
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

THE FIRST WORLD WAR YEARS AND THEIR LEGACY  AUGUST 2016 

Welcome to our project’s 

first newsletter. 

It’s an exciting idea, a funded project 

to explore the practice and history of 

basketmaking during WW1, how this 

has impacted on the craft to the 

present day, with continuing 

implications for the future. It has 

been initiated by the Everyday Lives 

in War Engagement Centre (ELIW), 

University of Hertfordshire backed 

by the Arts and Humanities Council. 

My impression as I am drawn into 

the various strands of the project, is 

how widespread basketry was in 

everyday life, and how little of that 

has survived from just 100 years ago. 

How useful it will be to look back, 

and forwards. I’m Hilary Burns, 

hilary@hilaryburns.com  a working 

basketmaker; I’ll be pulling the 

strands together, co-ordinating 

research and researchers, helping to 

plan events where we share ideas, a 

series of videos to link and 

interweave the stories as we develop 

and want to tell them, and link 

together everyone who has shown 

an interest. Numbers are growing as 

word gets out, most people have a 

connection to the events of 1914 – 

1918 through their family history, 

that they are re-discovering at this 

time. 

 Linda Durman 
durmanlinda@gmail.com has 
volunteered admin help. If you have 
offered to do research will contact 
you for updates for the newsletters. 

 
Cassels ‘work’ handbook on 

basketmaking by D. Collier (header 

image above) was published in 

1918.The forward states; 

‘Basketmaking is admirable work for 

partially disabled men (or women), of 

whom, to our sorrow, there are so 

many thousands – or hundreds of 

thousands at the present time. 

Basket making is one of the oldest 

trades now practiced; It is easily 

learnt, and requires but a small 

outlay for tools. It is also a trade in 

which one may begin earning an 

income almost at once. Of the many 

trades that have been suggested as 

suitable for partially disabled soldiers 

and sailors who, by reason of 

physical disability, are unable to 

follow their former occupation, none 

has such advantages as basket-

making, for it may be carried on at 

home in a spare room with an 

assured market, especially in country 

districts’. 

I’m not so sure about the ‘easily 

learnt’ nor the ‘carrying on at home 

in a spare room’; the book goes on to 

describe some fairly large and heavy 

duty items such as prickles, hampers 

and trunks. The effect on the 

industry of hundreds of disabled men 

taking up the craft must have 

resulted in mixed feelings on the part 

of existing basketmakers. It gives us 

an indication of the types of baskets 

made in great quantities, now no 

longer in demand, making us aware 

of how the world has changed.  

Then and Now 
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Date for your diary:    12th November 

2016: Willow explorations day. 

Rothamsted Centre for Research and 

Enterprise, Harpenden, Herts AL5 

2JQ. 

Everyone is welcome. There will talks 

and updates from the researchers, a 

chance to put faces to names, a visit 

to the national willow collection. The 

event is free but excludes lunch. If 

you would like to book a meal then 

please let Hilary know that you plan 

to be there.  

Exhibition: Conflict, Comfort, 

Compassion : The Science Museum, 

London. On now, free. An article 

about the repair of a medical pannier 

basket for the exhibition can be 

found here: 

https://blog.sciencemuseum.org.uk/

caring-for-wounded-objects/ 

The project strands of 
interest that we are working 
on are: 

- the role of basket-making in the 
military effort; shell baskets, pigeon 
carriers, aircraft seats and others to 
be identified 

- the therapeutic use of basket-
making during the conflict, and its 
legacy; the perception of basket-
making and the study of therapeutics 

- the importance of basket-making in 
everyday life during the period 1914- 
1918, regional and local 
traditions/food supply and transport: 
local traditions: broccoli crates, eel 
baskets 

- the value of willow as a sustainable 
material through a historical 
perspective  

- the expression, through basketry, of 
the stories of everyday lives during 
the FWW period, and issues of 
legacy, emotion, and memory 

 

Military use of basket work, legacy 
and memory: 

Ollie Angus Douglas, curator at the 
Museum of English Rural Life (MERL) 
alerted us to the fact that Mary 
Crabb had visited to look at the 
artillery shell basket they hold in 
their collection.  Mary teaches maths 
and basketry. Her work for this 
project is motivated by the story of 
her grandmother’s boyfriend, Cecil, 
who was killed in a trench raid in 
France in 1916. Mary is planning to 
make replica shell baskets – one for 
MERL’s handling collection and one 
to support her own memory arts 
project and teaching. Her work so far 
around this story is best described as 
an act of remembrance, centring on 
Cecil’s, life, dates and division.  
 
 

 
 
Two woven pieces by Mary Crabb. 
Both use binary code, the ribbon 
above represents Cecil’s date of birth 
and the medal his date of death 
 
She has made drawings and 
measurements of MERL’s basket and 
is also using information from the 
Dryad company who organised 
several large workshops for the 

production of shell baskets in WW1. 
    
Dryad catalogues are now available 
online from 
https://dryadcanefurniture.com 
In that website, click on ‘browse by 
catalogue’ then select  
catalogue N and  
- page 16, 25, 28 for ‘aero’ seats and 
62 for ‘cabin seats’ 
- page 30, 31 for balloon baskets 
 Catalogue P 
- page 26 for transit hampers  
But leave plenty of time – the range 
of chair designs will fascinate in a 
way that shopping, cooking and 
cleaning just do not! 
 
 We aim to make several videos on 
the various project strands that will 
weave together the stories as we 
develop them. 
Following Mary Crabb’s research, 
Adam Jones-Lloyd has started work 
on the production of the first video 
with a day’s filming at MERL. MERL is 
currently closed for major 
renovations but we were able to film 
in the wonderful stores, piggybacking 
on the fact that the BBC were filming 
there as well. This led them filming 
us filming Olly and Mary comparing 
the artillery shell basket to an 
umbrella basket stored nearby. (the 
shell basket, brought to the museum 
by a teacher whose nine-year old 
pupil found two in a field, was 
originally catalogued as an umbrella 
basket).  
 
Further information about both 
British and German shell baskets can 
be found here: 

 
http://www.europeana1914-
1918.eu/en/contributions/15572 
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In future newsletters we will be featuring updates and stories from these strands as they develop: 
 
Bunty Ball is looking at the manufacture of woven 
aeroplane seats. She has established that Hendon Air 
Museum have several Aircraft with 'wicker' seats and 
information on the Sopwith Camel.   
Tim Palmer is making a reconstruction of a Sopwith seat 
for Tony Dyer, a flight test engineer, designing a cockpit 
around a Sopwith compass acquired by his grandfather as 
a boy in the 1920’s  
 

 
 
 
A reconstruction by Peter Bond of a Sopwith Camel in 
progress in 2015. He sourced the seat from Wickerworks in 
Australia 
http://www.wickerworks.com.au/wicker-pilot-seat.html 
 
John Page has an interest in the pigeon baskets, so many 
of which were required, on which he has already delivered 
a talk at the BA summer meeting.  
 

Therapeutic use of basket work: 
 
Selena Chandler is particularly interested in the 
therapeutic use of basket making. A landowner set up a 
basket works for service men injured in the First World 
War in Thurrock Essex which is local to her. 
 
Clair Murphy has expressed interest in finding out the 
whole story of the word ‘basket case’, a term associated 
with WW1, and perhaps earlier.  
 
Stephanie Bunn and Liz Balfour have been working on the 
basketry and therapy themes. They are part of ‘Woven 
Communities’, based in Scotland, and are engaged in a 
project around practice that develops cognition (mainly for 
people with dementia). Woven Communities has a 

symposium planned for mid-January 2017, called Mind and 
Memory that we plan to participate in. 
 
Hilary Burns is investigating the role of Seale Hayne in the 
rehabilitation of men who suffered shell shock. 
 
Baskets in everyday life 
 
Mary Butcher is beginning to investigate the baskets made 
in Kent from c 1900 to 1920, those for the war effort, for 
use locally and for the huge fruit and vegetable markets in 
London.  
 
Maggie Cooper is looking at the history of the willow 
industry around Castle Donnington. This area of 
Leicestershire adjoined areas in Lincolnshire and 
Nottinghamshire once famous for the production of 
baskets in the Trent Valley and for the quality of the willow 
rods that were produced. The industry there collapsed and 
now little remains.  She is concentrating on the production 
of materials at present. From maps from the period, it is 
difficult to say exactly where the willow beds were but 
there is evidence of a thriving business in willow sales. Two 
named rod merchants ran successful businesses until 
WW1 
 
Until the introduction of willow peeling machines in the 
1920’s the rods were stripped of their bark by hand, drawn 
one by one through a hand brake. Women, and children 
who often should have been at school did this as seasonal 
piece work. 
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