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Foreword

The Forgotten Arts articles have been so well received by Yankee
readers that here is the third volume in the paperback series by R. M. Bacon.
There is something very elemental in the appeal of the subjects with which
the writer deals, a practice or an idea many of us may have observed but
hesitated to attempt or embrace. In this book the author brings to our atten-
tion arts from all levels of a more direct time — something as basic as feed-
ing a family through the winter required a knowledge of how a root cellar
functions, or knowing how stark floors could be brightened with painted
patterns rather than expensive rugs — skills worthy of wider remembrance.

Perhaps our interest is drawn to these skills because they connect us
with that earlier period, possibly no further removed than our grand-
parents’ generation, but a time when the nature of work was varied. Success
was not always measured by dollars received; it could just as easily have
been a strong, functional basket of woven ash. Whether or not that basket
was ever sold was not important, a measure of the craftsman was carried in
that basket, his work rewarded each time the container was filled and
emptied as it was designed to be.

As fewer people find honest satisfaction in their work, more reach out
in other directions, often hoping to find a purpose such as Robert Frost sug-
gests can be discovered by striving ... to unite/My avocation with my
vocation/As my two eyes make one in sight.” There is a wealth of enjoy-
ment by doing in these pages, explanations of how to reward yourself with
a job worth doing.

This past March I pruned the two ancient and overgrown Baldwin ap-
ple trees that guard my front lawn, following the guidelines set forth by Mr.
Bacon. There will be no fruit this year — the two trees were badly outsized
and consequently received drastic pruning — but already (it is July now) I
am optimistic about next year. The new growth on the trees is extraordin-
ary, they are luxurious in their promise for the season to come.

A few hours labor in the winds of March will be rewarded by a harvest
of apples next fall. There was pleasure in the performance of the task, but
my interest in the work will be compounded tenfold by next September.
Surely learning a skill that is a pleasure to use is an art worth remembering.

John B. Pierce
Yankee Magazine



THE FORGOTTEN ARTS

Courtesy Plimoth Plantation, Plymouth, Massachusetts

Portable wattle fences were used by our earliest settlers.

Making Wattle and Other Portable Fences

WHEN MAN FIRST DOMESTICA-
ted animals for his own use, he au-
tomatically created a problem —
how to keep them in their place.
And on today’s homestead good
fences are a major but necessary in-
vestment, if one wants to keep his
livestock safe and maintain good
relations with his neighbors. As the
costs of barbed wire, woven stock
fencing, and electricity soar, more
countrymen are turning to their
own woodlots to help solve the
fencing problem.

One way of confining and
segregating small stock is to build
movable sections of fencing that can
be set up and rearranged quickly.
When not in use, these portable
wooden fences can be stored under
cover, thus extending their useful

life for years.

It would be futile to try to confine
large animals — cows or horses, or
even barnyard fowl — with port-
able, lightweight fences. But small
stock — geese and turkey poults,
replacement poultry and even
orphaned lambs — can be con-
trolled with a portable fence as the
need arises. Sections can also be
used for aged sheep during lambing,
to divide the flock at breeding time,
or for individual treatment such as
shearing and worming.

The wattle fence was developed
centuries ago and has undergone
few changes. It can be built in 6- to
8-foot sections with only a few basic
hand tools: the ax and billhook for
cutting stock; the adze, froe and bee-
tle for splitting and shaping; and the
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MAKING WATTLE AND OTHER PORTABLE FENCES

brace and bit for drilling holes.

Wattle is an ancient word that
means to weave or plat. Thus this
kind of fence is made by weaving
flexible branches (rods) or cleaved
stock in and out among stronger
uprights. The dimension of the rods
will determine whether or not the
should be split. If they are too thic
to bend comfortably, you will have
to split them lengthwise.

Materials for making a wattle
fence can come either from a well-
managed woodlot (see The Forgotten
Arts, Book One, by Richard M.
Bacon. Yankee, Inc., 1975. pp. 6-10.)
or from gleanings of secondp rowth
at the edges of meadows and shrubs
from marshy areas.

Wattles should be made in
uniform sections that are sturdy but
easily handled. Traditionally the
material was cut, sorted, and stacked
to dry during the winter when the
sap was down. Then the sections
were assembled in the summer,
right in the woods where the sup-
plies had been left.

It takes very little time to make a

FELLING AX

BRACE & BIT

section once you have prepared a
fence form — this speeds the job and
assures uniformity of each length.
As the diagram shows, the form
should be a slightly curved 8-foot
log, split (see p. 8, a.). Lay the flat
side on the ground and bore 10
holes through the form about 1% in-
ches in diameter and spaced equally
along the length of the log. The
curve is important because when
the section is removed from the
form and laid on the ground in a
stack, the weight of the other sec-
tions will straighten the curve, thus
tightening the weaving and making
a more durable fence. If a properly
curved log cannot be found, use a
lank 12 inches wide and 6-8 feet
ong. Mark it with a gentle curve
along which you bore your holes
with the brace and bit.

English crofters depended on ash
saplings or split ash for the uprights
(staves) and hazel for the rods. In
this country hazel grows in shrub-
like thickets, and is hard to identify
in the winter woods. In the late
summer hazelnuts are a good iden-
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tifying mark if you can get to them
before the squirrels do. But other
materials are suitable: ash and cedar
for the staves; willow, hop horn-
beam or ironwood, and even wild
grape vines for the rods. The prim-
ary requirement of this kind of fence
is that it be portable, so all materials
should be as light-weight as possi-
ble. Split oak, for example, although
notably strong, makes a fence that is
too heavy to move comfortably.
The best-looking wattle fences are
made from split stock. These sec-
tions have no loose ends sticking out
to mar their appearance. However,
if the homesteadzr needs a fence in a
hurry, any flexible rod that can be

DOWN-VIEW OF SECTION PLACEMENT
TO MAKE FENCE STURDY AND “HOLE-PROOF”

SHARPLY POINTED BOTTOM

bent without breaking will do.
Vines and shrubs can be trimmed
after the fence is built and will con-
fine stock whether or not they look
tailored.

Take your tools and your fence
form to the source of supply to build
your wattle fence. Set the form flat
on the ground, but leave enough
space around it to make weaving the
rods easy. Select staves that are
slightly smaller in diameter than
holes which you bored in the form.
Set the staves upright — heads
down — in the form, taking care
that the end staves are stouter and
longer (about 5 feet if you are build-
ing a fence 3% feet high) than the



MAKING WATTLE AND OTHER PORTABLE FENCES

rest, for later they will be tapered to
a point and driven into the ground
to anchor the section.

Once the staves have been set, you
can begin weaving. As diagrams a.to
d.show, you first “let in’’ a rod at the
bottom of the first three or four
staves, weaving it in and out. Bend it
around the end stave with a half-
turn or twist before weaving it back.
This twist will help prevent the rod
from breaking. As you reach the end
of each rod, let in a fresh one, weave
it in and out, bend it around the end
stave with a twist, and continue un-
til you have reached the proper
height. This will be about 2% feet for
young poultry, turkeys, and geese;
3% feet for lambs and sheep. As in
loom weaving, the end staves may
want to slant inwards as you
progress. To combat this, do not pull
your rods too tight as you weave.

When the section is finished but
still in the form, trim off all but the
end staves just beyond the woven
rods. Then lift the section off the
form and lay it flat on the ground off
to one side. Trim the tops of the
staves as well, to where they were
inserted in the form. The end staves
should be sharply pointed at the
bottom end about one foot below
the wattle. As additional sections
are finished, stack them one on top
of another. This increasing weight
will flatten the sections, thereby
tightening them and making them
more sturdy. (Professional wattle
fence makers often leave a small part
unwoven in the center of each sec-
tion. This is done so that a pole can
be inserted making it easier to carry
several sections at a time.)

When enclosing an area with any
kind of portable fencing, alternate
the overl}:lp of the sections as you
pound them into the ground (see
diagram d.). This gives the fence
greater stability and eliminates the
possibility of gaps between the sec-
tions.

Wattle fences can also be used as
windbreaks, as a background for
flower and vegetable gardens, to
train pea vines, and — if made tall
enough — for privacy.

Another tyﬁe of homemade, port-
able fence is the hurdle. For this you
should use split ash and you will
need to learn to make mortise and
tenon joints to fasten the ends of the
horizontal bars into the upright
staves.

The hurdle — still widely used
today in rural England — is
§enerally made in sections 8-10 feet
ong and 3% feet high. Each section
consists of two upright staves, six
horizontal bars, and three cross
braces.

To make a hurdle, split the ash
stock with a froe and beetle, using
the adze to widen the split as it
grogresses. These split lengths can

e worked up green or stacked to
dry. Ash splits easily because there
are few knots which penetrate the
trunk, and when dry, ash is light
and resilient. The two upright staves
are the posts of each section and
should be made from thicker stock
than the bars and braces.

Horizontal bars should be spaced
wider at the top than at the bottom.
This will thwart the natural
curiosity of the confined animals.
Mortise the ends of the bars into the
staves. To do this, drill two holes
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MAKING WATTLE AND OTHER PORTABLE FENCES

which at their outermost measure-
ment will be wide enough apart to
accommodate the tenon of the bar
snugly. Square off the mortise with a
chisel and hammer. Then shape the
tenon or tongue on the ends of the
bars to fit the mortise. When all the
bars have been inserted into the
mortises, drill a hole through the
staves and tenons for each joint, and
hammer in a dowel to anchor them.

You will need three braces to
strengthen the hurdle: one at the
center point of the hurdle parallel to
the staves; and two diagonal braces
which run from the top of the center
brace to the bottom of the staves on
each side of it. These braces can be
held in place by hammering a nail
through the braces and the bars
where they cross. Use nails long
enough so you can clinch them to
keep them trom pulling out.

Before you have finished each sec-
tion, sharply point the bottom of the
staves. As with the wattle sections,
hurdles should be set up alternating
the overlap of the sections to give
additional strength to the portable
fence.

There is a third type of movable
fence which resembles the hurdles
trackmen use in races. However,
these sections are not as easily
moved and are of use mainly to
sheepmen who want to control
grazing. They are constructed of two
uprights set into “‘feet” — heavy
rectangles of wood, often split logs
— like the bases of early Pilgrim
harvest tables. The uprights are
joined by boards or split stock nailed
at graduated intervals. The finished
sections will be heavier than either
the wattle or hurdle fences. Usually,

these are lined up end-to-end to sec-
tion off parts of a larger fenced
pasture.

Using raw materials around him,
the homesteader can make portable
fencing that will be used for many
years, and help keep down at least
one of the costs of keeping animals.

References
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Reclaiming an Old Apple Tree

HOW TO EXTEND THE LIFE OF AN
old apple tree — or even a small
orchard — and bring it back into
production is a concern of man

new property owners. Althoug

commercial orchardists think that
any tree nearing forty is at the far
end of its paying life, the one you
have inherited may be more than
twice that age and still not ready to
give up. Often it only needs en-
couragement to produce.

There are two kinds of tree you
might consider reclaiming: the one
in your yard for home use and the
one in the woods, either ‘“‘volun-
teer”” or planted before nature took
over, whose fruit is consumed by
wild life. The procedure for re-
juvenating is the same for both
kinds; how far you pursue it will de-

12

pend on your purpose.

So, before sawing down an un-
sightly but still sound tree, consider
some of the things you can do to im-
prove it without calling in experts.

PRUNING

Begin by pruning. The practice of
cutting out unwanted growth not
only makes the tree more manage-
able, but opens up its branches to
sun and ventilation, regulates its
shape, and increases its production.
None of the other steps in reclaim-
ing an old tree will be effective with-
out proper pruning.

The only tools you need for this
job are pruning shears, a fine-
toothed tree saw, and a ladder.

Before you start cutting, survey
the tree’s shape from all angles.
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RECLAIMING AN OLD APPLE TREE

Dead, diseased or broken branches
can be removed at any season of the
year, but prune living branches in
April and May before the leaves are
fully developed so you can see what
you are doing. Summer pruning
(aside from removing annual
unproductive watersprouts and
suckers) is not recommended
because it will reduce the current
yield.

Most old trees are standards —
tall growers to begin with — that,
through neglect, have been allowed
to become even taller. This even-
tually makes them impossible to
tend effectively. In l;_Jlrunir\g these
trees, therefore, you should first aim
at reducing height and then at shap-
ing lateral growth.

Lowering the tree can be done
either by cutting out the center or
reducing its leader and terminal
growth only. Usually a combination
of both methods is desirable.
However, each tree presents in-
dividual problems.

After surveying the tree, decide
how tall you want it to be, and cut a

ole to that height: 15, 20, or 25 feet,
or example. Stand this up next to
the trunk to serve as a guide. With
your pruning tools, cut off all
growth that exceeds this marker.

Cut close to parent limb,
angle for water run-off

All pruning should be done with
sharp tools. Make cuts as close to the
parent limb as possible and angled
so as not to catch rain. Cuts larger
than 1% inches in diameter should
be coated with a substance that will
seal the wound: wax, house paint,
or any non-penetrating, waterproof
material.

Major pruning should be done
just before or just after winter dor-
mancy is broken. The tree’s sudden
spurt of life helps the wounds to
heal more quickly.

Now you are ready to correct the
overall shape. Decide how far you
want the tree to spread laterally.
Tackle the lowest limbs first and
prune back lateral growth all
around the tree at the same distance
from the trunk on each limb. Then
work upwards, pruning each suc-
cessive lateral layer a little closer to
the trunk. You should aim for a
finished shape that suggests a cone.

Even after the desired height and
shape are established, you will want
to remove interior growth in areas
that are too thick. Thinning out old
watersprouts and suckers will pro-
mote better fruiting. Do not nip off
those little twigs that line the
branches; the fruit develops on
these tiny laterals.

Sometimes you will find that an
untended tree, particularly one in
the woods or at the edge of a
pasture, has two or more central
trunks. You should reduce this to
the one best trunk by removing the
others. If the tree was set out — not
a native volunteer — one of the
trunks will probably produce an
old-fashioned name variety of ap-
ple; the others will be overly
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