Bringing the Harvest Home

Browse through the log book of any rural school in the early part of the last century and you will almost certainly see an entry in July recording the absence of local boys who’ve gone to help with the harvest. It was commonplace and made perfect sense as War had left no-one in any doubt about the importance of growing and harvesting food. In 1921 one village not far from here even changed the dates of the summer holiday – or Harvest Holiday as it was then called – so that all the boys could be commandeered to help gather corn that had ripened unexpectedly early owing to a long spell of hot, dry weather. Imagine the media outcry if such an individualistic, albeit eminently sensible, decision was attempted today. 

Cutting the corn was never easy work and various tools have been employed for this over the years: Stone-age man used a flint and the ancient Egyptians the jaw-bone of a large animal, with the teeth sharpened into a cutting edge. The first sickles were made of hard wood, often with handles of baked clay, but by the Middle Ages the first scythes had been introduced with long handles to reduce the bending. Then came the cradle scythe which was used until the horse-drawn cutters, then finally the combine harvesters, still in use today.

Growing up in a village in the fifties and sixties, I can clearly remember the binding machine throwing out stooks of cut corn which the farm workers would heave into groups all over the stubbly field. Harvest time really started when these stooks were gathered out of the fields and assembled into stacks. Horse-drawn carts would be loaded up by the workmen, assisted by some of the boys, and taken to the corner of the field, or stackyard. It was tiring work out in the blazing sun relieved by ‘dockie,’ the mid-morning snack, and then lunch – both very welcome breaks. I can remember my friend and I being sent down the fen on our bikes to take the men their dockie.


The stacks, when done well, were works of art and had to be as symmetrical as possible to satisfy the farmer. When finished, they were thatched to prevent the sheaves, which were lying flat, from absorbing rain and spoiling the grain. This thatch was only a straw or two thick – just enough to shoot off the water. The thatcher was paid by the ‘running yard:’ Two poles were joined by a length of string a yard long and laid against the eave of the stack alternately, thus measuring the length of the eave. A cartload of straw was tipped near the stack for the thatcher and a tank containing water. This latter enabled the straw to be made damp so that yealms could be pulled from the pile, straight and tidy, ready to be delivered up the ladder to the thatcher. Harvest was considered complete when all the crops of wheat, barley, oats, beans and mustard were in thatched stacks.

These stacks made wonderful playgrounds for us children. I can remember the joy of finding a ladder propped against one which enabled me to climb to the top and jump off into a pile of straw below. I tipped backwards and disappeared between the stack and the straw where I became trapped upside down. Somebody found me and pulled me out but not before my short life really had flashed before me like a film. 

The dismantling of the stacks in the field adjacent to our little village school provided an entertaining distraction for us. Instead of making our way home, we children stood in small groups and watched the men stabbing stooks with pitch forks and hurling them expertly onto the moving belt of the threshing machine. We squealed in mock fear and excitement as rats and mice of all sizes leapt out of the stack and made a bid for freedom along muddy cart tracks. The boys would chase them with sticks and some of the men, showing off to their captive audience, would stab a large rat with a pitch fork and hold it up for us to see, writhing about on the prong. I remember once watching a tiny mouse scrambling to safety along the uneven ground and I fervently hoped it would escape the boys with their sticks. Glancing up, I saw that its progress was also being observed by one of the boys in my class; he had no stick and made no move to kill the little creature. We smiled at each other as it disappeared into the hedge and then walked home together. He became my first boyfriend.


One year my brother, fascinated by all small creatures, couldn’t resist capturing four young albino rats in a shoe box which he hid in our pantry. They escaped and my mum screamed in disbelief as she saw them feasting on our provisions. My brother was shoved unceremoniously into the pantry and told not to come out until he had re-captured them, while mum stood on a chest outside the door armed with a small hearth brush just in case one rushed out. My contribution was to laugh uncontrollably until I was threatened with the brush across my backside.


The grain had to be kept dry and there was a huge barn near my home where it was stored. Again using the village as a playground, we never considered that anywhere was ‘out of bounds,’ and one day a few of us climbed to the top of the inside of that barn. The sea of grain below me looked so inviting that I jumped into it and was only saved from ‘drowning’ by the prompt action of one of the men who, hearing my friends’ shrieks came to the rescue with a long pole. The farmer and my father (when I was delivered home) were not amused – and yes, I did get walloped.

As I understand it, the process of getting in the corn has been made easier by the arrival of the combine harvester; and I for one feel reassured when I see these great machines making their stately, and very dusty, progress across the fields. The weather has been kind and we will have bread.
