and that was to keep animals and indeed other humans out of an enclosed area that grew crops or sheltered livestock from predators. Perhaps the original hedge might have been what we would call a ‘dead hedge’ – that is, branches and brash cut from a forest, woven between vertical stakes driven into the ground. Remains of these hedges have been called ‘ecofacts’, a description used in environmental archaeology to refer to ‘a wide range of materials whose form reflects human engagement with nature’ (M. Jones, 2005).
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Hamish Darrah, an archaeologist researching the usage of late Bronze Age tools in northern Britain, is exploring the possibilities of different ways in which these tools, such as socketed axes, may have been used, such as for hedge management. Hamish has even managed to use these tools whilst competing in a competition!





The dead-hedge system has certainly been used consistently throughout Africa for millennia, as it still is today. Tribesmen walk with their cattle or goats and literally stand with them all day, protecting them and moving them to where there is grazing and water. At the end of the day the animals are brought back to the village and to the stockade where they and their owners safely spend the night. These ‘brushwood’ or ‘dead hedges’ were not just crude piles of branches, they were well built and fulfilled their function.


In his seminal book Europe’s Field Boundaries, Georg Müller (2013) suggests that the use of such fences may well date back to 5000 years BC in Europe. Archaeological work on Dartmoor, for example, has come across Bronze Age, linear remains of cut hawthorn brushwood preserved under peat bogs. This strongly suggests the use of dead hedges. The use of these ‘fences’ spread throughout Europe as more settled human habitation developed. Barriers would not only have been made from brushwood but also from the stone and rocks that lay around. Geology played an important role in that choice, so where there were no rocks, there were no walls!


Early Written References to Hedges


Written references are vitally important and surely the best source of evidence in tracing the development of hedgerows and their management. When we find a reference to hedgerows we can be reasonably sure that the author is writing of something commonplace in the landscape, and whilst he is most certainly of an educated and therefore non-practical background, he describes what he sees. At first we find general references to hedges – what they are for, how to establish them and the like – but as time goes by and eventually the printing press is invented, more detailed and very precise descriptions and advice become commonplace.


Let us start in ancient Rome, in 37BC when Marcus Terentius Varro in Italy wrote in his De Re Rustica (‘On agriculture’):


I shall treat of fences, which are made for defending the farm, or any part of it; there are four kinds of these: one raised by nature, another made of the timber of the country, a third like a military rampart, and a fourth of mason work. The first is the natural fence and raised by planting briars or thorns which have roots and which being a living hedge is not in danger from the burning torch of the wanton passenger.


Other Roman authors wrote on the subject. In AD 100, Lucius Junius Moderatus Columella produced his twelve-volume treatise with the same name as Varro’s book, De Re Rustica. He, too, mentions hedgerows, in the section on enclosures:


At the place intended to be enclosed, as soon after the autumnal equinox, as the earth is moistened with showers, must be surrounded by a double ditch. Seeds of the dog thorn should be gathered as soon as possible and mixed with erville meal; these should be sprinkled with water and then spread upon old ship ropes, when this is done the ropes are placed in the loft. Then 40 days after the solstice, at the coming of the swallow the ropes should be unfolded and placed along the ditch.


Certainly a rather novel way of planting a hedge!


As we move through the centuries of Roman domination in Europe, Roman agrologist Rutilius Taurus Aemilianus Palladius, writing around the fourth century AD, claims that ‘The plants that do well for hedges are thorns, bramble or hounds thorn’ (dog rose). Isidore of Seville, c. 560–636, in a document entitled ‘On the Nature of Things’, describes hedges as ‘protective barriers for what has been planted’.


In Constantinople in the tenth century a twenty-book collection of agricultural law was compiled and called Geopoika, which was a collection of agricultural essays from Roman times to the seventh century. In this the planting of hedges from seed is described, and it is stated that:


After eight and twenty days they will produce shoots the length of four palms, which you are to transplant into a trench not deeper than three palms and they will grow more than a cubit in two months; then being drawn to a great length, will keep off thieves.


Early Saxon charters and documents tell of the legal right issued to individuals to be able to cut ‘hedge’ from within the forest to make dead hedges. Interestingly dead-wood hedges were often made at the same time as planting a living hedge to protect them. The boundaries of ownership in those days were recorded by describing natural features of the landscape in charters – ‘Along the stream to the oak tree’, for example. The earliest known legal document that uses the word ‘hedge’ when referring to a living hedge in Britain was written in the eleventh century when Judith, niece of William the Conqueror, inherited land in Cambridgeshire. In this instance one boundary ran along a hedgerow and was described as such in the charter. Judith’s hedge still effectively exists today, making it over 900 years old, older than many churches!


Starting to occur in recorded history around the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was the act of assarting, a word with its origin in the French word essarter meaning to remove or grub out woodland; in northern England it is known as ‘ridding’. When these areas were cleared it may have been that the woodland edges, containing mixed shrubby species, were retained to form hedgerows. Indeed, many recorded assarted hedges still contain ancient woodland species to this day. These could be described in today’s terms as instant mixed hedges, and more often than not they occurred on top of earth banks or ditches. Hedges continued to be commonly recorded as being deliberately planted on banks, albeit much lower ones, right through until the eighteenth century. These more recent hedge banks were often made up as part of the process of digging out drainage ditches and were often called moulds.


Much detailed written information can be found on the many methods of forming ditches, banks and hedges, and in my opinion, the many styles of regional hedgelaying began to develop during and soon after wooded land had been cleared before the Norman invasion in the eleventh century. It would not be at all surprising to learn that hedgelaying as we know it actually came over from France along with the terms ‘to pleach’ or ‘to plash’ from the French plessage.


Enclosure was the deliberate fencing or hedging of areas that had previously been extensive open fields, and took place from as early as the thirteenth century following the Statute of Merton. In the winter of 1236, a great council was called, bringing together most of the nobility and high clerics of the country. It took place at Merton Priory in Surrey, and was the culmination of increasing unrest among the barons because of the growing influence of foreign advisers after the marriage of Henry III to Eleanor, daughter of the Count of Provence. An eleven-chapter statute was passed in which Chapter Four gave the right of lords to enclose commons and ‘waste’ lands. This was the start of ad hoc private enclosures, which continued through the next four hundred years and slowly saw a decline in subsistence farming and communal systems of agriculture.


Throughout the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries more hedges were planted or appeared after assarting, and a reflection of that is the increasing frequency of hedge-related occupational terms in old documents. Hegger and heggeman, words referring to a person who makes or mends hedges, are frequently found, along with the right of heibote – that is, the right to collect material from the woods to make or repair hedges – and heiward, an officer of a manor, village or religious establishment. It was his job was to maintain hedges and enclosures. Field names also frequently refer to a hedge or a species growing in the hedge.


The first printed book on agriculture was produced on the continent. Called Liber Ruralium Comodorum (The Book of Rural Commodity), it was written by Petrus Crescentius between 1304 and 1309, and was printed in Augsburg, Germany in 1471. Before then only hand-written manuscripts existed and these are now extremely rare. His books were mostly based on the management of large estates and manors in Italy. In it, he advises a new owner to ‘surround the entire place with ditches and hedges of living thorns with suitable trees mingled within them’. It is interesting that he uses the term ‘living thorns’: when reading the many books on agriculture that would appear over the next 300 years, we must always be careful of the word ‘hedge’, as it often refers specifically to a dead hedge. In 1523, for example, Anthony Fitzherbert, in the first book ever printed in Britain that is solely dedicated to agriculture (The Boke of Husbandry), describes how when planting up gaps in an old hedge one should ‘Double quick set it and ditch it new in every place that is needful and set a hedge thereupon to overlay the settes against the eating of by sheep or cattle.’ Here he is describing how placing deadwood brash over a newly planted hedge protects it from browsing animals.


Gervase Markham gives another very specific example of the difference made between ‘hedging’ and ‘plashing’ in his book A Way to Get Wealth, written in 1653. Writing about dead hedging he observes that, ‘A man may hedge in a day, if the hedge be good and substantial, that is to say five foot high, well bound, thick stacked and close laid, two rod in a day.’ (A rod is usually equivalent to 5.03m (16.5ft), but at the time that measurement varied between counties.)


Whilst on hedgelaying (plashing) he separately writes:


For the plashing or making of a quick fence if he do it workmanly and that the growth be high and well grown and then he lay it thick and close and strongly bound in the top, to plash a rod a day is as much as any man can well do. But if he plash it after the west country style, that is, only cutting it down and laying it along close to the ground and seeking only thickness and not much guard or comeliness, then he may well plash a rod and a half rod a day without any trouble. And sure, in this work is great care and art to be used, as well for the preservation of the quick as for the goodness of the fence being a thing of worth and validity to every husbandman.


However, there were two problems with the use of dead hedges: they didn’t last and they could be stolen!


The Boke of Husbandry


We are lucky to have Anthony Fitzherbert’s The Boke of Husbandry because it starts an uninterrupted, written history of hedgelaying that is over 500 years old. His description of hedgelaying (plashing) is worthy of full reproduction in this book as it is the first we have. He starts with planting and ditching, which I have slightly abbreviated, and then goes on to describe pleaching, which I offer in full. I have changed spelling and the occasional word for ease of reading from the English of the time, but have tried to keep the evocative nature of sixteenth-century writing.


Planting


And if thou hast pastures, thou must needs have quicke setting, ditching and plashing. When it is green, and commeth to age, then get thy quick settes in the wood country, and let them be of white thorn and crab tree, for they be best, holy and hazel also be good. And if thou dwell in the playne country, then must thou get both ash, oak, and elm, for those will increase much wood in short space. But get no black thorn for nothing, for that will grow outward into the pasture, and doth much hurt in the grass, and tearing the wool of the sheep.


And then to take a line, and set it there as thou wylte have thy hedge, and to make a trench on thy line, and to pare away the grass where the quicke settes shall be set, and caste it by, where the earth of the dyche shall lye, and dig up the molde a spade graffe deep, and to put in thy settes, and dig up more molde, and laye it upon that sette.


Ditching


If thou make thy dyche four foot broad, then it would be two foote and a halfe deep. And if it be 5 foot broad, then 3 foot deep, and so according, and if it be five foot broad, then it would be double sette, as it would fence itself, and a lower hedge will serve.


Making a dead hedge to protect young settes


Thou must get the stakes of the heart of oak, for those be best, crabtree, black thorn, and ellore (elderberry) be good. Reed withy is best in marsh ground, ash, maple, hazel, and white thorn will serve for a time. And set thy stakes within 2 foot and a half together, unless thou hast very good eddering, and long, to bind with. And if it be double eddered, it is much the better, and of great strength to the hedge, and much longer it will last. And lay thy small trouse or thornes, that thou hedgeste with, over thy quicke settes, that sheep do not eat the spryng nor buds of thy settes. Let thy stakes be well driven, that the point takes in the hard earthe. And when thou haste made thy hedge, and eddered it well, then take thy mall again, and drive downe thy edderinges, and also thy stakes by and by. For in the winding of the edderings thou dost loosen thy stakes, and therefore they must needs be driven new, and hardened again, and the better the stake will be driven, when he is well bound.


To Plashe or pleche a hedge


If the hedge has been growing for 10 to 12 years since it has been planted, then take a sharp hatchet or handbill and cut the trunks in a good place. Near to the earth, and more than half a-sonder; and bend it down through, towards the earth, and wrap and wind them together, but always so that the top lay higher than the roots for else the sap will not run into the top kindly, but in the process the top will die. And then set a little hedge on the back side and it shall need no more mending many years after.


And if the hedge is 20, 25, or 30 years of age since it has been first planted, then wind in first all the outermost bows, and wind them together and then cut the trunks in a good place a little above the earth, more than half a-sunder and let it bow downwards and not upwards for diverse causes. Then wind the bows and branches thereof into the hedge and at every two feet or 3 feet, leave to stand one settte growing, not plashed and cut the top at four feet high or there abouts to stand as a stake if there is one, or else to knock in another one, and to wind the others that be pleached, about them.


And if the branches will not lie plainly in the hedge, then cut them half way through and bring it into the hedge, and there will be no need for to mend the hedge but in a few places for twenty years or more.


And if the hedge is old and consist of great trunks or trees: and is thin at the bottom so that beasts may go under or between the trees: then take a sharp axe and cut the trees that grow, a foot from the earth or there about, in a plain place, within an inch or two inches from the side, and let them lay downward as I said before and let the top of the tree lie over the root of another tree, and to pleach down the bows of the same tree to stop the hollow places. And if all the hollow places will not be filled or stopped then scour the old bank and cast it up anew, and fill with earth all the void places. And if these trees will not reach in every place to make a sufficient defence, then double quick-set it and dyke it new in every place that is needful and set a hedge thereupon [author's note – a dead hedge] and overlay the stubbs against the eating of sheep or cattle.


The use of live stakes described in these early descriptions of hedgelaying became a point of some controversy over time and slowly authors turned against the idea. This is summed up by two opposing opinions. The first is by John Mordant in 1761 in his Complete Steward, where he gives instructions for how to plash a hedge having already cleared it out:


Lay the rest of the preserved young stems from you, sloping them as you go, folding in the lesser branches that spring from them and at every four feet cut one stem off at the top and let it stand as a stake to fortify the work. Lastly bind in the extremity of all and the work is done.


The other is by William Marshall in The Rural Economy of the Midlands in 1785:


Judicious managers, however, object, and with good reason, to live stakes; which throwing out spreading heads, in the pollard manner, overhang and destroy the plashe, and prevent the shoots of the stools from rising and consequently tending to convert the hedge into a row of thorn pollards.
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