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Adapting to strange times

Something to take your mind off the C word
A quick update
Self isolation could be part of the job description for a designer-maker like me, so I’m happy to say that work
can continue here much as it always does.
There’s some uncertainty about supplies: timber yards are restricting visitors, so I can’t go to select boards.
However, timber, can still be ordered for delivery and I also have a bit of stock - particularly some English oak
boards from trees felled nearby, a few big elm boards inherited from another maker, and some gorgeous
rippled English ash.
I remain very pleased with my new website. Do have a look if you haven’t already - particularly the short film
of me at work on the ‘About’ page.
The only change in the workshop is that our daughters - now working from home - have negotiated part of
the space to set up their A-level art projects.

About oak
I’d estimate that about 50 per cent of what I make is in oak. In much of Britain it’s the most commonly used
hardwood for interior joinery and furniture, and, along with timber structures, probably has been for centuries
(though its greater durability may skew the record). There are good reasons for that: it’s tough, durable,
attractive, and reasonably plentiful; the very name evokes a sense of quality, strength and tradition.
For those with a few minutes, here are some thoughts on oak trees and wood, weaving in history, botany and
practical engineering, which may add a new dimension to your thinking about wood and furniture, as they do to
mine.
It’s easy to imagine that our ancestors could take their pick of huge trees from the ancient wildwood that
covered these islands. In fact it seems unlikely that such an extended forest of large trees ever existed. Readers
of Isabella Tree’s Wilding (highly recommended) will know of the recreation on the Knepp estate of the
savannah/scrub model posited in the work of Francis Vera. As a practical matter, anyone with only rudimentary
tools would have opted to use conveniently pole-shaped saplings and small trees for their structures rather
than trying to fell larger trees which then had to be converted into usable planks and beams. Saws had in fact
existed since the bronze age, though the labour involved would have made you think hard before opting to saw
down the length of a tree.
A ready supply of such poles could of course
be produced by exploiting the natural
tendency of many trees (including oak) to
coppice. For cutting joints for the frames for
large buildings, square section beams are
better than round section poles, so trees of
the right size would be ‘scappled’ with an axe
or adze, creating 4 flat sides, often leaving the
natural ‘waney’ edge at the rounded corners.
The two huge Cressing Temple barns in Essex
built by the Knights Templar in the thirteenth
century are constructed from around 500
scappled oak trunks, most of a size that would
have been readily available - no more than
25cm in diameter, which would be far too
small to be considered for timber now.
However, the 12 main pillars supporting the
roof of each barn required unusually large
trees for the time, some 60 cm in diameter
and, crucially, offering a long straight section of
trunk. This would be standard now, but their
scarcity in earlier ages is shown by the fact that
when the roof of old St Paul’s cathedral was
rebuilt after a fire in 1561, the very substantial
timbers had to be brought from
Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire, at a time when
transporting such large items was a huge
undertaking.
If you did need flat boards, you could split (or ‘cleave’ or ‘rive’) a larger trunk. Green oak cleaves* particularly
well, only bettered by Chestnut. The medullary rays, which show up as the characteristic ‘flame’ pattern on
quarter sawn (radially cut) oak boards, fan out from the centre to the edge of the trunk and create a natural
fault line which any split will follow. Given a freshly felled straight-ish defect-free oak trunk it should be possible

to split it into a series of triangular section boards, like the segments of a cylindrical chocolate orange, using
nothing more than a set of wedges and something to bash them with. It is thought that the hulls of Viking
longships were made with cleft oak planks like this.
Back to sawing: the old method of sawing planks from a log laid over a saw-pit with a two man saw is well
known. The earliest mechanisation dates from c.1200 in France where water power was harnessed. It spread
through continental Europe, Scotland and America, but was not adopted by English sawyers until the eighteenth
century: it’s hard to imagine such insularity now...
The two principal oaks used for timber in Britain and Europe are Quercus robur and Quercus petraea, but there
are many many others: at least 200, and perhaps as many as 450, globally. One difficulty in arriving at an exact
number is the oak’s tendency to cross-fertilise, so it is not unusual to see several oaks in one area with different
characteristics, though each is clearly an oak. This willingness to hybridise may make the oak more adaptable at
times of stress - a natural survivor in a changing climate.
Up until the nineteenth century, the oak was a tree of established woodland, replacing itself readily in existing
woods. It was therefore easy to find and harvest the young trees, forced by competition to grow tall and
straight, used for construction as described above. From the early twentieth century oak became a pioneer
tree, establishing only in open spaces. Nobody is sure why this happened, though a possible cause is the oak
mildew which arrived in Europe in 1908: trivial in itself, it may, as it washes the leaves with its light bloom, render
young oaks more sensitive to shade.
An interesting variant on natural oak
for the furniture maker is bog oak not a separate species, but the result
of a mature oak collapsing into newly
flooded fenland in pre-historic
times. The absence of oxygen in the
acidic swamp meant the timber
didn’t decay and entire oaks are still
unearthed from time to time,
blackened by several thousand years
of immersion in the peat, but still
identifiable and usable as oak,
following a careful drying process. I
often use bog oak where the
contrasting colour will enhance the
design, as for this drawer pull with
sycamore plugs on an English cherry
drawer front.

Celebration of Craftsmanship & Design
Some will know that I was due to exhibit at this year’s CCD, which takes place every August in Cheltenham. It
is the leading exhibition for designer-makers like me and in this, the first year when I thought I might have the
time to take part, it has of course fallen victim to the uncertainty of the times. Successful applicants have been
offered a guaranteed place in next year’s show so look our for further details in later newsletters.

Meanwhile...
For many people the prevailing sentiments of the moment will be uncertainty and worry. If that is you, I hope
these thoughts have provided some distraction. And if you are finding that enforced confinement in your home
has given you time to think about enhancing it with something beautiful and useful - whether made in oak or
anything else - do get in touch.
With very best wishes

Nick
*Cleave is one of those strange words which has two almost antonymous meanings - to split apart and to stick
to. Another one is Sanction. I’m not sure how that happens!

