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The stone-carver was the first to tell me about it. She agreed to speak to the bookbinder, who spoke to the gamekeeper, who spoke to the landlord, who gave the key to his sister, who drove all the way to the Scottish Borders to hand it – somewhat apprehensively – to me.

It was a late April morning – the first spring-like day of the year. The Cheviot hills were white with frost, but the roadsides shone with daffodils and the trees glistened green. I walked through the small Berwickshire village under a shower of birdsong, stepping on shadows of fallen leaves and dodging puddles that hadn’t cleared since autumn. Half-way down the high street, between an old schoolhouse that had long ceased taking pupils and a cast-iron hand-pump that no longer drew water, there stood a ramshackle stone building with steep gables and diamond-pane windows. I’d been waiting more than a year to get inside it.

The door was low and wide, its painted surfaces peeling green over red over blue. I slid the heavy, handmade key into the keyhole, turned the lock, then pushed across the threshold into a darkness that stank of engine oil. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, the contours of a workshop sharpened into view. There were tools everywhere: lined up on workbenches, crammed into cupboards, spilling out of drawers – all of them browned with rust and blackened by soot. I saw vices, lathes, pillar drills, sharpening stones, cutting wedges, lead-pouring ladles and countless other instruments whose names I didn’t know and whose purposes I couldn’t fathom.

I advanced deeper into the workshop, ducking cobwebs as I went, passing an anvil dabbed with dusty fingerprints and a cone mandrel that rose from the floor like a ziggurat. At the back of the room lay a stone forge hung with chisels and tongs, and next to it a crude wooden lever on which someone had written: ‘Do not tamper with this rockstaff, this is most important’. I looked around then grasped the lever, sliding my palm into a smooth depression formed by many hands before mine. As I pumped the rockstaff up and down an old bellows came to life, wheezing like a large animal woken from a deep sleep.

As the bellows contracted, so, in a sense, did time. The whole workshop, despite its sorry state, seemed trapped in suspended animation – as if its owner had just left the building and would be returning any moment. A leather apron hung by the door and a half-smoked cigarette waited on the workbench. But as I examined my surroundings more closely, I began to realise quite how long this place had been abandoned. I found a Victorian poster advertising ox-driven ploughs, a pile of pre-war shillings on the window-ledge, and a scrap of yellow newspaper reporting a local man’s arrest for drunkenly crashing his horse and cart. I circled back to the workbench: the cigarette was a range of Wild Woodbine that I later learned hadn’t been manufactured since the 1960s.

From the moment it opened at the beginning of the nineteenth century this little building was the crucible of its community – home to a trade that made every other trade possible. It was the village smiddy: the place people came to get their tools forged, waggons fixed and horses shoed. For 150 years one busy blacksmith succeeded another here, as surely as night followed day. But as cars displaced horses, shops replaced workshops and the local population shrivelled and changed, the demand for their services fell away. The last blacksmith of the village had tried to move with the times, moonlighting briefly as a mechanic and handyman, but he must have known his time had passed. One day, about sixty years ago, he put out the forge, hung up his apron, locked up the workshop, and – as far as we know – never came back.
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Britain was once a craft land – a nation of workshops and studios, masters and apprentices; a society grounded in the act of making things by hand. For much of our history, craft wasn’t a quaint pastime but an engine of social and economic life. Without it, the country would have quite literally ground to a halt. Most villages had their own blacksmiths and wheelwrights, their own thatchers and boot-makers. If you wandered down to the river, you’d have seen millers tinkering with waterwheels and tanners drying hides by the reedbeds. In the woods, coppice-workers managed groves of hazel, sawyers cut trees into timber and bodgers turned wood under makeshift shelters. In cottages up and down the land, women and children spun wool, plaited straw and threaded lace by the fireside before selling their wares at the local market.

Few of those people chose their careers, as we generally do today. In most cases they were chosen for them – sometimes by ancestors who lived centuries before they were even born. They learned their trade during exacting apprenticeships, perfecting their techniques through skin-blistering repetition. Only after years of training – sometimes more than it takes to qualify as a doctor today – could they call themselves a ‘master’ of their craft, at which point they usually recruited an apprentice of their own. A craftsperson’s trade wasn’t simply an occupation; it was their past, their future – their identity. Though their workshops are largely gone and their skills mostly lost, those identities endure in our surnames. Some – Smith, Wright, Mason, Taylor – are well understood, but others have become so estranged from their origins that we don’t even realise they were once crafts: that Turners turned wood, Spurriers made spurs, Dexters dyed cloth, Challoners made blankets and Kelloggs (from ‘kill hog’) were pork butchers. These names are the long extending shadows of lost crafts, the attenuated echoes of earlier ways of life.

Craft didn’t only shape the lives of individuals but defined entire communities. Though many trades thrived all over the country, others clustered in specific regions. The Somerset Levels became famous for willow, Stoke-on-Trent for pottery, Burton-on-Trent for brewing, Sheffield for cutlery, Sunderland for glass, Kidderminster for carpets, Worcester for gloves, Luton for hats, High Wycombe for chairs. In these and many other places, a single trade came to dominate the local economy to such an extent that there wasn’t much room for anything else: by the turn of the nineteenth century, every other house in Sheffield was a smithy, a third of all Northampton men were cobblers, and three quarters of Bedfordshire’s women were lacemakers.

In today’s rationalised world, where every high street looks alike and every shop seems to sell the same mass-produced goods, it can be difficult to grasp just how localised crafts used to be. Take, for instance, the basket – a humble object once considered so essential to national life that its makers were exempted from military service as late as the Second World War. The British Isles were home to hundreds of different varieties, many unique to a single county, island, stretch of coastline, or even just a cluster of cottages. Sussex trugs – gardening baskets made from cleft willow and sweet chestnut – were indigenous to the villages around Herstmonceux in East Sussex. Gower cockle baskets, which women used to collect shellfish on the mudflats of the Loughor Estuary in Wales, were only made in the village of Penclawdd using hazel coppiced from nearby woods. Kishies, which crofters wore on their backs to carry peat across windswept moors, only existed in Shetland (though Orkneymen had similar baskets called Caisies). Oyster tendles were native to Mersea, watercress baskets to Canterbury, herring swills to Great Yarmouth, whiskets to the Welsh Borders, and Covent Garden sieves to a mere handful of streets in central London. This vast range of receptacles may seem preposterous to us today, with our plastic bags and branded totes, but it is proof of the inexhaustible richness of Britain’s traditional crafts.
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Just as every area had its own dialects and delicacies so it also had its own handicrafts, which likewise evolved from its residents’ particular way of doing things. But as Britain modernised, these local quirks were increasingly seen as barriers to progress. They were first assailed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when canals and railways carved their way through the countryside, opening up secluded parishes and yoking distant settlements to each other. As goods hurtled back and forth across the country, from their native homes to wherever a market could be found for them, vernacular traditions died away. As metropolitan manufacturers undercut their rural competitors, countless village craftspeople – many of whom were running family firms that went back centuries – went out of business.

The Industrial Revolution, of which the canals and railways were both a symptom and a cause, made matters worse. Year by year, process by process, more human jobs were mechanised: arms replaced by pistons, dextrous fingers by metronomic needles. Spinning mules, power looms, sewing machines, circular saws and mechanical lathes all outperformed the craftspeople they aped, turning Britain into the greatest manufacturing nation the world had ever seen. By the mid 1880s its smoke-cloaked factories produced 43 per cent of the world’s manufactured exports (China today makes less than 30 per cent). The output of Birmingham alone was staggering. Every week this ‘city of a thousand trades’ is said to have turned out:


Fourteen millions of pens, six thousand bedsteads, seven thousand guns, three hundred millions of cut nails, one hundred millions of buttons, one thousand saddles, five millions of copper or bronze coins, twenty thousand pairs of spectacles, six tons of papier-maché ware, £30,000 worth of jewellery, four thousand miles of iron and steel wire, ten tons of pins, five tons of hairpins, hooks and eyes, and eyelets, one hundred and thirty thousand gross of wood screws, five hundred tons of nuts, screw-bolts, spikes, and rivets, fifty tons of wrought iron hinges, three hundred and fifty miles length of wax for vestas, forty tons of refined metal, forty tons of German silver, one thousand dozens of fenders, three thousand five hundred bellows, a thousand roasting jacks, one hundred and fifty sewing machines, eight hundred tons of brass and copper wares, besides an almost endless multitude of miscellaneous articles, of which no statistics can be given, but which, like those enumerated, find employment for hundreds and thousands of busy hands, and are destined to supply the manifold wants of humanity from China to Peru.1



Activity on this scale couldn’t fail to leave a mark. The textiles industry, which once employed a fifth of the country’s total workforce, permanently transformed the north of England, creating a red-brick world of mills, canals and terraces that continue to organise people’s lives today. Its legacy is even woven into the fabric of our language. Every time we ‘cotton on’ to something, ‘reel off’ some facts, feel ‘hemmed in’, hang ‘on tenterhooks’, ‘line our pockets’, laugh ourselves into ‘stitches’, describe one person as being ‘dyed in the wool’, two people as ‘cut from the same cloth’, tell a windbag to ‘put a sock in it’, call a coward a ‘wet blanket’, or label an unmarried woman a ‘spinster’, we are referring to the production of textiles.

Britain’s pre-eminence was short-lived. Over the last half century or so the United Kingdom has undergone another, opposite, revolution. As other nations followed its lead and global competition increased, the country’s manufacturing industries ran out of steam. By the end of the 1980s the world’s first industrial society was well on its way to becoming the world’s first post-industrial society. Today, manufacturing accounts for just 10 per cent of our economy. As the country transitioned to the service sector, from a producer society to a consumer society, the ‘workshop of the world’ lost the vast majority of its workshops.

The industrial and de-industrial revolutions extinguished thousands of manufacturing occupations, some of which had been practised on these shores for centuries. Spare a thought for the ballers, benders, blubbermen, bogeymen, boners, bottom stainers, cock-makers, devils, eye punchers, faggotters, fiddlers, flashers, flirters, pom-pom men, quarrel-pickers, snobs, whiff-makers and willy men whose once respectable livelihoods now sound like vulgar nicknames.2 Most of those jobs died out long before you and I were born. But the process that brought about their disappearance hasn’t yet reached its conclusion. As we continue to modernise and globalise, as ever more analogue processes are digitised, as artificial intelligence does to our workforce what machines did to the Victorians, many traditional practices face a similar fate.

According to Heritage Crafts, an organisation that monitors threatened trades much like the World Wildlife Fund tracks imperilled species, 285 traditional crafts are still practised in Britain. More than half are endangered – seventy-two of them critically so. Some are sustained by just one surviving practitioner. In each of these cases a whole strand of our heritage hangs by a fraying thread, contingent on the fate of a single person: their family circumstances, financial situation and physical health. Many of these survivors are battling to keep going, either because they feel they owe it to their predecessors, or because they simply can’t imagine doing anything else. But the odds against them grow every day. Their businesses have been getting less viable for decades due to cheaper, mass-manufactured imports, changing lifestyles and the challenge of recruiting apprentices. In the last decade alone, four old crafts (cricket ball-making, gold-beating, lacrosse stick-making and mould- and deckle-making) have disappeared from Britain – and with them centuries of accumulated knowledge and skill. Some believe we are now on the cusp of what biologists call a ‘mass extinction event’.
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I’ve always loved handmade things. Whenever you encounter a hand-crafted object – whether it’s an Old Master sketch, an antique watch or a simple stoneware mug – you are meeting something that is by definition unique, with its own fingerprint of quirks and imperfections. That’s because every such item, no matter how accomplished or clumsy it may be, bears the indexical residue of a particular moment in time, when a human being put something into the world that didn’t exist before and couldn’t exist anywhere else. To hold it in your hands is to converse with its maker, who – moments, months, maybe centuries earlier – wove, moulded or carved those same surfaces. This, I think, is what makes artisanal objects so enchanting, and why – when so many of our possessions are cheap and disposable – people keep and cherish them, then pass them on as heirlooms.

I, like many, descend from a family of artisans. My father’s grandparents were Polish Jews who, fleeing the pogroms, migrated to the East End of London where they worked gold, cut diamonds and made cheap garments (which they called schmutter). My mother’s father originated in Cyprus, acquiring his surname – Violaris – from the violins his father made and played in the ancestral village. Over time, however, both sides of my family disavowed their artisanal origins. My Jewish grandfather stopped making fabric and started selling it; my Greek grandfather gave up violins and went into the property business. To them, like so many of their generation, manual labour seemed incompatible with self-improvement and social aspiration. When in 2001 I became the first person in my family to go to university, my Greek grandfather held a glass of cheap champagne aloft and proudly proclaimed that we had at last produced a ‘professional’.

‘Craft’ is a slippery concept. It can be a noun (the ‘craft’ of carpentry), a verb (to ‘craft’ something well), an adjective (‘craft’ beer) and even an adverb (like the one I’ve ‘craftily’ snuck in here). Some theorists argue that it’s a modern invention – a reactionary response to industrialisation – while others think it’s an ancient and universal human impulse. Some assume it applies only to traditional practices, while others believe it’s equally at home in modern industries.3 The truth is none of us knows exactly what craft is – or at least we can’t agree. This book therefore relies on the simplest of definitions: craft, in the words of one popular dictionary, is ‘an activity that involves making something in a skilful way by hand’.4

Wedged uncomfortably between art and manual labour, craft has long been misunderstood and belittled – often, I’m afraid, by art historians like me. For much of the modern period my predecessors portrayed craft (once dubbed the ‘minor’ or ‘mechanical arts’) as a feckless foil to the so-called ‘fine arts’. If painting and sculpture were products of genius then craft was the domain of tradesmen, peasants and – worst of all – women. We’ve known for some time how wrong those distinctions are. Craft is just as culturally significant as its more celebrated counterparts. Indeed, because it evolves organically from the human needs of a particular region, it offers revealing insights into the customs of ordinary men, women and children: how they lived, worked and played. The history of craft isn’t just the history of making: it’s the history of everything.

This book aims to tell its story. We will travel all over the British Isles in search of endangered crafts and the remarkable people who sustain them. Our journey will take us from the Scilly Isles to the Scottish Highlands, the Holme Valley to the Home Counties. We’ll wander through fields and forests, exploring the many trades that emerged from the country’s landscapes. We’ll follow narrow lanes into sleeping villages, pass through commuter towns and post-industrial cities, then make our way to the nation’s capital. I warn you: not everywhere will be picturesque. Just as blackberries flourish by the side of the road, so crafts thrive in quotidian places, where normal people live and work. We’ll spend time in business parks and industrial estates, corner shops and cul-de-sacs – areas that have long been ignored and disparaged but which are in fact great crucibles of creativity. If, as the critic Raymond Williams once wrote, ‘culture is ordinary’, then so are the places where it happens.

Every region has its genius. Every area possesses its own combination of physical, social and cultural ingredients that make it unlike anywhere else in the world. Each chapter paints a portrait of one of those places, whether it be a county or a coastline, a hamlet or a metropolis. We’ll investigate its landscape, history, indigenous customs and local industries, asking why they emerged where they did and why they subsequently declined. Why did bell-founding thrive in Loughborough and chair-making in High Wycombe? Why did bodgers emerge in the Chilterns and scissor-makers in Sheffield? Why did tailors gather in Savile Row and watchmakers in Clerkenwell? In each case we’ll see how these crafts went on to shape the places that produced them, turning villages into towns and towns into cities, generating wealth, transforming the countryside, becoming a vital source of local identity and civic pride.

Above all, this is a book about people. It follows a group of wallers and thatchers, weavers and wheelwrights, coopers and coppice-workers, potters and tanners, scribes and lettercutters. We’ll step inside their workshops and watch them as they go about their business, studying their techniques, learning their languages, sniffing out their trade secrets. Some are continuing what their ancestors started centuries ago while others have stumbled upon their craft through personal crises or pure chance. Every one of them is paddling against prevailing currents, trying desperately to keep fragile traditions afloat. In sustaining those traditions, in preserving the remains of Britain’s manufacturing legacy, they are living repositories of a heritage that is slipping slowly away.

It hasn’t, alas, been possible to write about all of Britain’s traditional crafts, much as I would have loved to. My selection has been limited by time, space, access and many other editorial considerations. Several people proved either too difficult to reach or simply refused to let me visit them. But I have tried nevertheless to cover the widest possible range of makers and places, materials and methods, with a view to capturing the remarkable diversity of this thing we call craft. And with apologies to the country’s many wonderful dyers, jewellers, tailors, weavers and wood-carvers: I have mostly focused on endangered crafts, because those are the ones whose stories need urgent telling.

On more than one occasion I was too late. In the two years I’ve spent writing this book, a handful of centuries-old businesses ceased trading and dozens of historic workshops were demolished or redeveloped (in one case their treasured tools were hurled into skips and buried as landfill). Two Sheffield scissor-putters, one Welsh weaver and a Cambridge signwriter, with more than two hundred years of experience between them, retired only weeks before I was due to visit them. An octogenarian wheelwright’s dementia advanced so rapidly that by the time I reached him a lifetime’s worth of knowledge had dissolved into angry confusion. A master grinder in Sheffield – considered by many to be the city’s last genuine ‘little mester’ – died only days before I was due to meet him.

This isn’t a history book, nor is it one with some powerful thesis to advance. It is the account of a journey whose main purpose is to reveal that which is overlooked and chronicle what might otherwise be forgotten. My goal is to celebrate a group of underappreciated people, and wherever possible I let them speak for themselves. This is their story, not mine. And yet I think what emerges from their disparate lives is a compelling case for craft itself. The crafts may have lost their former social pre-eminence, but they continue to speak to our deepest needs. They ground us in our landscapes and communities, connect us to our physical bodies and material surroundings, and help stimulate the creative instincts that many of us seem to have forgotten. At its best, craft embodies a particular approach to life and work – a way of being in the world – that has arguably never been more valuable.

Sometimes the old ways are the new ways. Sometimes traditions can lead us forward. I believe the trades described in this book tackle some of the most pressing questions we currently face as a society: can materiality survive in an increasingly virtual world? Can local traditions co-exist with globalisation? What does meaningful work look like in an age dominated by so-called ‘bullshit jobs’? And how, as we sink ever deeper into the climate crisis, do we build a more sustainable model of production and consumption? Every craftsperson in this book offers an answer to those questions each time they pick up a tool. As screen-blind workers seek more rewarding occupations, as nations reject dying dogmas of ‘efficiency’ and ‘productivity’, and as ever more of us seek out greener lifestyles, the crafts of the past may in fact offer us a blueprint for the future.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Ground Beneath Our Feet

Dry Stone Walling

Shepley, West Yorkshire

All is quiet on the farm. The tractors are idle and the sheep are dozing. As a sunless dawn breaks across the Yorkshire sky, a small troupe of starlings dances a murmuration in the half-light.

A silver pick-up truck emerges through the mist, rumbles up the slope and parks at the top of the hill. Two dark-clothed figures, their heads hooded, climb out of the vehicle and slam the doors behind them. They remove hammers and crowbars from the boot, then carry them through a gate into the next field, where part of a wall has collapsed in the winter storms.

No one knows exactly how old the wall is – only that it’s been standing here for centuries, dividing one plot of land from another, containing countless generations of sheep. It draws an imperfect rectangle across the countryside, running north-east along a ridge, plunging into a valley, turning left at a dell, following a footpath, skipping over a stile, then climbing back to where it started.

The wallers – a brother and sister who live just across the valley – circle the structure and assess its condition. As they debate the best way to repair it, their words curdle into steam and dissolve in the cold air. Then the work begins.

They start by removing the remaining stones, sorting them by size and function, and tossing them into separate piles. As they dismantle the wall, all kinds of creatures escape from the shadows: spiders scuttle into the debris, worms writhe into the mud, and two tired toads waddle off across the grass. At one point they uncover a colony of sleeping peacock butterflies, which they collect in cupped hands and re-settle a few yards down the slope. None of them wakes.

The weather deteriorates as the morning goes on. By 9 am the breeze has become a gale, shaking the trees and hurtling dark clouds across the sky. At 9.20 the rain rolls in off the Pennines in near-horizontal waves, smudging the fields and veiling the hills in grey.

The wallers toil through the morning as the wind rattles their waterproofs and the rain stings their skin. They move like two clockwork machines, bending down, standing up, leaning over, again and again, hour after hour. Yet there is nothing mindless about their work: every decision matters, every stone counts. They rummage through the rubble, looking for the next piece in the puzzle, turning it over in their hands, inspecting it from every angle, then laying it carefully beside its neighbours. They work wordlessly, methodically, ascending in increments: footers, first lift, through-stones, second lift, toppings.

By the end of the day, as darkness again descends on Yorkshire, the siblings have moved ten tonnes of stone by hand and built a wall that, with luck, will still be standing in two hundred years.
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About 6,000 years ago a band of European migrants crossed the Channel to Britain. They came in small boats that pitched and rolled in the waves. Some probably didn’t survive the journey, but those who did went on to colonise their new home with remarkable thoroughness, from the swampy lowlands of southern England to the wind-pummelled islands of the Outer Hebrides.

There is much we don’t know about these ‘Neolithic’ people, but they undoubtedly had a genius for craftsmanship. They wove intricate baskets from reed and willow, produced the first ever pottery on the British Isles, and made stone tools whose polished surfaces continue to shine like new. Long before the idea of a pyramid glinted in an Egyptian eye, they were building stone monuments so large and sophisticated that we still can’t comprehend how they did it.1

The most significant Neolithic innovation was agriculture. Before their arrival the British Isles were inhabited by hunter-gatherers who roved the tree-thick landscapes in search of wild food. Their Neolithic successors, by contrast, were farmers: they came here with seed wheat and barley, as well as sheep, goats, pigs and cows, which they somehow transported across the Channel. They slashed and burned their way through the wildwoods, converting ancient forests into the first fields. Then they did something that had probably never been done before, and which to their nomadic predecessors would have seemed utterly bizarre. As they prepared the land for cultivation they gathered loose rocks, carried them to the edges of their fields, and started building walls.

Most Neolithic walls vanished long ago, but in a handful of unspoilt places – places so remote and barren that few have since dared inhabit them – the traces of slightly later Bronze Age walls just about remain. In Dartmoor (which is only a moor because prehistoric farmers clear-felled its oak forests), the remains of ancient stone boundaries scribble miles of etch-a-sketch patterns through grass and gorse. These structures, known locally as ‘reaves’, were originally capped by walls of native granite, before time, weather and gravity (not to mention pilfering masons of later centuries) reduced them to low rubbly ridges that in places are now virtually invisible.

They are evidence that thousands of years before the Romans built Hadrian’s Wall, our predecessors were working with natural stone to re-shape and organise their landscapes.2

The story of dry stone walling is the story of farming. These two ancient practices are so interdependent that they are all but unimaginable without each other. Dry stone walls (called ‘dry’ because of their lack of mortar) were initially built by farmers themselves and served several agricultural functions, the most important being the enclosure of livestock: shielding them from potentially fatal weather and keeping their insatiable mouths off valuable crops. We often assume that Britain’s existing field boundaries evolved organically over the centuries as crofters, smallholders, shepherds and graziers agreed the patchwork plots that make up our countryside. The truth is rather less charming. The vast majority of surviving dry stone walls are not ancient but modern, and were built in a brief, intense burst of activity as part of an aristocratic land-grab.

If you had squelched your way along the highways and byways of medieval England, dodging dung-carts and bandits as you went, the countryside would have looked far less enclosed than it does today. That’s because our predecessors’ notion of property was very different from our own. Though land was nominally owned by aristocrats, usually in the name of the Crown, it was in practice a widely accessible resource. There were of course some boundaries: you’d have seen hedges and ditches, wattle fences and hurdle gates. If you’d made it up to Yorkshire’s hill farms you might have spotted imposing walls designed to prevent wolves (before they were hunted to extinction) from reaching the sheep within.3 Most of Britain’s landscapes, however, were open. Peasants worked side-by-side in large communal fields, hay meadows stretched as far as the eye could see, while livestock nonchalantly rambled through common pastures, woodlands and country lanes.

Towards the end of the Middle Ages, in part because of the booming wool industry, attitudes changed. As manorial lords came to appreciate the enormous value of agricultural land, they began to expand, consolidate and enclose their holdings. They bribed, bullied, blackmailed and negotiated, paying off neighbours, lobbying local courts and ultimately petitioning Parliament to evict their peasant farmers and convert open fields and common pastures into private farmland. As soon as the agreements were complete, they raised fences, laid hedges and built walls around their land, not simply to divide arable fields from pasture or livestock from predators, but to mark out parts of their now exclusive estates. Between 1604 and 1914, more than 5,000 Acts of Parliament converted 6.8 million acres – about a fifth of England’s total area – from ‘public’ land into private property.4

It is difficult to overstate the historical importance of the Enclosures. Some argue that they liberated landowners to improve and modernise their farming methods, leading to increased agricultural productivity and wider economic growth. Others maintain that they displaced and dispossessed entire rural communities, hollowing out the countryside, entrenching disparities of wealth, and producing a nation in which, even today, half of all land is owned by just 1 per cent of the population. But there is one thing about which no one disagrees. The Enclosures, more perhaps than any other historical process, created the British countryside as we know it, in all its patchwork beauty.

During the peak of the Enclosures, between about 1750 and 1850, walling squads worked across the country, thronging the fields like the sheep they were tasked with containing. To call their work arduous would be to flatter it. Itinerant wallers – among them rural labourers, Irish migrants, even prisoners of war – spent months away from their homes and families at a time. Some were housed in farm outbuildings with farting livestock; others slept under their coats on the hills. They often had to hike several miles simply to reach their construction site, where they worked, in clothes that never fully dried and with blisters that never fully healed, until nightfall.5 For those who lived locally, and whose ancestors had farmed the land for generations, the irony of the whole business can’t have escaped them: they were, after all, building the very instruments of their own dispossession.6

Britain’s wallers are now forgotten, missing even from Victorian censuses. But they were among the most influential craftspeople to ever work in this country, responsible for one of the greatest infrastructure projects in the nation’s history – up there, in sheer Herculean scale, with the construction of the railways. For in not much more than a century, and with just a few basic hand tools at their disposal, these anonymous men extracted hundreds of millions of tonnes of rock and built a network of stone boundaries ten times longer than the Great Wall of China. Placed end to end, they could encircle the Earth’s equator five times.7

[image: A map of the British Isles with horizontal lines running across, intersected by a bold box reading ‘Wall Country’ at the centre.]
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Dry stone walls are generally confined to the uplands of north and west Britain, with hedgerows (many also dating back to the Enclosures) dominating the more fertile, arable farmland of the south-east. We can in fact map their domain by drawing a single sweeping line across England, from the Dorset coast to the Humber Estuary. The land above this line is wall country (it is also, by coincidence or not, sheep-farming country). This simple distinction, which of course has its exceptions, is largely dictated by geology. The line closely corresponds with the Jurassic limestone belt, deposited 150–200 million years ago. Only the land north of this belt is blessed with the large quantities of strong, accessible stone needed to construct walls.

Every region has its own walling style, just as it has its own cheese. A knowledgeable waller need only glance at a boundary to know exactly where in the country it belongs. Walls are neurotically neat in the Cotswolds, tightly tessellated in north Wales and wildly eccentric in Dumfries and Galloway. In some places coping stones are laid vertically, in others they’re slanted, and in others they bounce blithely up and down. In Devon and Cornwall dry stone walls can also contain earth, turf and brushwood, and are confusingly known as ‘hedges’.8 In most parts of Britain walls are used to keep livestock in, but in Orkney they do the opposite: the North Ronaldsay sheep dyke (dry stone walls are called ‘drystane dykes’ in Scotland) encircles the whole island, keeping its seaweed-chewing sheep on the beach.9

[image: Three stone wall styles with region names. Dumfries, Galloway and Scotland have rough, rounded stones. Eryri and Wales have neatly stacked slate with a sheep. The Cotswolds and England have evenly shaped stones. Text reads, ‘Every region has its own walling style.’]
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The extraordinary diversity of Britain’s dry stone walls ultimately originates in the ground on which they stand. The United Kingdom may look modest on a map but it is a marvel of geological complexity. It contains most of the world’s major rock types spanning more than half of the planet’s history, all crammed into a tiny geographical area. And because dry stone walls are nearly always constructed with local stone, they too vary greatly. In doing so, they visualise the invisible forces that lurch beneath our feet. Whenever you look at a dry stone wall, wherever it is in the country, you are looking at the work of not one but two masons: the human being who built the wall, and the natural forces that built its stone.

[image: ]

Nowhere in England has more dry stone walls than Yorkshire. It is home to almost 20,000 miles of them – twice as many as any other region. They zigzag through dales and moors, bound up hills and bounce down valleys, lapping the fields like compulsive cross-country runners. They stitch the countryside together, imposing a spidery geometry on a place otherwise made from curves. They once served as the essential infrastructure for an economy built on sheep farming, but they’ve also become an important part of the region’s identity, featuring in everything from tourist board brochures to adverts selling tea. For many Yorkshire expats the mere sight of a dry stone wall is enough to elicit an ache of nostalgia. ‘Who built these walls, why they were ever thought worth building, these are mysteries to me,’ wrote the Bradford-born J. B. Priestley. ‘But when I see them, I know I am home again; and no landscape looks quite right to me without them.’10

About an hour south of Bradford lies a quiet and rarely visited part of West Yorkshire. This small triangle of countryside is wedged between Huddersfield to the north, Sheffield to the south, Barnsley to the east and the Pennines to the west. It’s made up of deep valleys, scrappy hilltop farms and austere Victorian settlements built on the profits of the region’s booming textiles industry. For centuries this land was dominated by sheep farming, its fields busy with shepherds and shearers, its pubs rowdy with beaglers and folk singers. But in the 1970s an influx of ‘comer-inners’ slowly replaced the ageing farmers, and the region mutated into commuter country. Most of the area’s rural trades and customs have since vanished, surviving only in the minds of those old enough to remember them. But in the small world of dry stone walling, this place is still a mecca. Just outside the quiet village of Shepley (its name originating in the Old English, sceap leah, for ‘sheep clearing’) is a smallholding of nine steeply sloping fields. It is home to the pre-eminent walling family in Britain, if not the world.

The Nobles have farmed this land for four centuries and worked as stonemasons for at least two. In the nineteenth century they owned several nearby quarries (known locally as ‘delfs’) and were involved in major construction projects for the rapidly growing collieries. The business has since passed through five big-handed, cricket-playing generations, whose portraits are kept in a box in the attic. The oldest is a faded Victorian photograph of William Noble, replete with long beard and patterned cravat. Then there’s one of his son Henry, whose wing collar looks as rigid as the sandstone he dug from his delf. William’s grandson Oliver is pictured on the family’s farm in a tweed jacket and torn flat cap; Oliver’s brother Arthur attacks a large lump of rock in Pop Larkin suspenders; Arthur’s son Bill (now in his eighties) grasps a chisel in one hand and a mallet in the other; and Bill’s children Cuthbert and Lydia pose in T-shirts and baseball caps. Fashions may have changed but the work itself hasn’t. Cuthbert, whose forearms are tattooed with images of quarrying hammers, even uses the same tools as his ancestors, passed from father to son since the 1840s.

In our restless age, when every generation needs to find its own uncertain path, what must it feel like to be doing the same job, in the same area, as your great-great-grandfather? And what must it feel like to live somewhere that was quite literally built by your forefathers? Whenever Bert and Lydia go into Shepley for a loaf of bread or a pint in the pub, they are surrounded by their ancestors’ work. Noble hands have constructed dozens of houses, erected hundreds of yards of walls and laid thousands of flagstones in the village’s lanes and ginnels. They even built the local school, which Bert and Lydia attended, like their father and grandfather before them. The splendid stone building, with its intricately carved façades and urn-capped gables, is a source of great family pride. After drunken teenagers dismantled one of the school’s perimeter walls overnight, Lydia spent a whole week in the corner of the playground rebuilding it. She was five years old at









[image: A dry stone wall section features coping, topstone, wedge, through, pinning, fill and footer. Vertical layers are marked as first and second lifts.]
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