

    [image: cover]


  








WARWICK CAIRNS




About the Size of It




MACMILLAN




 







[image: [Image description]]




First published 2007 by Macmillan












First published in paperback 2008 by Pan Books
















This electronic edition published 2011 by Pan Books


an imprint of Pan Macmillan Ltd


Pan Macmillan, 20 New Wharf Road, London N1 9RR


Basingstoke and Oxford


Associated companies throughout the world


www.panmacmillan.com










ISBN 978-0-230-22514-5 in Adobe Reader format


ISBN 978-0-230-22515-2 in Adobe Digital Editions format


ISBN 978-0-230-22516-9 in Microsoft Reader format


ISBN 978-0-23022-517-6 in Mobipocket format




Copyright © Warwick Cairns 2007






www.warwickcairns.com










The right of Warwick Cairns to be identified as the

author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance

with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.










The Macmillan Group has no responsibility for the information provided by any author websites whose address you obtain from this book (‘author websites’). The inclusion of author website addresses in this book does not constitute an endorsement by or association with us of such sites or the content, products, advertising or other materials presented on such sites.






















A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from

the British Library.
















Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books

and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you’re always first to hear about our new releases.




 









This book is for my wife Susan 
and my daughters Alice and Lucy




 


 







Out of the crooked timber of humanity,


no straight thing was ever made.




Immanuel Kant
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Introduction




This is a serious book about weights and measures.




You can take that as a warning, or else you can take it

as an invitation.




Either way, that’s what it is, and it’s what you’re going

to get if you decide to read on.




In these pages you will learn important things. At

times, you will look at the world in ways that your earliest

ancestors saw it, and find their understanding not so very

different from your own. You will also see how best to slice

up a Bakewell tart without making a complete and utter

khazi of things, and learn how to use your thumb as an aid

to carpentry. As you read on, you will discover one of the

most powerful ‘trade secrets’ of professional photographers,

and find out what happens when, or if, you drop a

large stone on your hand. After reading this book, you will

find yourself more than able to hold your own in any discussion

on the relative merits of vegetables and cereals as

aids to the correct sizing of shoes – even if that discussion  is with the lady from your local shoe shop. And – most

of all – you will understand the one great unwritten,

unspoken, unacknowledged Principle of Measurement.




But I’ll warn you now that it does go round the houses

a bit, this book, in getting to where it ends up. Which I did,

in fact, in coming to write it, and in coming to set down

here what I now know.




How I came to it was when the British government

introduced laws, a while back, to convert the people from

the characterful (you could say ‘bonkers’) traditional

system they had used in one form or another since – well,

since before anyone could remember – to the rational

(some might say ‘soulless’) metric system. At this time,

people had been allowed to use the metric system for trade

and all sorts of things for a hundred years or more, but few

of them seemed to be doing so, for reasons best known to

themselves.




I was called in to commission a series of opinion polls

to see what the public thought about the change to

metric, and how – or whether – what they thought about

it changed over the years. I did this for almost ten years.

And then, because no one else had done this sort of

research into the subject, when the first cases came to

court and market traders were hauled up before the bench

for selling bananas by the pound, I was brought in as an  ‘expert witness’ to explain why they did what they did, and

why they should be allowed to continue doing so. As those

cases progressed from local courts to the High Court in

London, I spent long hours in conclave with these traders’

defence lawyers, and with an Oxford psychologist, trying

to work out not just what the results of the research said,

but what they meant, and what was going on behind them

in people’s minds to make them think and behave the way

they did.




To sum up ten years of research and seven thousand

interviews in a very few words, the gist of it was that people

didn’t have a very high opinion of the change, if the truth

be told; and over the years their opinions changed very

little indeed. If anything, they became slightly less happy

about it, rather than more so.




Which you could sort of understand, if people as a

whole, or just British people, were none too keen on

change in general; but over the exact same space of time

these same people were happily embracing all sorts of

other changes in their lives without a second thought.

They ditched their clunky old video recorders and bought

DVDs in their millions. They took their big fat cathode-ray

televisions down to the dump to make space for plasma

and LCD flatscreens. They fitted microwave ovens and

dishwashers in their kitchens, and changed their hairstyles  and their cars, their mobile telephones and the cut of their

trousers – and just about everything else you could care to

mention – in order to keep up with the times. And they

did it because they wanted to, and no one had to pass any

laws to force them to do it.




But when it came to measurements, things were

altogether different. And as it happens, things always have

been different, right throughout history, where measurements

are concerned. Throughout history, whenever a

government has decided that its people might be better

served by swapping their own traditional system for a

shiny new one, those people have been less than grateful,

and less than enthusiastic, and often surprisingly stubborn

in their resistance.




In France, years and years after the Revolution, the

nation that had happily guillotined its king and done away

with centuries of tradition remained so hostile to the metre

and the kilogramme, and so fond of the pied de Roi and the

livre de marc, that the Emperor Napoleon eventually got fed

up and passed laws allowing them to go back to the old

mesures usuelles. Which they did, pretty comprehensively. It

was only after Napoleon went, and a new government of

hardcore modernizers got in, that the new system came

back again; and it was only when the full force of the criminal

law came down on them that the people grudgingly  accepted that the game was up, and did what they were

told.




Which seems to have been the case all round the

world.




This all makes you wonder what’s going on here. It

makes you wonder, for example, whether there’s something

in the nature of people that keeps them wedded to

certain ways of weighing and measuring, even as the

world around them changes; or else it makes you wonder

whether there’s something in those ways of weighing and

measuring that makes people want to keep on using them.




And that, pretty much, is what this book is about.




And so now it’s probably a good time to step back from

laws and trials and opinion polls and historical precedents,

and to move swiftly on to the great unwritten Principle of

Measurement, and then to the uses of wellington boots.






 





The Principle of Repeated Bodges




Why people measure things the way they do isn’t something

that most of us agonize over too long or too often.

Most of the time we just do what needs to be done without

thinking much about it.




But if you do want to know, and if you consult the textbooks,

you will see that most of the reasons written down

there are to do with history, or with science, or the history

of science, or even, perhaps, the science of history.




This king, seated on his draughty throne back in the

twelfth century, decreed that the length of his royal

appendage should be set as the standard of measure for

such-and-such for all eternity, and had it inscribed with

quill pens on vellum scrolls, now slowly mouldering in

some vault in the British Museum, or the cellar of the

House of Lords or somewhere. That white-coated scientist,

hunched over his test-tube rack in the dead of night,

chewing distractedly at the end of his pencil, discovered

the Theory of Such-and-Such, and in gratitude the unit  of its measurement was named after him. And so on,

and so forth.




But scientists and kings, on the whole, make up a very

small part of the population, and the measurements they

make are far fewer in number, in the grand scheme of

things, than the sorts of measurements that normal people

ordinarily make going about the business of their daily

lives.




The sorts of measurements that normal people ordinarily

make going about their daily lives are guided by one

great unwritten, unspoken, unacknowledged Principle of

Measurement. This is something that’s a lot less grand and

exalted in reality than it sounds when you say it, but it’s

none the less important for that. Expressed simply, it’s the

fact that most people – how shall I put this? – it’s simply

the fact that most people can’t always be bothered to do

things properly.




Always doing things properly can be a bit of a fag,

you see; and always doing measuring properly involves

carrying all sorts of measuring equipment around with

you – rulers and balances and measuring jugs and the

like – just on the off-chance that you might be called

upon to use them. This is fair enough for the measuring

obsessives of this world, but the rest of us tend, instead,  to go in for bodges, cheats, compromises, estimates and

rules of thumb.




Some of these improvised measurements sort of

work, and some of them don’t. Some of them turn out to

be really rather good, useful and reasonably accurate –

good enough, in fact, to consider using them again, and

to recommend them to others – while others turn out to

be a lot less so.




When you keep on doing this, day after day and year

after year, and when you keep on doing it for generation

after generation and for century after century, what

tends to happen is that the best and most useful ones stick

and get handed down and passed on again and again and

again, while the others fall by the wayside until you find,

almost by accident, and almost without planning it, that

you’ve ended up with a system.




That’s how the Principle works, and not just for

measurement: if it’s simpler and more convenient to do

something in the ‘wrong’ way than in the ‘right’ way,

then people will tend to do it; and if enough people do

it in enough ‘wrong’ ways over a long enough period

of time, then one of those ‘wrong’ ways often ends up

becoming the ‘right’ way. And in this way systems evolve

towards the way normal people really are, and the needs  and uses normal people really have; and away from the

grand theories and structures created for them by their

‘betters’.




We’ll call this the Principle of Repeated Bodges.




 





The Builder’s Measuring Boot




Let’s have a go at a bodge, an amateur measurement, to

see how it’s done. And let’s start with you, and where you

are right now. Right now, let’s measure up the place

you’re in.




You have two choices here.




One – if it’s easy, and practical, and if you can be

bothered, you can somehow get hold of a tape measure or

other measuring instrument, and use it in the proper way.




Or two – you improvise with whatever tools you

happen to have to hand. And of all the tools you have to

hand, right now, for measuring out the place you’re in, the

best and most useful for improvising with are your own

feet. They are natural, intuitive things to use – and, as we’ll

see in a little while, they’re surprisingly accurate.




To get a sense of how common it is to measure with

your feet, it’s instructive to take a walk down to your

nearest building site. There you will see people who do

this for a living – bricklayers, carpenters, electricians and  plumbers – translating architects’ millimetre-perfect blueprints

into solid physical reality, both with tape measures

and rulers, when they have them, and also – when they

don’t – using their own builders’ measuring boots.
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A measuring boot




All they do – and all you need to do to measure up the

place you’re in – is to put the back of your heel against

where you want to start and walk carefully forward, heel

to toe, until you get to the other side, and count the

number of steps.




So now you’ve got yourself a unit, and a measuring

instrument you can carry about with you wherever you go.

You can even give it a name: depending on who you are,

and where you live, and what language you speak, you

can call it a foot, or a fod, or a pied or a pie or a fuss, or even,

if you live further afield, a shaku or kanejaku.

 





Men, Women and the ‘Official Boot’




Measuring things with your own feet, for your own purposes,

is a useful and natural way to go about things, but

what happens when you want to compare your measurement

with someone else’s?




We all know that different people have different-sized

feet – but what matters is how different, and how much

that difference matters, for practical purposes, and how

easy or difficult it is to iron out any differences that do

matter.
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‘Different people have different-sized feet’




Now, as it happens, people’s feet don’t vary quite as

much as you think. The chances are, if you are a man, then  the shoes you’re wearing now (or, if you are a boy, the shoes

you will wear when you grow up) will be one of just three

sizes: an eight, nine or ten in British sizes. Three-quarters

of all British men fall into that narrow range, with almost

all the rest being no more than one size on either side.

Actually, before I go on here it’s worth pointing out that

different nations do shoe sizing differently. The Americans

use the same sizes as the British but number them differently,

so that our ten is their eleven. The continental

Europeans use a different system altogether, such that a

UK ten is a forty-four. There are reasons for this, and I

explain them later, but for now let’s just stick to the British

version, for no other reason than it’s the one most people

reading this edition of the book will be familiar with.




The difference between an eight and a ten is about

a finger’s breadth, which, for rough measurements like

sizing up a room, makes very little difference indeed.




If you are a woman, your feet will most likely be

smaller; but again, the chances are that your shoes will

be in one of just three sizes – a UK five, six or seven.




So how big a difference does the difference between

men and women make to measuring things?




Well, if you take the biggest ‘normal’ men’s size – a ten

– and the smallest ‘normal’ women’s size – a five – the ratio

between them is roughly five to six.





Which is to say, if a small-footed woman walks six steps

she will have covered the same distance as a big-footed

man covers in five.




Whether that counts as a big difference or a small one

depends on what you’re measuring and how accurate you

need to be. But throughout history most societies have

tried to impose some degree of consistency and uniformity

on things by coming up with an ‘official’ foot.




The current ‘official’ foot in use in Britain and the

USA is the size of the sole of a man’s British size-ten shoe

(or a size-nine workman’s boot).




Most other countries at various times have had their

own foot-based measures, and, as you would imagine for

different measures that have developed independently in

widely different environments, they have varied in size.

But not by nearly as much as you might think.
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A collection of feet










If you set out all of the different ‘foot’ units, from the

versions used by the ancient Greeks and Romans to

the versions developed as far afield as Spain, Argentina,

Hungary and Japan, almost all of them fall within the

narrow range of shoe sizes worn by most adult males today.




And what little variation there is seems often – though

not always – to be related to the climate, which in turn

relates to whether men at work wear thicker, warmer

work-boots or whether they wear lighter footwear.




So the Hungarians, the Danes and the north Germans

developed feet in the region of a ten-and-a-half to eleven

shoe (or a nine-and-a-half to ten boot), whilst the Spanish

and the south Germans developed foot measures at the

smaller end of range.




The thirty-centimetre rulers commonly sold in metric

countries that don’t officially have a foot-based measurement

are actually the equivalent of a size nine.




Of all of the different foot measures used over the

years, only two fall any appreciable distance outside the

average range of modern men’s shoe sizes; and one of

those might not have even existed.




The biggest, which is the equivalent to at least a size

twelve, is the Parisian pied de roi, or ‘king’s foot’. There may

be something of a clue to its rather whopping size in the

name. Rather than being an average workman’s boot, this  measure was altogether less plebeian. Perhaps there was

something of a fashion for fancy footwear in the French

court at the time the measure was standardized, or perhaps

there was an intention to impress the peasantry with

the size and puissance of His Majesty’s person; either way,

this measure is seldom, if ever, used today.
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A Megalithic foot




The smallest – and also the least well documented – is

the so-called Megalithic foot. Based on measurements of

stone circles and other ancient monuments carried out by

Alexander Thom, a professor of engineering at Oxford

University, there is a suggestion that many of the European

tribes of some six thousand years ago used a system of

measures that might or might not have included a ‘foot’

that translates roughly to a modern six-and-a-half or

seven. This would be the equivalent of a seven-and-a-half  or eight foot bare, or wearing thin animal-skin moccasins;

and this, in turn, would seem to be just about within the

bounds of ‘normal’ by today’s standards, if a little on the

small side. However, the jury is still out on Thom’s conclusions,

so we’d need to proceed with a little caution here.




The conclusion of all of this, though, is that for all the

differences in the sizes and styles of various countries’

shoes over the past few thousand years, the principle is

more or less universal: when it comes to measuring short

and medium distances, the most widely used instruments,

and units, are the ones on the ends of your legs.
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