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Praise for Barn Club

‘A joyful reminder of why nature, being outside, being together and creating beauty is so good for the soul.’

—Kate Humble, broadcaster and author of A Year of Living Simply

‘For the reader who wishes to resist the gathering pace of modern life and take time to learn from the past, the tale of hand-raising a barn the old-fashioned way brings nature, community and craftsmanship together in an enduring and satisfying feeling of a job well done.’

—Gillian Burke, co-presenter of BBC’s Springwatch, writer and biologist

‘In today’s ego-techno-centred world, Robert Somerville’s tale of elm trees, hand tools, timber framing and comradery is a welcome relief. His “Barn Club” approach is a way forward that utilises local traditions, local materials and local hands to create a built environment that is more harmonious with the natural world and of course more beautiful. Now, if every community around the world had one of these Barn Clubs, how nice would that be?’

—Jack A. Sobon, architect, timber framer and author of Hand Hewn

‘Elm trees may have been devastated by Dutch elm disease but they are still with us and should not be forgotten, as Robert Somerville powerfully shows. Natural history, ancient crafts and a group of twenty-first-century volunteers meet in this book to show us how elms can reconnect us to nature, past cultures and one another. A beautiful and timely book with a barnful of good ideas.’

—Professor Richard Buggs, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew

‘Robert Somerville is to be congratulated for his understanding of the entomology and pathology involved in Dutch elm disease, which in addition to its devastation of British elms also resulted in the loss of over 300 million American elms. His book should find a ready readership among do-it-yourselfers, whose home improvement projects have multiplied in this Covid environment.’

—John Hansel, founder, Elm Research Institute
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To unknown village carpenters and elm trees, everywhere.
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The Great Barn at Wallington, viewed from the lane. With kind permission of Liz Somerville.







 



Preface


The discovery of an ancient barn made of elm wood in Wallington near where I live set off a series of questions about what being a carpenter was like before the Industrial Revolution. The big idea was to follow in the footsteps of these unnamed craftsmen of yore, to try and recreate the experience of making a barn by hand.

My clients, Bruce and Esther Carley, were volunteers on a previous barn project and commissioned one for themselves at Churchfield Farm, their own smallholding in the Hertfordshire village of Tewin. From the beginning, volunteers were involved. This became known as Barn Club.

The Carley Barn was made and raised by hand, inspired by the eighteenth-century carpentry traditions of Hertfordshire. In spite of Dutch elm disease, all the elm for the post-and-beam timber frame was sourced from local woods. This book closely follows the story of the trees; from the woodland to the yard where the logs were milled, where the joints were scribed and cut with ancient hand tools, and where eventually the barn was raised by hand with the help of forty-eight people.

The village carpenters of generations ago would have had a high degree of skill with hand tools and an incredible depth of knowledge of their local trees that is now almost completely forgotten. Some of that knowledge is laid out in the chapters of this book.

The following pages are written to enlighten and inspire the reader about elm trees, traditional carpentry using hand tools, and the joys of working together as a team, outside in the fresh air.
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ONE

A Different Way of Working


Craft is an event as much as a product. It is something that happens. What remains is both in the beauty of the object and in the hearts of those who took part. Barn Club is the epitome of this sentiment; a group of craftspeople and volunteers coming together to create something bigger than the individuals who made it, that will be standing long after they have gone but will keep a part of their story alive. The Carley Barn, raised by hand at Churchfield Farm for Esther and Bruce Carley, is the result of Barn Club’s efforts. Woven into the story of how the Carley Barn was made is an essential message of handcraftsmanship, intimacy with nature and the companionship of the volunteers. More and more of us are recognising the limitations of our modern life and yearn for something better, more meaningful, honest and fulfilling. We yearn for ways of life that make better use of the planet’s resources and that meet our human needs. Access to nature is a big part of this, and helps us to find routines that nurture a deep personal relationship with the Earth.

Where do we start? At least to begin with, we could learn a lot from the past by rediscovering, if we can, the things that have been forgotten. I have no doubt that some of the changes that we seek to make in our modern world were once completely entwined with daily life for previous generations, from a time when nearly everyone was a maker using their hands for their livelihoods.

This book explores the nature of rural craftsmanship and follows the process of making a barn in the way it used to be done. My hope is that it will reveal some of the ingredients for a way of life that was so taken for granted at the time that it was, for the most part, unrecorded in history books. However, we do still have the evidence of these makers’ handiwork, not least the timber frames of historic agricultural buildings.

The choice of elm wood as the structural material for the Carley Barn, and the extensive coverage of this tree species within this book is, of course, intentional. Why was elm wood used and not oak? What is it about the tree that made it so important?

In the century before the Industrial Revolution elm was the timber of choice for structural frames in the region where I live as well as for countless household artefacts. Elm is a species that suffered a major pandemic, but its incredible determination to survive prevails. Elm is proving itself to be a tree with an enduring life force and, to my mind, is an appropriate icon for getting closer to nature, the resurgence in making things by hand and for bringing old skills back to life.

Elm is one of the least understood trees in Britain. As yet, there is no national public body dedicated to researching these trees and to restoring them to the landscape. Elms have become the forgotten tree, the tree we gave up on. Most people under fifty years old will not have even stood under a mature elm and marvelled as they looked upwards. Elms are likewise not currently given a second thought in tree-planting programmes.

Fair enough. It’s understandable. To value and grant importance to something it helps if you have experienced it yourself. Yet, unbelievably large elms do still thrive and are dotted about across Britain. It is in our generation’s hands to undo the wrong that we unwittingly did when we imported a deadly disease to this tree in the twentieth century. I think the first step is to find, stand under and cherish the elm trees that still live. And when they die, as all trees must, use the timber. It is a joy, as elm is unlike any other native wood. For modern society the elm is a tree to be rediscovered. Then we can collectively resolve to instigate and celebrate their re-emergence in great numbers as healthy trees in the landscape. This will not be directly for our benefit, but for future generations of people and also for wildlife in Britain. From what I have learnt and observed, elm trees and their occasional hollow cavities provide homes and habitats for creatures of all descriptions, not least wild honeybees. The bee and the elm. Perhaps these two species are more linked than we have realised, and together they can be brought back from the brink.

Inspired by the sight of the Great Barn at Wallington, an ancient elm barn on a farm near to my home, I set out to follow the process of making that had been undertaken by people of a previous era; before the days of power tools and mass manufacture. I wanted to follow their footsteps. I wanted to learn firsthand why they chose elm wood rather than the customary oak. My vision was to incorporate as much as possible of the process that those carpenters undertook to be able to understand their challenges and their joys. From the beginning of this project, friends, neighbours and even people I had never met before were attracted to the idea, and offered to come and help for free. Barn Club was born out of this spontaneous, shared willingness to engage with my vision and be part of the event. The emergence of this sort of community spirit has been both heart-warming and humbling. In my life as a designer and carpenter, I have always assumed that you needed to pay people to do stuff, whereas the volunteers see things differently. Why would anyone choose to come and work for nothing? It’s a question I kept asking myself. Adrian Toole, a maverick cyclist, enthusiastic green campaigner and also someone who saw the project from start to finish, commented:


My mother could not understand it. ‘Why do you keep going when he doesn’t pay you?’ she asked time and again. The answer was that I knew those days working with the wood were unique life experiences and I appreciated the laughter, the teamwork, the training and, of course, the lunches!



The volunteers made their livings across a broad range of professions, from accountancy to bicycle safety instruction. For many there was a strong desire to be doing something other than sit at a desk in front of a computer; Barn Club is a really good relief from digital overload. Making something beautiful is also massively satisfying. Most importantly, timber framing done in a traditional way is accessible to everyone. The volunteers were able to fully take part with no prior carpentry knowledge. They picked up the skills whilst using hand tools just as novices would have done in previous times. Nick Exley, a retired dentist, with a wind-blown fitness and a love of the outdoors, describes his experience:


Once I had completed Robert’s carpentry course, that initiation into the ‘mysterious arts’ of timber framing, I very quickly began to look forward to my days working on the project. I have always enjoyed working in small teams and this didn’t disappoint. It was happy and without pressure because of the concept of being volunteers and not on a strict deadline to get the job done. There were moments of bafflement when we would be working in pairs and that unspoken glance would say, ‘Do you understand this?’ And the look back said, ‘No, I don’t. Do you?’ Even in the showery weather we could huddle in the lean-to canteen for a tea break and put the world to rights. But somehow we always got there in the end, and as each week went by there slowly emerged possibly the most beautiful building I have ever seen. But of course, that’s because I could go round and say, ‘I did that bit!’



There is no doubt at all in my mind that resisting the lure of power tools was key to finding new possibilities for working with volunteers, and therefore a new approach to working within contemporary woodwork culture. Volunteers need to work in a safe environment, and power tools are essentially unsafe. To be able to work with inexperienced people, hand tools are the answer. As Joel Hendry, a leading timber frame carpenter, puts it, ‘When you start using a machine morticer, you pass a threshold. Before long the way you work, the type of joints that you make and the whole circumstance of the framing yard changes to suit the machine’s needs. In the worst case, a carpenter can become little more than an attachment to a power tool.’ When I asked Joel why he liked timber framing by hand he replied, ‘The joy of using hand tools is that it needs hand, eye and brain, which always feels good.’ Joel isn’t an advocate of a power-tool-free world, but by having a foot in each camp he acknowledges that there is a price to pay when machines predominate. As a highly skilled individual, he abhors the treadmill of nonstop, endless, frame factory production using power equipment. Why would anyone volunteer to do that?

The revival of timber framing in England is ongoing and expanding, but that hasn’t always been the case. By the early twentieth century, the scribing and cutting of local timbers, then fixing them together with wooden pegs, had nearly vanished as a way of building. Along with this decline went a loss of knowledge. Two notable exceptions are the timber frame for Bedales school Memorial Library by Ernest Gimson and Geoffrey Lupton in 1921, and the new hammer beam roof of the Great Hall at Dartington Hall estate, by William Weir and Jack Goode in 1933. These two buildings stand out not just for being large timber frame projects based on what had by then become bygone traditions, but because the architects themselves were working craftsmen.

The current revival began about forty years ago, and the Carpenters’ Fellowship was established in the UK at the beginning of the twenty-first century. There are now many companies and individual framers spread across the country producing timber frames for houses, garden studios and wedding venues, and where I live there is a thriving fashion for porches to embellish front doorways. The demand for chunky, bare oak frames with an aura of craftsmanship hasn’t diminished in our modern era. At the same time as the appeal of post-and-beam carpentry has expanded, the physical process of producing the frames is increasingly mechanised, efficient and automated. In an age of digital industrialism, this is a good moment to review what is at the core of the craft to ensure that the important things don’t get eclipsed.

My memories of the early days of the timber frame revival in England are of a shared passion for wood, for good-quality tools and for the discovery of an obscure form of carpentry. And, most importantly, I remember the fun of getting together and making a project into a joyful social gathering. Carpenters would travel around the country to work on different frames and for some particular projects a gathering would be arranged. These became affectionately known as ‘rendezvous’ projects, reflecting the spirit of camaraderie among timber framers. Volunteer carpenters would arrive en masse and stay for a week or so until the frame was completed. This spirit lives on today, and rendezvous projects occur across Europe and North America, particularly through the efforts of the Carpenters’ Fellowship in the UK, the Timber Framers Guild in the US and an international group called Charpentiers sans Frontières (Carpenters without Borders) based in France.

Although not unique to timber framing, the atmosphere of generosity and goodwill are something that surrounds the craft. In the late 1990s I travelled across the US and found the same thing happening there. I was warmly received by timber framers and their families, from architect and builder Jack Sobon on the East Coast to the late Merle Adams of Big Timberworks in the Northwest. Those weeks spent observing their different business models and experiencing different rural cultures and carpentry traditions inspired me deeply and changed the course of my career. I wasn’t travelling as a working journeyman, though those ancient traditions of medieval guild apprenticeships still survive in continental Europe today. Apprentices still travel between carpentry businesses as part of the training, carrying only their tools and often wearing traditional flared black corduroy trousers. This aspect of travel and exposure to diverse cultural experiences is thought to be an essential part of what it means to be a compagnon du devoir – companion of duty – within the French system of travelling craft apprentices. Learning a craft involves so much more than acquiring a skill or operating machinery to produce a product. In the past this was not only understood, it was fundamental. The compagnon would be on a personal journey of self-discovery that had moral dimensions as well. Learning a craft was meant to be a life-changing experience.

Mihai Vatajelu, a timber framer who runs a construction company in London, has taken part in the gatherings of the Charpentiers sans Frontières and came to volunteer at Churchfield Farm. Like so many people I talk to, he has grandparents or great-grandparents who were carpenters. He also feels the tug of wanting to work in a more meaningful way with wood:


I love timber framing. My best memories of the Carley Barn are the mornings at the start of the project, especially the cold ones; light snow on the timber, and then warming up through the physical effort of the carpentry. Working with wood the traditional way seemed to trigger in me a sleeping gene that, as a Romanian, I’m sure must have been passed on to me from my grandfather, Simon Vatajelu. He was a forester in charge of a large birch tree forest. I’m trying to find a way that makes sense in combining the new way of life dominated by technology with the traditional way. Always choosing technology will only make the old ways disappear.



I believe that when we think of making something and we set out to gather the materials and the wherewithal to do it, we stand at a fork in the road. On one side we see a well-trodden path of power tools and technology, on the other, a path of handwork, far less travelled in our day and age. By taking this second path, as we did to make the Carley Barn, a different world opened up.

Immediately, in the absence of machine noise, you can hear what you are doing as well as see it. You can hear background birdsong or the soughing of the wind in the branches of trees overhead as you work. If you are able to source your raw material from your immediate natural surroundings, as a woodworker can, knowledge of the natural world seeps into you unconsciously. This connection and dependence on nature changes how you live. A craft that is rooted in its materials inevitably places you within the natural world rather than being simply an observer of nature. You develop a personal relationship with the landscape and the lives of animals, insects, birds and plants within it. This reaching out into the natural world to find the essentials of your craft occasionally leads to feelings of sublime happiness. It is not surprising really, as every single cell in our body is part of nature and is completely at home when we walk through a wood, stare at the sky or watch the flowing of a river. We have subliminal capacity in these settings, which fires up particular intuitive knowing. We begin to feel very much at ease and at one with the landscape. An uncanny knack of finding what you are searching for develops. In my case it appears through love of trees. Finding elms seems second nature.

Further along this ‘less well-trodden path’ a sort of intimacy grows, which is felt through the close partnership of hand tools, our hands and the material itself. Sometimes when you are working, the distinctions and boundaries between these three break down and you lose all sense of which is guiding and which is following: something is simply appearing through itself. This level of surrender to the process has elegance and grace, which I feel certain is a shared experience amongst many crafts. A craft is more than a hobby or a trade, it is a way of giving life to things.

There is an additional satisfaction when working together with other volunteers. A bond develops between people born of goodwill, without the need for an economic contract. This became very apparent over the months of making the Carley Barn. Coupled with the sharing and learning of a particular craft tradition, great companionship was forged. This is what is hinted at in the phrase ‘intangible cultural heritage’ coined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to describe the particular practices of a community that are handed down through the generations. It is more than just a craft tradition; it is something that is experienced as a drawing together of people. When we come together to work in this way, something comes to life that also goes beyond the boundaries of time. We enact a craft in the moment, in the present, but we do so as agents for a tradition that goes back in a chain of companionship with our ancestors. It feels a very natural and human thing.

There is without doubt a desire in modern society to find the time to make things ourselves, with our own hands. We are attracted to meaningful experiences – the process, not just results. People don’t just like a beautiful garden, they like gardening, don’t they? The volunteers had different reasons for being involved, but the love of being outdoors and making things was a common thread. Brian Bernard, a retired engineer and a man of dogged determination and an eye for detail, describes his attraction to the project:


I volunteered for the barn because I have enjoyed working with wood ever since woodwork O Level at school. I also prefer to be outdoors. I remember going camping and making fires with the Scouts, and was fascinated by the Out of Town programme on TV in the 1960s when Jack Hargreaves would explain different woodland crafts each week. That’s what drew me to Barn Club.



Currently there is a revival of making and mending. It feels fresh and exciting. In some ways this emerging culture is part of an ongoing craft revolution that threads back in time through people like Jack Hargreaves. I think it’s a continuing process of something appearing that was always there. Something that was lost or forgotten, and that, actually, we find quite amazing and relevant today. Like discovering an old hand tool, say a bruzz, that you haven’t even heard of before and finding that it is absolutely the perfect tool for a particular job. Or learning to trust your hand and eye as you saw a kerf to a line. One volunteer who came to the barn raising commented that he had been told he was no good at carpentry when he was at school and so hadn’t bothered with it since. I wasn’t going to stand for that, so I invited him to help by cutting a tenon for the end of a floor joist that was being measured and fitted in situ. With a little coaching he was able to cut a perfectly straight line with a handsaw, overcoming the inhibitions of a lifetime. He discovered a new skill he didn’t know he possessed: ‘I was so pleased with my one tenon, so all the others who have contributed so much must be feeling incredibly proud. The craftsmanship to make sure that every joint fitted is awesome.’

Today we are in a process of rediscovery of things we did not know existed or were even possible: the extraordinary richness of the natural world on our doorsteps, the brilliance of simple hand tools and our own latent dexterous capability.

The satisfactions and benefits to be found in something like Barn Club are undeniable. Furthermore, the environmental impact is benign, even positive: trees absorb carbon dioxide and convert it into organic chemical compounds that form their bulk and structure. The locking up of several tons of CO2 in timber for potentially hundreds of years makes timber framing by hand, in the way described in this book, a carbon-capturing activity. By using the timber of dead trees, or trees that have already been felled for firewood as I often do, the capture of CO2 is maximised. Even the careful selection and felling of mature trees, if conducted with restraint, replicates the natural cycle of life and death of virgin forest. Nowadays, the good management of deciduous woodland also includes intermittent felling of tightly spaced, mis-shaped or injured trees to allow light and air to those that remain and to the saplings beneath as well as the flora of the woodland floor. Woodland biodiversity expands when the tight canopy of branches and leaves is opened up a little in this way, creating glades and pools of sunlight. These timber thinnings are normally burnt as forest waste biomass in contemporary forestry but are still valuable and usable to a carpenter earning a living through traditional crafts. If we are ever to tackle the climate crisis, we need to explore all the ways to build structures without generating more atmospheric pollution. I have calculated that the traditional methods described in this book results in a tenfold increase in the amount of useful timber from our local landscapes, without threatening their existence. Is Barn Club a model for further projects elsewhere to be taken up? I hope so, and this book might help. But I am certain that a ‘new wood culture’ is possible. Without contradicting our love of trees, it is possible to plant, nurture and care for our local deciduous woodlands with a useful product in mind, so they can provide us with beautiful timber to make long-lasting structures. And all done in ways that promote companionship and well-being.






 



TWO

Starting Points


There is an ancient elm barn in Wallington, Hertfordshire, not far from where I live. It is the barn at the heart of the story Animal Farm, written by George Orwell and published in 1945. I had come across the barn at the invitation of the owners, Nick and Diana Collingridge. They mentioned that George Orwell had lived in Wallington in the 1930s and that Manor Farm and its Great Barn were the setting for his book. As a child I had seen the Walt Disney animation of the story that depicts the farm and the barn, with the final, single rule painted in large white letters… ‘All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.’ So one spring day I set out with Nick and Diana, who proudly showed me round the building that is now a place for the celebration of village events. The exterior is unremarkable, just black-painted horizontal boards and a dark slated roof. But the inside is another world. This is where the inspiration for Barn Club began.

To step inside this barn, into the darkness within its walls, is to take a step back in time. Not just to the 1930s, but far beyond, to an indeterminate, distant age. The barn is dark inside, almost black. Your eyes cannot make anything out. It is cool, still and silent, except for the slight rustle of the breeze over the slated roof high above. The smell is not of wood but of straw – old straw. This was once a threshing barn, but now has not an ear of wheat inside. The smell lingering in the air comes from countless harvests that crossed the threshold every autumn: the harvests of generations of farmers. Once inside it takes a while for your eyes to accustom to the gloom and the shape of the light switch next to you to reveal itself. Slowly, the old sodium lights warm up. But in those moments of semi-darkness you feel the atmosphere of the barn. Your eyes begin to distinguish the great supporting posts around you. You can almost imagine you are in a glade surrounded by tall trees during a twilight walk. In these enormous barns you still feel the presence of trees. All around is an array of timbers leading up and out from the posts, diminishing and arching as they go, like the branches and branchlets of a tree. High overhead, way up, are thin battens, the twigs, supporting the roof slates. The outer walls are completely wrapped with timber cladding to make an enormous wooden box that glows a subtle honey colour. When the lights have fully warmed you also see ahead a worn, gently undulating floor, crazed with cracks from wear over the decades. Entering the towering space feels both uplifting and humbling. Like many old barns there is a silence and peace within the encompassing structure. It has an undeniable beauty. People say that these barns are cathedral-like spaces. They are. They are like cathedrals to nature.

The Great Barn at Wallington was built over two hundred years ago, raised upright by human effort. The mortice and tenon joints were cut by hand, and the timber came from local woodland and hedgerows. No architects or engineers were involved in its design, it was made by common carpenters and farm labourers.

It has various Roman numerals, initials and dates scratched into the timbers inside, and, high up in the roof, one inscription reads, ‘Built E.F. Farmer 1786’. Another, on a post, reads, ‘G + C built 1786’. The lines of central posts are set out in a precise form in the pattern of the local carpentry tradition, well understood at the time and handed down from father to son. The barn is divided into four bays by the posts, with double cart doors in the front. There are two aisles either side of the long, central area. It is easily big enough to hold an entire harvest of wheat or, equally, a wedding feast.

It is still used by the village for local events and at just such a barn dance I met an elderly local who could remember a carpenters’ workshop in the nearby town of Royston. The company was called Farmer and Sons. The business is no longer there, but in 1976 the carpenters made half barrels as flower planters for the town to celebrate the jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II. It is tantalising to think that they were the same family of carpenters that had cut and raised the barn at Manor Farm. However, since the person who paid for the barn was a farmer named Edward Fossey, it is more likely that he is the ‘E.F. Farmer’ in the inscription, and that ‘G+C’ refers to the carpenters. I think that perhaps the latter is true. Most barns, being practical vernacular structures, carry no inscription at all. They were built by unknown craftsmen.

Inscribing a timber with the date and their initials might occasionally be a final act of completion for the carpenter, but there are always other marks as well. Each piece of wood has a Roman numeral to locate it in the greater scheme of the construction, and there were indeed carpenter’s marks in this timber frame. Nick produced a torch so that we could shine a light up along the length of each piece of wood to highlight any more detail. There were the marks of pit saws and side axes as well as the just discernable thin lines of a carpenter’s scratch awl used to set out the timber joints. It feels very special to inspect these marks made over two hundred years beforehand. There is a kind of intimacy and linking of minds across the centuries as you closely observe these traces of the original carpenters’ work, perhaps the scratch of an awl made with the flick of the wrist in a fraction of a second all those years ago. Close examination of the heads of the main posts also revealed a curious feature. The posts widened at their heads to form projecting jowls and there were carved profiled shapes, about four inches long, at the chins of these jowls. See top left image on page 17. Within the whole of the structure, these jowl chins were rare places of deliberate, non-functional decoration.

A traditionally constructed aisled barn like this one, built at the end of the eighteenth century, is in itself unusual. It would have been made with materials and methods developed over millennia by local craftspeople in a time-honoured way, accepted and understood as the way things were done. But it was also created just a few years before a wholesale transformation of the practice of village carpentry. At about this date there was a shift to using imported conifers, machine-sawn timber, engineered truss design and metal fixing methods. Even the way of sawing wood was changing. The circular saw was ‘An entirely new machine for more expeditious sawing…’ patented in 1777 by Samuel Miller of Southampton. In 1799 Marc Isambard Brunel built the first steam sawmill at the Chatham Dockyard. Not long afterwards, in 1808, William Newberry of London invented the band saw.


[image: ]
The bays, walls and roof of a typical Hertfordshire timber framed barn after Richard Harris.


The Wallington barn is one of the last of its kind in the region. I can imagine the head carpenter being a man who wanted to show the apprentices how things were done when he learnt his trade. Perhaps he wanted to show all the different styles of jowl chins to the young apprentices, knowing that they would soon be off to embrace the new styles, techniques and materials that were arriving in Royston. Certainly the great thatched barn at Wimpole Hall, just a few miles away in Cambridgeshire, and built a few decades later, would be built with an entirely new and modern approach. By then, the shift from village craft to industrial production was underway. In this sense the barn at Manor Farm was itself a final flourish of an age-old tradition. This tradition was destined to die out. By the end of the nineteenth century the carpenters who had made the Wallington barn would also have died. Fewer and fewer people were alive who could explain how these magnificent buildings were made, leaving only folklore and folk memory. Tools that were once in daily use can sometimes be seen today decorating the walls of country pubs; their true meaning lost on a modern clientele. For example, dividers, sometimes called compasses or ‘points’, were universally used to transfer measurements before tape measures. The two sharp points of a pair of dividers can be adjusted. They are set to record a particular dimension, to be reproduced with extreme accuracy somewhere else. They are an amazingly useful tool and one that all sorts of trades would once have used. Points were such a fundamental tool in the process of making that William Blake used them in his image of the godlike Urizen creating and ordering the universe. It is a very striking image, with the creator wielding a pair of dividers. The significance of the metaphor would have been instantly recognisable to Blake’s eighteenth-century audience.

What had been a gradual evolution of a localised, orally transferred knowledge came to an end at about the time this barn was raised. This knowledge was lost over the ensuing hundred years. Obviously barns were still used and repaired as needed, but as the knowledge of framing carpentry thinned, the repairs became ever more crude. The evidence of local barns in Hertfordshire also catalogues a switch to stud frames, fixed together with nails, straps and bolts rather than wooden joints. That is not to say that there is no skill involved, but aspects of the old craft were being lost along the way. The switch to imported conifer softwood also meant an influx of straight, square and stable material that was easy and quick to work with. At the same time, the increasing invention of machinery and powered equipment for almost every stage of the process, from a tree to a building, led to a downgrading of human involvement to the point that it can now, through automation, be sidelined almost completely.

The question is, what might have been lost? What quality of living well, in harmony with nature, have we forgotten? What can be discovered through the ways that things used to be done, and might still be applied today? What can the Great Barn at Wallington tell us about the process of making that we might still choose to embrace?

Having closely inspected some of the timber of the Wallington barn, I turned to Nick and said, ‘You realise this barn is made of elm?’ I was surprised by this discovery, but not as surprised as Nick, who had assumed it was all made of oak. I had occasionally seen elm used in houses and barns before, such as in the attics and barn roofs at Kelmscott Manor in Oxfordshire. But I hadn’t yet found a complete structural frame of elm. The fine zig-zag lines in the pattern of the grain indicated elm, but, standing back, I could recognise the soft, creamed-honey colour of old elm wood. It is subtly different from oak structures, which are more straw coloured in tone.

It was a real treat to find so much elm wood in one place. Elm trees suffered a massive decline in the twentieth century across Western Europe and North America, as a result of a non-native fungus that killed 99 per cent of mature elm trees and is now endemic in our landscapes. Both the elm tree and the elm timber, like the points that William Blake painted, were once ubiquitous, but now have dropped from public consciousness.

The English elm, the really tall type of elm with a billowing outline, once dominated the English landscape, rising higher than oak trees. It is very hard to imagine, almost impossible, unless you were alive at the time. In some regions, elm trees were more numerous than oak trees are today. In fact, one of the earliest photographs ever taken was a silver salt print ‘calotype’ of an English elm at Lacock Abbey in Wiltshire, taken by William Fox Talbot in circa 1843–45. It is an iconic photograph, not just because it heralded a new age of photographic printing using silver salts, but as a record of an archetypal tree of the English countryside: an English elm over 100 feet tall. The photograph is taken in winter, with the structure of the tree on full display, and subtle clusters of blossom just discernable on its topmost twigs. The trees in the background are young elms, more typical of the extent of the growth of English elms today. If they could survive to maturity, they would become magnificent trees like the one in front. This particular elm tree no longer exists, but at the time it was famous enough to be called The Great Elm. It had survived the storms that had brought down many other large local trees in the preceding years. This tree shows no sign of damage. It is a magnificent tree that obviously meant a lot to William Fox Talbot.

Along with oak and ash trees, elm grew in almost every hedgerow and village in Southern England. It had been deliberately planted during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as a timber tree in boundary hedges. In those days the total number of mature trees existing in hedges and on farmland exceeded the total of woodland trees, which is an extraordinary thought. These elms were often planted by owners of large estates as a result of enclosure of the commons and as a tenant obligation placed upon farmers. So, the late eighteenth-century barn I was standing in could well have been made from some of these deliberately planted hedgerow trees.

If the Great Barn at Wallington had inspired the story of Animal Farm, it was also the barn that pricked my curiosity to think about forgotten skills, forgotten carpenters and the forgotten elm trees. What else might I be overlooking? Standing in an ancient barn made of wood, you see the beautiful finished product, but you don’t see the people that made it or the way that they made it. The makers’ faces and their hands are invisible. By focusing on the product, you don’t see the process. The barn is an undeniably beautiful space. Was that beauty deliberate and conscious? Or was it due to the process? Modern farm buildings are so lifeless, almost brutal by comparison.

We now know fairly well the types of wooden joints that were once used and how to make them today. They have been named and classified. But a barn is more than an arrangement of timbers and connections. What did the process of making a barn from scratch actually feel like? That inspiring visit with Nick and Diana was the catalyst
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