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Introduction My Love for Bentwood


I was fascinated by bentwood as a young child. I remember looking out the window of my bedroom when I was small, gazing on a winter landscape in which tree limbs bent in magical arches from the weight of the ice and snow.

In summer I daydreamed under an old apple tree, lying on my back, looking up at the bending limbs heaving with a bounty of ripening fruit. I admired the natural curves of the weighted old limbs. I developed a strong attachment to those nature-formed shapes and to the architecture of wild things.

There was a kindly old neighbor who lived next door, just across the alley from my parents’ yard. When Mrs. Oehring was out working in her yard or garden and saw me standing by the fence watching her, she would often invite me over. She’d set me on her knee and rock me in her old bentwood rocker and tell me stories. I would sit and rock with her, listening to her voice, eating jam and bread, and caressing the smooth arms of the antique willow rocker.

That ancient bent-willow chair, with its corky bark and aged texture, fascinated me. I loved the idea of bending limbs into useful shapes, contouring them into forms that imitated nature and surrounded me in comfort. The possibilities of bentwood grew in my mind.

I began experimenting with bending vines, shaping them into forms for various purposes. But vines had a mind of their own, I discovered, curving every which way and not easily conforming to my designs. They were more fragile than other woods and didn’t last as long outside.

Next I started cutting small saplings, young trees that had sprung up from seeds dropped by birds or the wind. Those limber young seedlings grew along the garden fence and in the alley where I was allowed to play. I found that young elm saplings would bend well without breaking, and I began to make small objects for my mother’s garden. I made primitive birdhouses—miniature log cabin–type structures with curved roofs and handles on top for hanging in trees—and little trellises for my mother’s gladiolus bed.

I experimented with peach limbs, which worked fairly well, although they were not as flexible for tight bends. Hickory worked very well, the young limbs being pliable and easily formed into my desired shapes.

Pecan, too, was easily found, along with cedar. Cedar lasts well outside but can be a bit sticky, and my mother, after seeing my stained hands and clothes, suggested, with an arched eyebrow, that I use other woods for my projects.

My parents taught me early on that the saplings I cut would come back. I was not destroying the plant, simply harvesting a portion and leaving the root to grow again. In the small-town alleyway and fencerow where I gathered materials, I was actually helping keep the undergrowth in check.



Practicing an Age-Old Craft


People have been making bentwood furniture for several centuries. Bentwood, particularly willow bentwood, enjoyed popularity in the United States in the early part of the twentieth century. It was closely related to the wicker furniture of the mid-1800s, made popular by Cyrus Wakefield. Wakefield’s work was motivated by the enormous piles of rattan, a kind of climbing palm, that he found discarded on the wharves of Boston. Used on ships as dunnage to keep cargo from shifting, it went to waste once the ships arrived in port. Inspired by wicker chairs that appeared in carvings and relief work from ancient Rome, Wakefield shaped the rattan into lavishly decorative furniture.

The Adirondack style of rustic furniture became popular in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I once mistakenly believed the Adirondack style to be the only inspiration for later bentwood, but it was actually a revival of rustic furniture styles of earlier centuries.

It’s not hard for me to see the timeless appeal of bentwood. Nature can bring a feeling of serenity and order to an otherwise unnatural landscape, and the bending branches of wood seem to bring that natural order to people’s surroundings. I feel certain (though there is little way to prove it) that the naturally curving shapes of laden fruit trees or the graceful curves of ice-covered limbs have inspired many cultures through the centuries to imitate those shapes in the home and garden.

I am convinced that bentwood is as timeless as the garden itself, that people of any age and experience can appreciate the curving lines and intricate designs borrowed from nature and used in trellises, gates, fences, and arbors. Added to the garden, these structures tie us to the hope for annual renewal and ever-bountiful harvests in our own backyards.


[image: The author with some of his bentwood fencing creations]
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 1 Selecting Wood



Bentwood projects—whether trellises, fences, arbors, gates, or others—can be made from a vast variety of woods. The main requirement is that you use green, flexible limbs for the arched parts of the trellis. The straight crosspieces can be either green or dry wood, or a type that has less flexibility.

Some kinds of wood bend better than others, some are stronger, and some last longer outdoors. Wherever you live, however, you will be able to locate some type of useful wood. (If finding appropriate green wood becomes too frustrating, see Chapter 7 for some projects using dry and other materials.)
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Determining What Type of Wood You Need


Before you begin searching for wood, it is helpful to have an idea about what wood qualities are required for your project. Do you want a small trellis to go in a patio planter left outdoors in the summer only, or do you plan to make a large trellis that will stay in the garden year-round? Will your trellis be placed near the house, under the eaves where weather seldom bothers, or will it be beside the water garden and constantly splashed? Does your trellis serve only a decorative function, or will it be required to hold up considerable weight when the vines you plant are in full growth? Taking into account your particular needs will help you choose the best wood to use.



Wood Characteristics


The section beginning on here describes the characteristics of the most common types of wood. The great part about making bentwood structures is that you are not trying to achieve a perfect, finished look. The unique curves and characteristics of the branches you select are part of the rustic charm.
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Type and Size of Wood


The size of the wood needed depends on the finished size of the project. With trellises, project size can range from a miniature 10-inch-high planter piece that fits in a climbing ivy pot to 7- or 8-foot-high structures for your garden.

The wood that you select may be saplings, sprouts (sometimes called offshoots) that emerge from the trunk of a previously cut tree, or even curved lower limbs of larger trees. Native cedar, cypress, and some kinds of oak often have lower limbs that are naturally curved, and these can be used for trellises without damaging the tree. For a 7- or 8-foot trellis, you need wood that is about 1½ to 13/4 inches in diameter, or about the size of a closet rod.

Since it is best to use green wood within 24 hours of cutting, you should wait until you have decided on a design (see Chapter 3) and make a list of the arched pieces needed before you cut. For the straight crosspieces and nonbending decorative pieces, you can use either green or dry wood.


Cutting Responsibly

Always get permission from landowners if you plan to hunt for trellis material on land other than your own. If you are searching along roadsides or streams, check the laws in your area to be sure cutting on public land is allowed. And if you find wild places where you can harvest materials, do it with regard to the environment: Leave some for others; don’t destroy areas. Cut responsibly, as if it were your own land and you wanted your grandchildren to live there and build trellises, too.
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Finding a Source for Wood


If you live in the countryside and have some acreage with timber, you probably already have all the materials you need for your projects. Otherwise, however, finding material requires more creativity. Here are some suggestions for finding the right wood.

Check out farms in the area. Farmers often are willing to let you cut saplings from fencerows or from fields where young trees have invaded grazing areas. Find the owner, explain what you need, and ask for permission to cut (or ask for suggestions of other areas in case the answer is no). Also inquire about removing sprouts from the trunks of trees that have already been cut—this is wonderful, second-growth material, and there’s little damage you can do as a novice to an old stump. (Don’t be surprised if the farmer has a smirk on their face as you explain what you want.)

[image: decorative image]
Call the utilities providers in your area. Ask about obtaining limbs from places where they might be cutting. Be forewarned that their insurance doesn’t allow for you to be present while they are cutting down trees or doing similar work, but they may know of areas where you could harvest limbs or saplings before they cut. You also may be able to gather downed limbs on their property.

Check online for nurseries and arborists that do trimming and pruning for homeowners. Stop by and visit with the manager of the trimming crew and explain what you are looking for. Often these folks will gladly sell freshly cut, green branches to avoid having to dispose of them. They may know of areas where they can cut what you want, or they may even steer you to an area where you can do the cutting yourself.

Check out vacant lots and alleys in your area. Often cities will allow cutting there. If the property is abandoned, you can get permission to cut from the bank or city office responsible for it. Alleys can be especially fertile ground for trellis material, and often shopkeepers are glad to have you clean out those areas—as long as you ask first.

Check along drainage areas. City creeks, irrigation ditches, and other weedy human-made waterways may have willow, beech, birch, and other woods.

Look along railroad tracks, especially those that are abandoned. Railroad traffic areas are usually sprayed to kill saplings, but when the tracks are abandoned, they can be a treasure trove of bentwood material.

Check with the forestry service or conservation department in your area. Sometimes certain places are scheduled to be cleared, or you may be able to get a one-time permit to harvest saplings.

Call developers who own land that is scheduled for clearing. Using saplings from these lots seems more ecologically sensible than having them wind up as fill under a shopping mall.

Use the trimmings from your own backyard. Spring pruning of hedges, fruit trees, and other landscape trees can net you useful material.

Look for downed limbs after winter or summer storms. Ask your neighbors for their limbs. They’ll think you’re nuts but will likely be glad to have you haul them away. Use caution and avoid areas where there are downed electrical wires.

Grow your own. If you have a bit of land and want a constant supply of useful material for bentwood projects, consider ordering willow cuttings. Or you can plant cuttings or seedlings bought from nurseries. Even some states’ conservation departments will sell you various kinds of seedlings for planting on your own land. Cutting back some seedlings encourages thicker regrowth, which is good for birds and other wildlife. In this way, you can manage your backyard for both wildlife and trellis making.


How and When to Cut Limbs

Making bentwood structures is simple. Only a minimal number of tools is required. For gathering wood, I suggest a good sharp pair of loppers and a pair of pruners (see here for full descriptions). You can make bentwood structures year-round, but you should harvest only the wood you need when you need it.

[image: Using a pair of loppers to cut a sapling]
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Working with Green Wood


Wood that is to be bent for trellises, gates, fences, arbors, and other similar structures should be freshly cut; wood that was cut and shipped is a bad choice for these projects. Cut the wood no more than 24 hours before you begin the project. Some wood (red osier dogwood, weeping willow, and other varieties of willow) can be kept soaked for a few days after cutting, but the wood loses its flexibility quickly, and you will find that it breaks more easily when bent than freshly cut green wood.

Don’t try to use dry wood for bentwood structures, except for the crosspieces and other straight pieces. No amount of soaking will give dry wood the flexibility it had when it was green. If you don’t find enough wood to complete your planned project, work on it in stages, adding more wood as you find it.

Be aware that the wood will shrink naturally as the moisture leaves it, usually 25 percent or more in the first 10 days after it is cut. As the wood dries, it will lose its flexibility, so don’t try to reshape a trellis once it is assembled. Wired joints will need to be retightened after shrinkage occurs.





Common Types of Wood


The following list will help you identify some of the common trees in your area and decide how suitable (or, in some cases, unsuitable) each is for making bentwood garden structures. You may want to get a good tree identification field guide to carry with you so that you can readily identify these trees by their leaves and bark.



Ash


(Fraxinus spp.)

Ash is a native North American species probably better known today as a landscape tree. Saplings found in alleyways, in







Aspen, Bigtooth and Quaking









Bald Cypress









Birch











Cane, River









Cedar, Native Red










Cottonwood, Common









Dogwood









Elder, Box









Elm









Fruit Trees








Gum, Sweet









Hickory









Locust, Black









Locust, Honey









Maple










Mulberry









Nut Trees









Oak









Osage Orange
















Privet, California and Common










Redbud









Sassafras











Sumac, Fragrant










Sycamore










Willow













Common Vines





Bittersweet, Chinese















Honeysuckle









Rattan Vine
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Wisteria, American
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