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1 August


For more than five years now I have been living in the wagon, travelling the lanes of the West Country between little-known farms and smallholdings where I ply my trade as a hedgelayer. Here, on lonely acres nestled well off the beaten track, I have felt most at home, surrounded by our countryside and its inhabitants. I am content with my nomadic lifestyle, moving from farm to farm, job to job, settling for some months only to move on again as work and the season dictate. In recent years my contracts have taken me through the rolling countryside of Devon and into the flat lands of Somerset to the north. I have laid hedges across the chalk downland of Dorset and Wiltshire away to the east, and down in Cornwall in the far south-west.

I travel between contracts in an ageing horsebox that is also my home throughout the year. This wagon contains everything I need to live comfortably and carry out my work. A large wooden trunk is housed beneath the body of the lorry and has more than enough room to store the paraphernalia associated with hedging work: chainsaws, fuel and oil, billhooks and axes, all essential articles in the hedger’s armoury. The cab of the old lorry can seat four people comfortably, though I rarely accommodate passengers. Behind the beige vinyl seats is a broad parcel shelf made of plywood with ample space to store all of my outdoor equipment. A hand-forged kettle iron and chain span the width of the shelf whilst a trivet made of three horseshoes and an old metal ammunition box containing files, spanners and other small tools, are tucked neatly behind the driver’s seat. Three jerrycans are stowed at the other end of the shelf and are kept filled with water. There are no storage tanks or water pumps on the wagon and I have to collect water from the farm tap, or nearest supply, and store it until needed. I keep two enamel jugs inside the wagon, each capable of holding about a gallon, and refill these from the jerrycans on a daily basis.

The living space is separated from the cab, and accessed through a weathered stable door at the rear of the wagon. On entering, a wooden dresser sits immediately to your left, holding a miscellany of objects and belongings. Front and centre is my heavy enamel saucepan, capable of holding two gallons, an indispensable piece of equipment, especially during the cold, dark winter months when it holds a good broth or stew that takes just minutes to warm through. There is also room on the dresser for a copper-bodied oil lamp with a sizeable reservoir containing enough paraffin to last several evenings, even during the longest nights of December and January. Apart from candles, it is the only source of lighting in here. Next to this sits an antique biscuit tin that houses a small first-aid kit. The bandages, plasters and eyewash it contains are, I believe, out of date, though I suspect they would still be sufficient to deal with any minor injury.

Amongst the china plates and cups that adorn the dresser shelves are various ornaments that I have collected since living here. A modest selection of antique clay tobacco pipes found at different locations whilst hedging; Yorkshire and Suffolk pattern billhooks hanging from handles worn smooth by the men who used them in decades past; a collection of Victorian glass bottles and tea tins, alongside several antiquarian books written by countrymen from the last two centuries. I have a particular fondness for older books and have found much wisdom within the pages of my modest collection. A particular favourite is the author Richard Jefferies, who was raised in rural Wiltshire in the nineteenth century and produced several works about the British countryside at that time. On occasion, his writing has seemed almost to speak to me directly. ‘For the spirit of nature stays and will always be here, no matter how high a pinnacle of thought the human mind will attain; still the sweet air, and the hills, and the sun, will always be with us.’

Opposite the dresser stands a gas cooker that includes an oven and grill as well as four gas rings, which is more than adequate for my cooking needs. Next to this, a handmade oak kitchen unit houses a ceramic Belfast sink that can hold several gallons of water, which I rely on for bathing, as well as washing up. The larder below the sink contains an array of tinned meats, soups and powdered milk; there is no refrigerator in here and perishable products must be stowed outside or in the cab of the lorry during the cooler months to prevent them from spoiling.

A cast-iron woodstove sits next to the oak unit and although it is relatively small by most standards, it is nevertheless capable of warming the interior of the wagon within minutes. I collect wood from the hedgerow as I work and dry it on the slate hearth around the stove, the curing wood filling the living space with a pleasing organic aroma that mixes with the more synthetic scent of burning paraffin given off by the oil lamp. I try to keep a bowl of oranges in here throughout the winter months, drying their peel on the hotplate of the stove, which not only provides an excellent accelerant for the fire but also fills the living space with a sweet, citrus scent. A well-worn armchair is positioned conveniently in front of the fire so that I can warm myself through thoroughly at the end of winter days spent outside in the worst of the weather. Then I have an antiquated, green-painted footstool to prop my feet on and warm them by the flames, reclining in the chair and sitting in complete comfort.

The bed is above the cab of the lorry, enclosed on all sides and accessed by three oak steps positioned at the head end of the sleeping compartment. A small window sits just above the pillows and when opened provides ventilation both on hot summer evenings and during the long winter nights when the rising heat from the stove can make the compact sleeping area feel stifling.



I have always been drawn to this life amongst the woodlands and hedgerows. For me, the lure of modern living holds little appeal and it has always been the old country ways, their knowledge and wisdom, that have inspired me. Since starting out as an apprentice woodsman in an isolated Dorset woodland nearly thirty years ago, I have turned my hand to many rural practices, listening willingly to advice and guidance passed down from men whose years and experience exceed mine by several decades. Of the varied skills practised by the woodsman, it is the traditional management technique of hedgelaying that has become my favoured employment.

Hedgerows have been a feature of the British landscape since the very onset of agriculture, when our Bronze Age ancestors clearing land for farming first spared strips of the ancient wildwood, leaving trees and woody shrubs in linear patterns to act as boundary markers and serve as fences for containing animals. From this time onwards hedgerows have been a consistent part of British agriculture, though it wasn’t until the thirteenth century and the beginnings of the enclosure movement that the planting of hedgerows really began to proliferate. As the expanding cloth trade and increasing demand for wool saw a huge growth in sheep farming, new pastures were enclosed to secure the multiplying flocks and mile upon mile of new hedgerow was planted.

Initially, labourers sourced plants from scrub and woodland for hedge planting, and a wide variety of species were used according to local availability, but as the momentum of enclosure increased, it became necessary to establish nurseries across the countryside to provide the plants needed, and hawthorn soon became the preferred plant for these new boundaries. The hawthorn was fast growing, tolerant of shade and both hardy and resilient. Planted in a dense row, the spiny, horizontal branches knitted together into a tight web of thorns that formed a living barrier capable of deterring even the most determined of livestock.

The enclosure movement continued into the early twentieth century and over its course, millions of acres of pasture were eventually divided by many thousands of miles of hedgerows. The lush green lowlands of Britain were gradually transformed over this period to eventually become the instantly recognisable patchwork of small fields and meadows for which our countryside is known, a land enclosed by thorns and briars.

These field boundaries, however, are more than just living fences. Steeped in our political, cultural and agricultural past, they have come to define much of the British countryside – and to preserve many of its best-loved inhabitants. A great deal of our farmland wildlife, the songbirds and invertebrates, as well as smaller mammals, have come to rely on these arboreal arteries that link much of our remaining woodlands and enable safe passage across open pasture. They provide food, shelter and nesting sites for many threatened species.

The hedgerow left to itself, however, will decline and eventually fail. A hedgerow that is maintained correctly and that has both periodic laying as well as trimming incorporated into its management will provide the most beneficial habitat, and will go on to do so for many centuries. This skill of hedgelaying was once widespread throughout much of England and Wales, and by the seventeenth century the ‘hedger’ was a familiar figure in the English countryside. For many centuries the maintenance of the countryside’s hedgerows was an essential part of the farming calendar and the laying process saw that these boundaries remained dense and impenetrable to the livestock they contained, as well as preserving them as one of Britain’s premier habitats for nesting birds and other farmland wildlife. In recent decades, however, as agriculture has become increasingly intensified, the hedger has dwindled into a rare figure, and with his departure it seems that the linear woodlands he worked have become little more than an agricultural bygone. Impractical on the modern, intensively managed farms, the ongoing maintenance of hedgerows has increasingly been seen as a burden, and the route they once carved across fields and pastures has become a hindrance to the ever-growing range of farm machinery. In the second half of the last century, half of all British hedgerows were grubbed out.

The demise of hedgerows, combined with the improper maintenance of many of those that remain, is now reflected directly in the decline of our rural species as their habitats are destroyed or degraded. As we lose the old wisdom and the ancient skills that see the countryside managed regeneratively, the land has undoubtedly suffered.

But it is not all bad news. Despite the loss of well over one hundred thousand miles of hedgerows since the middle of the last century, they have not been lost altogether. Here in the West Country they remain a prominent feature of the farmland, and are even protected by law. And although today managing hedges by laying is the exception rather than the rule, interest in their preservation is expanding and the skill remains in demand. Indeed, as August draws to a close and I look to the hedging season ahead, my calendar is full.



It is during the shortening days of the autumn months, when the September mists return and the morning dew settles on the pastures once more, that the hedger begins his work. As the light begins to retreat in the later months of the year and the ground is cooled by first rain and then frost, the plants of the hedgerow begin to fall dormant, drawing the nutrient-rich sap into their roots before eventually casting their leaves to the November gales. Despite the adverse weather conditions, this is the best time of year for laying.

A hedgerow should be laid every fifteen or twenty years to see it maintained in a prime condition, and a good hedgelayer should be able to achieve a ‘chain’ over a day’s work, a length of hedgerow equal to sixty-six feet. The length to be worked on must first be cleared of any dead or dying wood, brambles and briars must be cut away and removed to leave only the stems that will be used in the creation of the barrier. A first observation of hedgelaying by somebody ignorant of the technique, can seem severe and may appear to be a destructive rather than a regenerative practice. But the plants that make up the hedgerows have evolved to tolerate and thrive on this adversity. When one stem is lost or damaged, for example by browsing animals, the plant’s response is to send up vigorous new growth, with several new stems taking its place. The hedger mimics this attention by carefully cutting and pruning to encourage a structure that will regenerate over time and continue to grow.

Clearing all excess material, the hedger will retain a line of clean and straight stems, the best that are available in the row, pruned and freed from any entangling briars that will readily find their way into the hedge, the seeds brought in by the birds and animals that make their homes there. Using a razor-sharp cutting tool, the hedger slices into the back of the first stem, cutting downward at a steep angle from a foot or so above the ground to perhaps four fifths of the way through, being careful to retain a tongue of living wood at the stem’s front edge. Although bark and heartwood have been severed, the retention of the malleable strip of wood ensures that sap is still able to rise in the spring and that the stem will continue to live. This practice is known as pleaching and once the cut has been made, the hedger refers to the stem as a ‘pleacher’. With the pleaching cut made, the stem is now carefully laid over until it rests diagonally in the row, still anchored to the stump by the tongue of wood. The stump must now be dressed tidily, as it is from here that the majority of regrowth will come. The upright spike of wood that remains on the stump after the pleaching cut, known as the heel, is removed to ensure that water and leaf mould do not collect there, as these could invite rot into the plant. This process is repeated with each stem in turn, the pleachers resting against one another tidily in their diagonal position, like plates in a rack.

Once all the stems have been pleached and laid into position the structure is reinforced by a line of stakes along its extent. Generally, these are stout lengths of hazel measuring about five foot six which have been cut specifically for this purpose. Each stake is pointed at its thickest end which is driven firmly into the ground along the row, the spacing between them traditionally measured by the distance between the hedger’s elbow and fingertips. By this time the structure is beginning to resemble a fence, with a spine of stakes running through the newly pleached plants. Working now in the opposite direction to the pleachers, the structure is tightly bound to increase rigidity further still. The binding is done by weaving smooth hazel rods, cut at about ten or twelve feet in length, between the stakes. By adding a new rod into the weave at every stake the whole construct is locked firmly together, and the woven hazel not only provides an attractive spiralling pattern but also creates a continuous wooden rope along the length of the newly laid hedgerow.

The final task is to trim the stakes to the height of a clenched fist above the binding, for a tidy finish. Generally this is done to leave a point which allows water to run off easily as well as providing an extra deterrent to livestock. While the finished hedgerow may look sparse on completion, over the course of its first spring the rising sap will stimulate growth and see the boundary increase still further in density and strength.

Great pride is taken in a well-laid hedge by landowners and hedgers alike, and each craftsman has their own particular style of working. Just as an unsigned painting or sculpture may be recognisable by style alone, so the work of individual hedgers may be recognised by their individual preferences and intricacies. Hedgelaying is both sculptural and functional and when carried out correctly, is a work of art in itself.



I had been staying in the busy yard of a West Dorset dairy for almost six months and the harvest, the culmination of the year’s work, was drawing to a close. Standing by the open stable door of the wagon and looking out over the field, I noticed countless threads of spider’s silk clinging softly to the freshly cut corn stubble, the late-summer breeze causing them to ripple gently and catch the evening sunlight. In the wagon behind me, the kettle sat on the gas hob, grumbling away but apparently in no hurry to come to the boil. Eventually steam began to gush from the soot-blackened spout and when I returned to my spot at the door it was with a cup of hot, sweet tea. My attention was caught by a pair of goldfinches that streaked past the open door before settling momentarily amongst the thistles that grew on the headland just outside the wagon. By this time of the year the thistles were wilted and dry and tufts of the thistledown were lifted by the breeze as the finches took flight, only to collect in clumps on the teasles, hogweed and elder that grew behind the old cattle shed close to my pitch.

I had been there all summer, parked next to the decaying outbuilding. Several swallows’ nests, now empty, nestled tightly where the overslung corrugated-tin sheets met the building’s wooden joists. The swallows still darted around the farmyard and across the recently harvested corn and barley fields, catching insects on the wing and calling in their distinctive chatter all the while. Sparrows flitted between the gaps in the Yorkshire boarding which made up half the walls of the building. A thick stem of ivy had climbed the cast-iron downpipe and spread to smother much of the back wall. Upon my arrival six months earlier, I had noticed a robin who had built her nest amongst the creeper’s waxy leaves; the cover they provided had proved to be an excellent choice for her nest and she had successfully fledged her brood less than a month later.

As I stood in the doorway of the wagon the evening began to feel autumnal. It wasn’t cold, but there was definitely a change in the air. There was a shift in the quality of the light, and as the sun descended ever lower in the west, it cast long shadows across the antiquated pine desk that sat between the dresser and armchair. When I looked out at the yard, the end of summer was apparent. The rectangular straw bales that sat neatly at intervals around the field would soon be loaded on to the farm’s trailers and brought down to the shed where they would be used for bedding up the cattle over the winter. We had been enjoying a prolonged dry spell and with the settled weather forecast to continue, a good deal of urgency had been absent from the harvest. The bales could wait for now, and by the time they were brought in over the coming days, I would be gone from this place. After six months here I was looking forward to the move. Although by late winter I am weary of the thorns and bramble, by the end of August I am equally enthusiastic to get back amongst them and continue my work.

It was the final day of August when I pulled away from the dairy in West Dorset. The wagon was packed up, the ornaments and contents of the dresser stowed safely in a wooden trunk beneath the desk, as I navigated my way carefully between the cattle sheds and along the farm’s compacted chalk track before eventually turning out into the lane. The road took me eastwards, passing a row of old brick-and-flint cottages typical of this part of the county, where the flints cast up during the cultivation of the land have always been collected and incorporated into many of the local buildings. These cottages would once have served as dwellings for the labourers and their families who worked on the farm I had just departed from. Now, however, they were owned by city commuters who made their living elsewhere. I crossed an ancient, narrow stone bridge that spanned the gin-clear waters of the chalk stream that ran through the valley before turning north, passing through the Georgian market town of Blandford Forum, crossing Dorset’s River Stour and following the route onwards, across the Blackmore Vale which lay to my west.

I made my way through the picturesque Dorset villages north of Blandford, admiring the quaint cottages and craftsmanship that was evident on their thatched roofs. From the straw ridges of the thatch, among the hazel latticework that held the ridge firm, were figures of different animals, each created from knotted thatching reed. The various figures have long been used by different thatching contractors as a means of distinguishing between their work, and much of the local wildlife had been represented. On one, a fox chased a hare along the ridge, while on another a cock pheasant sat proudly at the gable end. Such craftsmanship was clearly still prized here.

As the villages gave way to open farmland, I made the gradual climb towards the hilltop town of Shaftesbury where I was able to see over the tops of the hedgerows and out across the vale. With the prolonged spell of dry and settled weather the harvest had already finished on many of the farms here, although towards the horizon I could see the distinctive dust cloud stirred up by a combine harvester still working on one of the bigger estates in the distance. The countryside looked parched, a lifeless beige after one of the driest summers in some years, and amongst the recently cropped fields of corn and scorched pastures, it was only the pockets of woodland and the hedgerows connecting them that remained lush and green. They acted as an oasis to the farmland wildlife which relied on them, especially in these conditions.

I travelled on through the dusty landscape, and after little more than an hour I arrived at my destination, Eweleaze Farm, to begin my first hedging contract of the season.
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2 September


My arrival at Eweleaze Farm was obviously anticipated. A woman clad in jodhpurs and riding boots left her work in the stableyard to greet me and direct the wagon past a series of outbuildings and on to a patch of hard ground next to a wooden sheep shed. The farm, as its name suggests, keeps a modest flock of Dorset sheep which would come to the shed for lambing, shearing and to shelter from the worst of the winter weather. A tap on the side of the building would provide me with water for the duration of my stay and a lavatory was located in one of the outbuildings just a short walk down the track. There was a completely different feel to this pitch. It was quiet here. Throughout the summer I had become used to the busy yard of a commercial dairy, and although I had enjoyed the company of the labourers and never felt unwelcome, I was pleased to be away from the noise and commotion of the cattle sheds and farmyard.

It didn’t take long to get the wagon’s living space organised and by the time the kettle had boiled on the gas hob, the majority of my belongings were in order. I sat on the steps of the wagon with my tea, watching swallows dancing around an old ash tree in the hedgerow in the half-light of the late-summer evening. As I looked across the broad pasture to a wooded hillside in the distance, I was reminded how much I had missed these quiet corners of the countryside.



Eweleaze is an old Duchy farm, previously let by the estate owned by the Duchy of Cornwall. The farm had been a relatively large dairy unit for many years before the previous owners had sold the cows and moved the operation over to arable. The new owners told me that the farm had been on a downward cycle for some time before the sale, the pastures heavily overgrazed and barely able to sustain livestock, and that although the initial move to arable had been promising, yielding several years of plentiful harvest, the continued deep ploughing of the land eventually saw hundreds of years of topsoil lost and the deeper clay brought to the surface. In the years running up to the sale, the crops had begun to fail. Other areas of the farm had also fared badly. Alder and willow had grown into dense thickets all along the stream that marked the farm’s boundary. Unchecked bramble growth was smothering the banks and climbing ever higher into the trees, casting continuous shade on the water which was itself depleted of much of the life it would once have sustained. The hedgerows had been trimmed annually, but in the absence of any laying being incorporated into their management, they had thinned and declined considerably. Stunted and twisted blackthorn, hawthorn and spindle were now giving way to the more resilient bramble, and the resulting gaps had been filled crudely with rusting metal hurdles and a tangle of barbed wire. The new owners had purchased the farm from the estate around a decade ago and embarked on an extensive restoration project that they hoped would eventually see a return of the rich biodiversity that would once have been abundant on the farm.

The contract here was a lengthy one: eight hundred metres of primarily blackthorn hedgerow that was to be laid over two successive winter seasons. Blackthorn makes a favourable hedgerow; the sharp spines are an excellent deterrent to livestock whilst also providing refuge for songbirds and other wildlife. It is, however, notoriously difficult to work with. Although the stems pleach well, blackthorn tends to grow in distorted shapes, tangling itself amongst other plants in the hedgerow. This of course makes an excellent barrier once laid into place, but requires firm persuasion to bring it into line. A good pair of gloves offers some protection, although once wet even the toughest leather becomes susceptible to penetration, and even when the gloves are dry the tough thorns will pass through the lighter seams. Splinters are inevitable, and the needle-like barbs of the blackthorn will embed deeply in a hand or arm, irritating the skin and joints. It is to be expected when working among the blackthorn at this time of year to have swollen and sore fingers from one or more spines deep in a knuckle, or worse, under a fingernail. My first-aid box, although perhaps somewhat underequipped, always contains several sharp sewing needles for extracting the spines from tender hands. I remove these splinters as quickly as possible, as if left they can fester, causing severe swelling and discomfort, and in the worst cases leading to infection and a course of antibiotics. It is wise then to be mindful when working with blackthorn, but go carefully and a most satisfactory hedgerow can be built.



The hedgerows to be laid at Eweleaze were wide, although not particularly tall. Blackthorn is constantly on the move, sending vigorous suckering growth up from its roots. If left unchecked the hedgerow will gradually creep into the pasture, gaining several yards each growing season. Left completely to its own devices it will eventually form dense thickets of scrub or will grow tall and leggy, the thorns open enough to allow sheep to stray into the hedgerow’s base where they can become entangled and perish. While blackthorn scrub is a valuable habitat, a carefully crafted hedgerow will provide all the benefits of this habitat, at the same time also acting as a living fence.

The traditional tools for hedging work are the billhook and axe, and I have several of each. The majority of hedgerows that contractors face today, however, have often been left for many decades. More often than not they will contain semi-mature trees that must be coppiced or pollarded to reinstate the hedge line, and predictably the contract here at Eweleaze contained several of these. Clumps of multi-stemmed ash that would once have been maintained as part of the hedgerow now stood at forty or fifty feet high, only succeeding in shading out the thorns below. The long straight trunks and relatively open canopies provided little in terms of either habitat or aesthetic value and so would be felled and coppiced back to ground level, the wood split into logs to warm the farmhouse. Perhaps one or two of the finer specimens could be allowed to grow on, which would then fill out with the competition from their neighbours removed, while the cut stumps from the felled trees would regenerate and send up fresh growth. In this way, coppicing keeps a tree in a juvenile state, extending its life cycle long past its natural span. As the new growth comes up alongside that of the blackthorn and other hedgerow shrubs it can then be maintained as part of the rejuvenating hedge line by trimming. When the time comes to lay the hedgerow again, the tree will be left to grow on until it reaches a suitable size to pleach and build into the hedgerow. Although possible with hand tools, this kind of heavy work is more effectively carried out with a chainsaw and I know of no professional contractors who use only the traditional billhook and axe.

The thorns at Eweleaze were to be laid in the Midland style. Of all the styles, of which there are perhaps thirty or more still regularly practised, in my opinion the Midland is not only the most robust from the outset, but also the most attractive. While all rely on pleaching and laying to reinvigorate and increase density within the hedgerow, over time different styles of hedging developed across the different counties and regions of England and Wales, varying according to the agricultural practices of each district and the materials available. The styles can essentially be divided into two main categories: those that are supported by stakes and are laid upright to form a barrier from the outset; and those that are laid horizontally, the pleached stems in close contact with the ground where they can then regenerate to form a dense hedgerow in the coming seasons. Here in the south-west, the hedgerows are generally laid in the latter style, but are usually set upon a steep bank which forms the main barrier to livestock. However, over decades of neglect many of the banks here at Eweleaze had crumbled, and now formed no barrier at all. In cases such as this, where the boundary has long been in decline and needs thorough restoration, laying in one of the upright styles, such as the Midland that I would be using, provides an immediately effective barrier despite the lack of bank.

The upright styles can be divided into a further two categories: single- and double-brushed. If a hedgerow is to have livestock kept on both sides, it needs to be double-brushed, meaning that the bushy bulk of the laid stems falls to either side of the central row of stakes, laid to the left and right alternately. An example of this is the South of England style which is commonly seen across Hampshire, Surrey and Berkshire and the surrounding counties, where its main function is the containment of sheep.

The Midland hedge, however, is a single-brushed hedge and its primary function is the containment of cattle; for this reason it is often referred to as the Midland Bullock Hedge. The Midland style has an attractive nearside face that clearly shows the pleaching cuts below the woven binding; it is from this side that the regrowth will come and so this faces out, away from the side where livestock will be kept. The stakes then run just adjacent to the line of stumps, rather than down the centre of the hedgerow, and all of the brushwood from the pleached stems is directed into the far, or field, side. This ensures that any livestock approaching the boundary are confronted with a dense wall of thorns, while the tightly bound stakes hold the structure firm. The staking and binding will rot over several seasons, but by the time this happens, they will have served their purpose and the regrowth would have reinforced the boundary sufficiently.

It has been suggested that in the past a rural native lost in the countryside could gather their rough whereabouts by the style of hedging they encountered. In this day and age, recent agricultural practices in some districts may mean they are lucky to encounter a hedgerow at all.



I was out of bed by half-past five in the morning, keen to make the most of the light that September still affords. During these first daylight hours it’s noticeably quiet and is, in my opinion, the best time of the day. Most mornings now saw a heavy dew and there was a vale of mist in the hollow leading down to the river just a stone’s throw from my pitch, beyond the alder and willow scrub. Although the morning air was fresh, I was quite comfortable standing by the open stable door whilst waiting for the kettle to boil, and once the teapot had been filled, I poured the remaining water into the Belfast sink. By the time I’d drunk the first of several cups of tea, the ceramic bowl had cooled the water sufficiently to allow me to run a hot flannel over my face and neck.

It took little more than ten minutes to walk from the wagon to the hedgerow. An old canvas satchel slung over my shoulder contained everything I would need for the day: leather gloves, a selection of chainsaw files and a spanner, alongside a flask of tea, a small loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter, several pieces of fruit and some dark chocolate.

Halfway along the hedgerow’s length was a wooden field gate, nestled beneath one of three mature oaks which rose from the entanglement of thorns. It sat conveniently at the highest point along the row and I decided to start my work here, working away from the gate in each direction, so that the hedges on either side were laid towards each other and the stems all faced uphill. Standard practice dictates that a hedge should always be laid facing uphill, and if it sits on level ground then it should be laid in the direction of the rising sun. Although the undulation in the pasture here was subtle, there was no doubt that the ground sloped away gently from either side of the gateway.

Placing my satchel at the base of the oak, I paced out twenty metres along the hedge line and drove a hazel stake into the ground to mark the point I needed to reach by the end of my day’s work. If I made good time I could work on beyond the marker, but I needed to achieve at least this distance each day to ensure the contract was completed in time. The season ahead was busy and all the work needed to be completed by spring. The old country wisdom states that a hedge can be laid during any month with an ‘R’ in it. Historically, hedging generally started in September when the harvest had come to a close and the labourers could be put to work on the estate boundaries, and was completed by the following April, when the sap was rising and the plants were once more coming into leaf. In recent years, April has felt late to be finishing my work; the birds are already stirring by late February and by March they begin nesting. By the second week of March I leave the hedgerows to the birds. I have heard of hedgers leaving a reward in the hedge, a bottle of cider or a meat pasty perhaps, a carrot dangled to encourage them forwards so the work is finished in time.

After casting an eye across the first length to be worked on, I pulled on my gloves and set about clearing the old fencing that ran throughout the hedgerow. Barbed wire had been used to discourage livestock from straying into the scrub and there were now three or more old fence lines in various stages of decay to contend with. The oldest, which was by now barely visible, was easily snapped by a gloved hand and gave a clue to the original width of the hedge. There were old pleachers in here too, horizontal stems now almost the width of a gate post which revealed that this hedge, like most, had once been maintained by laying, almost certainly in the first half of the last century, likely between the wars. I used a pair of heavy-duty fencing pliers to cut the wire, and drew the rusting strands steadily from the thorn. Once removed, old wire must be coiled neatly and piled in a convenient gateway or at the base of a tree where it won’t be forgotten, so it can be collected and disposed of by the farmer. It is important to make sure that rotting posts are collected too, as they are likely to contain staples and nails that could cause serious problems if caught up by machinery or grazing livestock.

With the wire removed I could begin cutting away the scrubby, suckering growth with the chainsaw. The hedge was perhaps fifteen or twenty feet wide in places, and needed to be reduced to a corridor of no more than four or five feet, which would then need further thinning out to leave only the stems that were to be pleached to form the new hedgerow.

The initial clearance work took most of the morning and it felt like hard going in the heat of that early September. I worked my way steadily along the length to be completed, taking a few feet of scrub at a time, cutting it as close to the ground as I was able. Despite the increasing warmth of the day and the physical nature of the work I made sure to keep the sleeves of my shirt rolled down and the cuffs buttoned tightly, but even so the blackthorn and brambles snatched at my clothes and gloves, and more than once a twisted stem caught the mesh visor or ear muffs of the helmet I wear when using the chainsaw and toppled it from my head. The bushy tops of the thorns were intertwined with each other and tied up still further with dog rose, brambles and honeysuckle. I had to put the chainsaw aside at times, grasp the entangled stems with both hands and wrestle them free.

I dragged the cleared brushwood several yards into the field before stacking it parallel to the hedgerow in a continuous drift. I’m mindful of making as tidy a job as possible during the initial clearance of a hedge line, ensuring a straightforward task for the farmer when it’s time to ‘burn up’. In the past it was the hedger who would carry out the burning of the excess material, collecting the waste into piles along the hedgerow and then burning them in the field as he went, the resulting ash from the fires improving the soil. In more recent times, however, this work has been carried out by the farmer with the use of a tractor. The brushwood can be collected with the aid of a hydraulic grab and taken to a convenient location on the farm where a bonfire can be built, although the ash is generally still ploughed in to improve the soil.

I always keep my eyes open for a good walking stick when cutting blackthorn. Often, amongst the scrub a suitably straight length of thorn, say four or five feet, with a fork or appealing shape of some kind, will catch my eye. I put these to one side and take them home at the end of the day where they can be left to season over the next twelve months or so. Blackthorn makes the best walking sticks. Once the thorns have been carefully removed with a sharp pocket knife and any mould or dirt cleaned from the shank, a light coating of oil will reveal a beautiful deep mauve and mottled crimson colouration that contrasts exceptionally well with the lighter, buttery yellow of the heartwood that is revealed in the shaping of the handle. Alternatively, an appropriately shaped piece of deer antler can be fashioned into a handle; a piece of sika antler with a collar of silver, or a roe antler, which flares conveniently at the base so that when shank and antler are fixed together the joint is hidden. A thin wrap of lead and a rubber ferrule added to the base of the shank, coupled with a leather lanyard where the antler and shank join, make a particularly attractive wading stick for the salmon or trout fisherman.

It is at this stage of the work that I also put aside any deadwood that I come across: ash or oak branches that have fallen from the hedgerow trees and have been cradled in the thorns, kept from rotting on the damp earth below, or standing dead thorn wood that has been propped up by its neighbours on either side. These are cut into the small logs needed for my woodstove in the wagon or for an outside fire in the evenings. I keep an old feed sack folded up in my satchel and once filled to the top it carries enough wood to heat the wagon all night.



By the time the clearance work was complete it was a little after midday and I was grateful for the shade provided by the oak tree next to the gateway. The heat of the summer can linger for much of September, and despite the noticeably retreating light and cooler evenings, in the middle of the day it felt like July. The shade of the oak and the warm breeze blowing across my shirt were most welcome, though the oak boughs were already heavy with acorns, and as I poured the tea from my flask several fell on the ground around me. I pulled my old tweed cap down tightly to my ears and took my chances with the falling acorns, sitting there long enough to consume a thick crust of bread primed with a good measure of peanut butter, and two cups of strong tea. Somewhat revived, I was now keen to press on. A longer break only makes it harder to get back to the afternoon’s work; instead, I keep in mind the comfort of the old armchair and the pleasure of September evenings spent drinking tea by the open door in the old wagon. The sooner I could achieve my day’s objective the sooner I could settle for the evening.

The hedge by now looked less daunting, a double row of blackthorn no broader than five feet and interspersed with several hawthorns and spindles along its length. There were other species, too, peppered amongst the thorn: guelder rose, field maple, holly and young oak, elder, hazel and ash. They accompanied the ever-present bramble and dog rose, honeysuckle and ivy which had migrated here from surrounding woodland, carried by song thrush and wood pigeon, fox or badger, to grow amongst the blackthorn from which the hedgerow was originally constructed centuries before.

It was time to start pleaching. I had removed any lower branches that protruded from the thorn trees, so that I had clean stems to work with. Although the majority of regeneration will rise from the stump, new growth will come from any of the cuts I have made, and tidying each stem before pleaching not only makes it easier to work along each length but also encourages regeneration along the diagonally laid stem to increase density still further. Nature will continue to tend and improve the structure once my work is finished. The bushier tops of the thorns to be pleached had been mostly untangled and without the scrub to support them some now hung limply. I had carefully selected the best available, and they pleached easily, the sharp teeth of the chainsaw making the cut effortlessly down to the base of the plant. I’m always careful to avoid bringing the chain in contact with the earth and flint at the base of a hedge, as this would render it useless. A dull chain not only slows the work considerably but is also dangerous, as the user must force the cutting blade through the wood, making accidents more likely. Alone in a hedgerow, often a mile or more from a surfaced road, is not a good place to be dealing with a chainsaw injury. The chain should pass through the wood as a hot knife through butter.

The stems were pleached in turn. After each cut, I placed the saw on the ground and carefully laid each spiney stem against the previous one, lowering them gently into position, using a convenient fork or kink in their form to loosely lock them together. In this way, I methodically worked my way along the row until all the stems had been pleached, the contorted branches and thorns biting into one another and holding the structure together. It is amongst these spiny prunus that the farmland songbirds will nest next spring, raising their broods away from the watchful eye of the magpie and jay who patrol the hedgerows and make short work of nests in more open, derelict hedgerows.

By mid-afternoon it was a relief to put the saw down and enjoy the last of the tea from my flask, now tepid and stewed but welcome none the less, before moving on to staking and binding, my final tasks for the day. I put the stakes in position along the pleachers, the smooth silvery hazel easily penetrating the pleached thorns. The ground at the base of the hedge was hard and strewn with ancient roots, but the stakes were sharp, and once I was happy with their position I drove them in firmly with a sledgehammer, readjusting each stake if needed to ensure the line remained straight. I believe it is worth taking the time and care to concentrate on these details. When laid properly, a finished hedgerow speaks of the craft that was once so prevalent in the countryside but has now been almost forgotten, and shows a high regard not only for traditional skills but also for the environment and its sympathetic management.

The binding of the hedgerow is my favourite job. After the exertion of the clearance work that morning and the noise of the saw, I finished the day’s work with a quiet hour weaving the long hazel rods between the stakes. I started with four rods and placed two on each side of the first stake before twisting each pair together and weaving them alternately, adding a fresh binding rod at each stake and repeating the process throughout the newly laid length. The tension in each rod was considerable and it required some effort to pass them between the stakes. I always try to use any irregularity in the rods to my advantage, using thicker rods to bring wayward stakes back into line and thinner ones where the stakes are not held so firmly in the earth. In this way, I maintain the consistency of the line.

The binding gripped the stakes so firmly that I had to use a lump hammer to knock them down to the desired height, stepping back often to ensure the height remained consistent and evenly followed the contour of the ground. As the binding was knocked into place, it compressed the unruly thorns into a tight mass, the uniformity and straight lines of the stakes and binding contrasting with the thorn that, although laid tidily, was still wild and natural in its form. Finally, I used a pruning saw to cut the tops from each stake, leaving a tidy line. I angled the points subtly so that the cut face of each point matched the pleaching cuts of the laid stems. When looking down the hedgerow in the direction of the laying, the work and time that had gone into its construction were clearly evident.

It was five o’clock by the time the binding was on and that day’s section complete. I pulled the marker stake out of the ground and paced out the twenty metres for tomorrow’s stretch, casting an eye over the work that would need to be done. It looked thinner, likely an easier day and earlier finish.

The air was beginning to cool as I headed back to the wagon. Stepping over the stile that led into home field on the farm, I stopped to pick some blackberries from the hedge. A buzzard called overhead, and looking up I saw swallows catching insects on the wing and chattering incessantly. Next month these birds would be gone, making their long migration south, through Spain and across the Strait of Gibraltar to the African coast and the Sahara beyond. I, too, would be on the move.
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