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A willow planter in the garden.




INTRODUCTION


My aim in writing this book is to inspire and enable a reader, who has no previous experience, to make a willow basket. In the same way as I was inspired by a book, I want you to see that you can pick up the simplest of tools, buy a bundle of twigs and make something you can be proud of.


More than twenty years ago, in an enviable but penniless situation, I was recently out of college, and living with my partner in a tied cottage in the middle of a wood. Knowing my interest in crafts, he gave me a basketry book. It laid out some varied and interesting projects for the beginner to try, and a couple of them were called 'hedgerow baskets'. These were to be made from wild twigs and climbers, garden plants or leaves, and the photos really did make them look charming. Suddenly the familiar plants around me had a new potential, and their abundance meant that I could have a go at basketry without having to spend any money.


Many foraging trips, many curses later, I had made a basket. It wasn't great, but it was a beginning … I suppose it wasn't bad enough to make me want to give up altogether. And having cut my teeth with rough and ready hedgerow materials, when I eventually bought some farmed basketry willow (which was smooth, regular and super-flexible) it seemed easy.


Fast-forward through several years, and I now have a modest career in basketry art, craft and teaching, still inspired by books and the work of gifted makers, still loving the challenge of hedgerow basketry, and now attempting a book of my own. Having taught basic basketmaking skills to many beginners, young and old, I feel I have the experience and knowledge to get people started.


History


Basketry is thought to be one of the oldest crafts in existence, pre-dating pottery. We can imagine how our hunter-gatherer ancestors must have twisted twigs and leaves together to make rudimentary containers for holding the nuts, roots, berries and greenery they harvested from the wild. At some point it was discovered that a regular weave rather than a random one made for a more durable vessel, and the craft had begun.


It is not possible to trace the development of basketry in the same way as, say, metal-working, because thin organic materials just rot and disappear into the soil. Sometimes particular ground conditions do allow larger early artefacts to survive - remnants of woven fish traps from Mesolithic times can appear at low tide in muddy estuaries; remains of wattlework houses have been preserved by peat bogs in Northern Ireland.


Ancient civilizations clearly made and used a wide range of baskets; Roman paintings, sculptures and mosaics depict many elegant basket designs and products including chairs (Pliny mentions reclining chairs) - apparently just like wicker furniture of today.


Much early basketry would have been put together at home for the weaver's own needs in garden, field or kitchen, but as trade increased, the craft became more specialized. Documents show that in Britain, by late medieval times, basketmaking had become a profession with its own trade guild, the workers having as important a place in society as other accomplished craftsmen of the time.


Paintings and documents from the past clearly show how important basketry was to society, but to see really old genuine examples it is worth visiting a museum, particularly a local museum which may have examples of unusual designs particular to a trade or local folklore tradition. In my region of East Anglia there are excellent museums with enlightening displays of highly specialized baskets, associated with fishing and the fishery trade, agriculture and fenland life.


Some evocative, centuries-old basketry fragments can be seen in the Museum of London, saved from decay by either exceptionally dry or exceptionally wet conditions. Willow basketwares were among the astonishingly well-preserved artefacts brought up with the sunken Tudor warship the Mary Rose. A number of woven fragments have been preserved and documented, which although squashed, show familiar techniques and structures. These remains are important not just for what they can tell us about the past, but also to give us guidance as craftspeople trying to preserve skills for the future.
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Baskets made from Canadian cedar bark by Bunty Ball.


[image: image]


Twined newspaper basket (unknown maker), and basket made from crisp packets by Amy Chestnutt.


Material and environment


As this is a short book, with limited scope, we are confined mostly to one material – basketry willow – and to European techniques. However, there is a whole world of variety out there.


Every culture has its own basketry styles, techniques and materials. Local plants are put to use in a range of plaited, twined, interlaced and coiled structures. Resulting products are not just baskets but fences, harness, floorcoverings, toys, shoes and clothing and even houses.


These days there is a new source of material to supply the inventive maker – rubbish. As we become more aware of the problems waste can cause, better uses are being found for durable materials that otherwise would be thrown away. Wonderful new baskets combine age-old techniques with materials such as newspaper, old telephone wire, packing tape, cardboard boxes, crisp packets, bottle tops and tin cans. Re-used materials can be woven on their own, or combined with traditional plant materials to aptly express the meeting of the old with the new.


As concern has grown about human effects on the environment, we may look harder at the things we buy and use to see if they can make a more positive – or at least less damaging – impact. Basketry willow, because it is a renewable wood product, takes carbon out of the atmosphere, locking it up for the life of the article. If you make or buy willow basketwares, keep them, use them, repair them for as long as possible. The best place to put them at the end of their lives is the compost heap, or under a hedge where they can slowly rot down and return to the soil – they certainly should not go to landfill. The same is true for any trimmings.
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Woven wire pieces by Geraldine Jones.


The most environment-friendly basket must surely be the one you make with your own home-grown willow or with foragings from a walk. No whirr of machinery or whiff of chemicals need intrude, and the process of weaving that basket will make you feel connected to your world in a way that, as I see it, nothing else can.


How to use this book … and how to go further


The first two chapters set out the basic information you will need to begin making baskets, so they are a good place to start, and to return to for reference later on.


The projects chapters – 3, 4, 5 and 6 – are organized to present designs from broad categories of basketry, in a way that allows the reader to pick a first project from the start of any chapter. So you could equally well begin by making the Christmas wreath from Chapter 4, or the little bird table from Chapter 3, and so on. (All the projects presented in this book are my original designs or adaptations of traditional baskets. All basketry and sculpture is my own work unless stated otherwise.)


The first project in each group is not necessarily the easiest, but introduces the skills that are built on and added to by the following ones. Of course, I am realistic, and I know that you are probably going to launch into the project that you think looks nicest – either that or the one you have got the right materials to make! If you get stuck, put the work down for half an hour and make a cup of tea. Looking at things afresh can make all the difference.


If this book whets your appetite, you may want to take your basketry or willow sculpture further, so try looking for some of the books mentioned in the bibliography, and check out courses or classes in your area.


When searching the internet for books or courses, look up the Basketmakers Association, who are a goldmine of help in all aspects of the craft – excellent for learning opportunities, museum and gallery information, suppliers of tools and materials, and loads of pooled experience, advice and ideas. They publish a newsletter, run their own courses and offer bursaries, among many other functions.
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‘Perigordin’ willow baskets by the Norfolk Basket Company.
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Freshly harvested willow, and loppers.




CHAPTER ONE


MATERIALS, TOOLS AND PREPARATION


It can come as a surprise to discover that baskets are made from what are, in effect, twigs from a tree, so you will find here some explanation of how they are grown and processed. Further in the chapter you will read about different types of basketry willow, other materials that can be used in weaving, and about some of the tools and equipment you will need. Lastly, there is practical advice on how to prepare your materials and get ready to work.


What is basketry willow?


We know willow as a tree – the huge weeping village landmark by the pond, or the straighttrunked saplings neatly spaced and pruned for making cricket bats… but the willows grown for basketry are never allowed to grow into trees.


Rows of rootless cuttings are pushed into the ground in winter, spaced as closely as bedding plants. They establish with astonishing speed and are cut back to near soil-level every single year, to produce the wonderfully long and flexible wands that weave so beautifully into baskets and sculptures.


Basketry willows have been bred and selected for their length, speed of growth, suppleness, toughness and beauty over thousands of years, quite possibly ever since humans began farming. For this is a farmed crop, not something that ‘grows on trees’.


Willow growing may have peaked in the UK during the nineteenth century, when canals and railways meant that produce could be moved around the country in a way that had not before been possible. The produce needed packaging, and baskets were the strong and lightweight answer. Willow beds (or 'osier' beds) would have been a familiar sight around the countryside, and thousands of people employed as basketmakers.
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Two varieties of basketry willow growing well in early summer at Ashmans Farm, Essex.
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A small willow plantation in Suffolk after harvest; the stumps are taller than usual for ease of picking.


Now that cardboard, plastic and polystyrene have taken over as packaging materials, the willow growing and basketry industries have shrunk dramatically. In the Somerset Levels there are still some professional producers, and as interest in basketmaking is enjoying a resurgence, new growers in other regions are setting up to supply the demand. Willow sculpture and living willow schemes are also creating markets for the raw material.


Basketry willow is harvested in winter, after the leaves have fallen. The crop is taken back to the yard for grading, where branched or damaged rods are discarded and the remaining material sorted to length.


At this stage the willow is fresh, very heavy, and known as ‘green’. If you buy it newly-harvested you may have to pay by weight because of the high cost of transport. Once dried off, the willow is bound into tight, standard-sized bundles (or ‘bolts') and sold as three-foots, fourfoots, five-foots and so on. Some growers make allowance for novices by making up smaller bundles, or putting together packs containing a range of sizes, as ‘beginners' bundles’. Other growers might sell their crop without sorting, so a bundle would include a random variety of lengths and thicknesses.
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Bundles of graded willow from Somerset.


Types of basketry willow and their uses


Some basketry willow is sold in its natural state, with the bark on, but a large amount is stripped. There are two types of stripped willow, buff and white, produced in different ways.


For buffs, the willow is boiled in water for eight to ten hours, after which the bark is soft and can be stripped off with a machine. The wood underneath takes on a warm orange-brown colour from tannins in the bark. White willow demands a longer process, is more expensive and often difficult to obtain. Rods selected for whites have to be kept alive after harvest, so are stood in water until the sap rises in spring and the willow makes new leafy growth. Now the bark is loose and can be stripped, to reveal the smooth white wood underneath.
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Brown willow log baskets, white willow mannequin.
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Types of willow (from left): brown, buff and white.


White willow was traditionally used for domestic wares, which needed to be smooth so as not to snag precious fabrics, and scrub-able when used in the kitchen. Buff willows are smooth in the same way, but the orange-brown colour can bleed onto damp laundry, so bike baskets, shoppers and hampers are a better use for buffs. Brown willow tended to be used for rougher agricultural basketry in the past, but today makers and sculptors enjoy the colours and textures of the natural willow, and many fine and lovely things are made with it.


Stripped willow does, however, have a quality that brown does not – once woven, it grips firmly where brown can be rather slippery. Basket designs often incorporate whites or buffs for the most important structural elements, and browns to fill in large areas of weave. For the same reason, it is difficult to make complex shapes, fiddly divisions and openwork designs using browns – whites or buffs are usually more successful. Simple, robust shapes are the ones to choose if you love – as I do – the naturalness of brown willow.


Apart from the period after harvest when it is still green, willow is stored by growers and makers alike in a dry state. Properly housed, willow bundles will remain in perfect condition for many years, so there is no need to worry that the material you have bought won't keep long enough for you to use it. Keep your willow dry and check every so often to see that it is not being dripped on by leaks.


Different varieties


Most of the willow used for stripping is of just one variety, Black Maul. Many other varieties exist, however, offering other qualities and different bark colour. As with any farmed crop, willows were bred to supply local needs and to suit local soil conditions, so a huge range was once grown.


Here are names of some types you may still be able to find. These are all varieties of or hybrid crossings from a few species of willow: Salix alba, Salix purpurea, Salix triandra, Salix viminalis and Salix fragilis.






	Flanders Red


	Whissender







	Dicky Meadows


	Champion







	Dark Dicks


	Harrison’s Seedling







	Noir de Villaines


	Sarda







	Grisette Noire
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Three different varieties of brown willow.
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An old basket made from coiled straw with bramble binding.


Growing your own


If you would like to try some of the many unusual types, growing willow yourself is a good idea. Cuttings can be bought and are sent out by post during the winter, ready for planting. A new bed will not yield much for the first few years, but will stay productive for twenty years or more. In the early days there is a lot of work to do keeping down the weeds, but as the new plants establish they will start to shade out smaller plants and look after themselves.


Using other materials


In the wild


Before willow was domesticated, baskets would have been made with wild materials, and this is still perfectly possible today. You can find long thick shoots for the hoop on a frame basket, strong, flexible twigs for the ribs, and fine bendy climbers for the weaving. Collecting it all is time-consuming, but making a hedgerow basket is one of the most satisfying things you can do. In this book, there is not space to go into detail on the subject, but some of the projects can easily accommodate wild materials – see the forager’s basket in particular.


As with willow, the time to collect twiggy material is winter, when the leaves are fallen and the wood is mature. Look for anything long, unbranched and bendy; you do not need to know the species, just keep an eye out for plants that have the qualities you want. Try feeling how they respond – anything that you can bend around your wrist is likely to work as a weaver.


Sometimes the most surprising things are useable; fine bramble shoots make excellent weavers once their thorns are removed, and thicker stems can be split down to make smooth, flat binding.


Here are some wild plants that can be used in basketry:






	Dogwood


	Birch







	Blackthorn


	Periwinkle







	Hazel


	Old man’s beard 







	Oak


	   (wild clematis)







	Bramble


	Wild willows such as:







	Ivy


	   goat willow







	Field maple


	   grey willow







	Elm


	   crack willow







	Lime


	   white willow






OEBPS/images/f008-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f006-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f002-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f014-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f013-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f012-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f011-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f010-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f009-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f016-002.jpg





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
WILLOW BASKETRY
AND SCU LPTU RE






OEBPS/images/f017-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
C






OEBPS/images/f015-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f016-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f014-002.jpg





