
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

THE FIRST WORLD WAR YEARS AND THEIR LEGACY  DECEMBER 2016 

This newsletter looks at the use of 
basketry as an activity for soldiers 
disabled by the war.  

Image above: ‘shell’ a painting by Rupert 
Lee, himself a patient at Seale-Hayne 
military hospital, suffering from shell 
shock. After he recovered he oversaw the 
craft workshops there.  

 

Above: an order for baskets from St 
Dunstans to one of the men it trained 
and supported.   

The very high numbers of injured 
men needing help led to the 
founding of several institutions. 

All British war blinded men were sent 
initially to St Dunstan’s. This was first 
established in Regents Park by Sir 
Arthur Pearson. In his book ‘Victory 
over Blindness’ he talks about the 
backgound to the workshops, 
including basketry, mat, and net 
making, carpentry and shoe repair, 
and how the men ‘learnt to be blind’ 
and to make a success of it. This is 
available free online at 
https://archive.org/details/victoryov
erblin02peargoog 

The men started by making string 
bags and then were taught basketry 
by blind teachers. They worked with 
either cane (known as ‘pulp’ and 
later ‘centre’ cane) or willow. 
Training took six to eight months. 

 Net making was seen as a way of 
increasing income but not an 
occupation on its own. Frequently 
basketmaking was done in 

conjunction with occupations such as 
poultry farming. When the men 
returned to life outside St Dunstan’s 
supplied materials at cost and 
distributed orders for work. All 
blinded men received a war pension. 

 

Image above. Workshop at St Dunstan’s. 
Those who could not bend easily, or had 
other injuries worked with cane sitting at 
tables. Willow work was done ‘on the 
plank’ in the traditional way.  

St Dunstan's  continues its support 
today as www.blindveterans.org 

Selena Chandler has been 
researching the history of the 
Orsett Works, Essex: 

Then and Now 

https://archive.org/details/victoryoverblin02peargoog
https://archive.org/details/victoryoverblin02peargoog
http://www.blindveterans.org/


 

 

 

 

Lieutenant Colonel Francis Whitmore 
(1872 – 1962) was the owner of the 
Orsett estate, a significant land 
holding, and tenanted farms in 
Orsett, Essex.  

The Orsett troop, the Essex 
Yeomanry Volunteer Force, 
composed almost entirely of tenants 
and workmen from the estate was 
established shortly before the start 
of WW1. They mobilised for war on 
August 7th 1914.  

By 1912 Col. Whitmore had planted 
about 16 acres of willow beds. 

So far, no evidence of basket makers 
in Orsett or the surrounding parishes 
prior to WW1 has been found. 

It is probable that the willow from 
these beds went to basket makers in 
Barking and East London, who may 
have supplied finished products to 
the Orsett Estate. 

After the war, in 1920, to provide 
employment for disabled 
servicemen, Whitmore established 
the Orsett Basket Works. 90% of the 
30 men employed were disabled ex-
servicemen. Women were taken on 
seasonally to strip the willow.  

In an article written in 1924 Col. 
Whitmore described the willow growing 

industry at Orsett. The osier beds were 
planned to be an integral part of the 
sewage system of the village. 

The Works were a sustainable 
industry – using local resources to 
provide employment for families 
from the surrounding area and to 
supply baskets to local businesses. 
‘There is little or no question of 
machinery displacing labour.’ The 
furnaces that heated the boilers in 
the Works consumed any pieces of 
willow and hazel that could not be 
put to any other use. 

Baskets of various forms were made:  
hampers, market garden, fruit and 
flower, commercial, laundry, 
household and fancy. Wicker chairs 
and tables for house and gardens 
were made to order. 

 

Image above: image of men at the Orsett 
Works, from Grays and Tilbury Gazette, 
1922.  

These were supplied to local firms, 
including: Piggs – the bakers, 
Seabrookes – the brewers, Thames 
Board Mills – cardboard and paper 
mill, Orient Co. – shipping, The Port 
of London docks, The Princes Street 
Laundry, The Orsett Guardians – the 
workhouse, Osborne Bros (Leigh) – 
cockle men. 

Baskets were made to supply local 
farms – Orsett Fruit Farm. and local 
gentry – for example, Lady Baker. 

The Works also employed a travelling 
salesman and had stalls and displays 
at events such as the Essex, and the  

Royal show.  

The Orsett Show was established by 
Col. Whitmore and is still going 
strong. At 2016’s show my twined 
basket won a 2nd prize and my rush 
mat was commended. 

Hilary Burns and Linda Durman 
report on research at Seale-Hayne 
(now Hannah’s), Newton Abbot, 
Devon.  

 

During the trench warfare of the First 
World War many soldiers developed 
shell shock. Their symptoms varied 
from the relatively mild (nightmares) 
to total paralysis. For many the 
condition was so severe that they 
were unable to return to France to 
fight. Treatment at the time was 
relatively ineffective and the 
thousands of men affected caused 
alarm at the War Office. Seale Hayne 
was requisitioned in 1918 as a 
Specialist Military Hospital to treat 
these soldiers. Pioneering treatments 
developed by Sir Arthur Hurst were 
carried out, and a publicity film of 
the remarkably effective results was 
made by Pathe News. The film 
survives and can be seen on YouTube 

One man featured in the Pathe film 
was Percy Meek. He had been a 
basket maker from a basket making 
family in Snettisham, Norfolk before 
WW1. He developed shell shock in 
February 1916 at the age of 23. By 
December 1916 he was unable to 
speak; all four limbs were completely 
paralysed and his fingers tightly 
clenched (all this relaxed completely 



 

 

 

under anaesthetic and during sleep). 
He had total loss of memory, no idea 
who, or what he was, did not realise 
that his anaesthetic legs belonged to 
him and had no knowledge of the 
meaning of words.  

It was difficult to persuade him to 
eat. With treatment at Seale Hayne 
his physical condition steadily 
improved.  He began to make 
baskets again and by June 1918 was 
able to take charge of the basket-
making shop at the hospital and 
teach others to make baskets. 

Arthur Hurst believed that, in 
recovery, after the men regained the   
use of their limbs, they should be 
engaged in craft activities that 
employed both hands such as 
basketry, toy making and ceramics 

 

Basket making was a recommended 
‘treatment’ for those recovering 
from shell shock. Arthur Hurst 
thought it beneficial that both hands 
were used. It also provided a 
potential means of employment. He 
was attracted to the location of 
Seale Hayne in the Devon 
countryside because it provided a 
peaceful environment where 
farming could be practiced, working 

the land was an important aspect in 
the recovery process. 

There is now a group of people (the 
Seale-Haynians) consolidating the 
remaining evidence of this period of 
Seale Hayne’s history and following 
up on the lives of the men who were 
treated there .  

 

Rothamsted Willow and First World 
War Baskets Day on 12 November 
2016:  
The wet and windy weather did not 
deter over eighty attendees keen to  
visit the willow beds and enjoy the 
displays and talks.  The day brought 
together growers, academics and 
makers who enthusiastically 
exchanged information and ideas.  
 

 
 
Image above Mr Collins in Erith in the late 
1920’s, early 1030’s making a Kent Potato 
Prickle, a standard measure used round 
here. In the background is a stack of half 

sieves, fruit measures to be sent to 
London and returned. 
 

From Mary Butcher’s talk about the 
baskets of Kent; fruit picking,  the 
types of basketsmade, changes that 
took place and the competition from 
imports from Belgium and Holland. 
 

 
 
Image above: Aboard the tractor  for the 
ride to the national willow collection  
 

The audience was treated to the first 
of the completed videos planned for 
the project and a draft of the second 
video about the willow collection  
and research at Rothamsted. 
 
Basketry postcards  were distributed 
to promote the project.  These are 
available from the Centre  
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In January 2017 the project will 
move up a gear when Greta Bertram 
takes up her post as Project 
Manager. Many of you will know 
her from the work she did with the 
basket collection at the Museum of 
English Rural Life 

Project pages on the Everyday Lives 
in War site are in the pipeline. The 
videos will be able to be viewed 
here as they are completed and a  
blog is planned. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


