
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

THE FIRST WORLD WAR YEARS AND THEIR LEGACY  OCTOBER 2016 

We focus on the importance of 
willow as a resource, in providing a 
supply of materials for war work 
and the value of willow as part of 
our low carbon futures.  

 Image above: Drawing of willow leaves 
in an original notebook from Long 
Ashton Research Station.  

The willow men begin cutting in mid-
November once the leaves have dropped 
and the sap is sunk.  Everyone used to 
harvest with billhooks.  'We used sickly 
hooks, and they glided through the 
stems.  You had to stick at it all day,' says 
Brian.  'It took a week or two to cut an 
acre by hand.  from 'Wildwood' by Roger 
Deakin - 2008 

Rothamsted Willow and First World 
War Baskets Day 
Saturday 12 November 2016  
10.30 – 4pm 
Rothamsted Research Conference 
Centre, Harpenden. 
Free, please book, places limited.  

.  
Everyday Day Lives in War Centre 

and Rothamsted Research are 

holding an event exploring the 
National Willow Collection and the 
history of basketmaking and willow 
growing during the First World 
War.  The day will include displays, 
videos and information with talks by 
professional basketmakers about 
their research into regional willow 
and basket making industries during 
the era.  

Speakers include Hilary Burns, 
Maggie Cooper, Mary Butcher, 
Angela Carr and Mary Crabb. 

In the afternoon William Macalpine, 
Research Scientist at Rothamsted 
Research, will give a tour of the 
National Willow Collection, which 
was founded in 1922 in response to 
concerns over the War’s impact on 
willow stocks. There will be an 
opportunity to order cuttings of 
basket willows dand discuss the 
research being conducted at 
Rothamsted 

https://everydaylivesinwar.herts.ac.uk/?page
_id=1995 

 

Image above: J Lanford cutting willow in 
the 1980’s 

Getting there 

Directions:   
http://www.rothamsted.ac.uk/about
-us/find-us-rothamsted-research-
harpenden 

Car: Harpenden is about 7 miles 
north of the M25 London Orbital 
Motorway and close to Junctions 
9/10 off the M1. From Junction 9 
follow the signage to Redbourn, then 
Harpenden. From Junction 10, take 
the A1081 to Harpenden. Car parking 
is available at the Rothamsted 
Conference Centre. 

Then and Now 

https://everydaylivesinwar.herts.ac.uk/?page_id=1995
https://everydaylivesinwar.herts.ac.uk/?page_id=1995
http://www.rothamsted.ac.uk/about-us/find-us-rothamsted-research-harpenden
http://www.rothamsted.ac.uk/about-us/find-us-rothamsted-research-harpenden
http://www.rothamsted.ac.uk/about-us/find-us-rothamsted-research-harpenden


Train: Harpenden has frequent trains 
from central London (St Pancras 
International). The journey time is 
A ten-minute walk away from 
Rothamsted 
  
William Macalpine, Academic 
Biologist, Rothampstead, writes 
about the collection: 

Basket willow was identified as a 
strategic resource in The Great War 
by a War Office committee which 
was set up after the armistice to 
review the war effort. The 
committee recommended appointing 
a National Willows Officer to provide 
scientific support to the basket 
willow industry. J. P. Hutchinson was 
appointed in this role at Long Ashton 
Research Station. He realised the 
value of securing basket willows in a 
living collection and the National 

Willow Collection was initiated in 
1922.  

The National Willow Collection 
moved to Rothamsted Research 

2002. Today it contains 1,500 
accessions and over 100 pure 
speciesof Salix. This unique 
germplasm resource is used to 
underpin a biomass breeding 
programme and a number of other 
research programmes.  

• Can be grown on land less suited to 
food production 

• Produce high yields with low inputs 
(e.g. rain fed, low nitrogen fertilisers 
and agrochemicals) 

• Use more of the growing season 
and produce less waste (all the above 
ground crop is used 

• Result in high energy savings and 
greenhouse gas reductions 

• Don’t require annual cultivation 
and planting each year 

• Sequester carbon in soils 

• Support more biodiversity than 
annual crops 

At Rothamsted Research, we are 
using genetics, DNA markers and 
advanced DNA sequencing 
technologies to identify genes 
influencing growth and resistance to 
pests, diseases and drought, and that 
regulate biochemical pathways, to 
accelerate breeding of willows for 
bioenergy biofuels and bio-based 
products for the bioeconomy 

Below: the collection today. 

 

  

29th September A group involved in 

the project visited the Imperial War 

Museum archive at Duxford, 

Cambridgeshire, to look at baskets 

in their collection.  

Daniel Carpenter reports:   
I was invited to attend the visit to 
Duxford as I am currently engaged in 
doctoral research into the ways in 
which crafts contribute to heritage 
and, in turn, the influence this 
phenomenon has on craftspeople’s 
practice. As part of my ethnographic 
fieldwork I have been interviewing 
Hilary Burns and following her 
practice through the various projects 
she is involved in, including the First 
World War project. 

 One thing that fascinated me 
throughout the visit was the 
different ways in which people 
responded to the artifacts depending 
on their professional status; curators, 
academics and practitioners. As an 
amateur basketmaker myself with no 
museum background, my natural 
response is to want to pick up the 
items and manipulate them, knowing 
how robust the material can be and 
how readily the designs might lend 
themselves to being replicated by 
pulling them apart and reverse-
engineering them. Of course, this 
impulse was kept firmly in check at 
all times, with quiet reverence for 
the artefacts remaining the 
prevailing attitude amongst everyone 
present! 
  

I enjoyed examining the construction 
of the shell baskets, which utilised 
the relative strengths of the different 
basketry weaves with the addition of 
raised leather bands that seemed to 
me to be designed to protect the 
munitions in key sections from being 
dropped on hard ground. 
  
Whereas some of the group may 
have been mentally trying to follow 
the thought processes of the person  
that made the item, gleaning 

information that could inform the 

way in which they might go on to 

make something similar in the future, 

others were undoubtedly looking at 

the baskets with completely different 

points of view. All are valid, and all 

give unique perspectives on the lives 



 

 

of the people that made and used 

these items a century ago. 

Appreciation for the crafts that have 
shaped our lives, both now and in 
the past, is really important in 
crystallising exactly what it is that we 
describe as our heritage. I’m really 
enjoying seeing the ways in which 
appreciation can broaden when 
creative practitioners are brought 
together with historians and 
museum curators. By encouraging 
more of these types of 
collaborations, the knowledge and 
practices of today can continue to 
demystify and humanise museum 
artifacts, and, in turn, the reverence 
and awe for the objects of the past 
might extend to the living crafts and 
skills of today.  
 
Below: Maggie Cooper (left) and 
Mary Crabb in the stores. Pigeon 
basket and artillery shell baskets. 

 

Maggie Cooper reports on her 
research (summary by Linda 
Durman for the newsletter) 

Basket making in the East Midlands: 

Willow of an exceptional quality has 
been cultivated in the Trent basin for 
many hundreds of years. I am 
researching the state of the industry 

during the late 1890’s until early 
1920’s. There were thirty individual 
basket makers and basket making 
companies operating in Castle 
Donnington in the late 1800’s and 
early 1900’s Around this time a 
combination of factors led to the 
rapid decline in the industry 

 - the neglect of the willow beds 

- foreign competition 

- alternative suppliers 

- loss of manpower for the labour-
intensive work of maintaining the 
willow beds 

- WW1 war work, when every 
basketmaker was required to make 
artillery shell baskets, most of which 
were made of imported cane.  

There is technical information about 
soil types, drainage and irrigation. 
Commercial information on willow 
growers, rod merchants and 
associated businesses revealed 
fluctuation in supply and demand. 
Land was leased for willow 
cultivation and there was a local 
supply of the skilled labour required 
for planting and maintaining willow 
beds, harvesting and processing 
willow, as well as basketmaking. 
Tanks used for boiling commercial 
quantities of willow could still be 
seen in the 1980’s. This was a vibrant 
economy. There is also detailed 
information on the varieties of 
willow grown locally and their 
quality. One merchant describes how 
it was necessary to grow the very 
best willow in order to make the 
finest products, because during the 
early 1900’s there was competition 
from imported baskets. Before and 
after WW1, industrial and domestic 
demands secured full order books for 
the makers of baskets but the 
seasonal pattern of labour was 
broken by the First World War. 

My main sources of information are The 
Cultivation of Osiers and Willows, a 1921 

government advisory booklet, and The 
Cultivation of Osiers and Willows by 
William Paulgrave Ellmore 1919. 

Below: drying and carting white willow 
before storing 

 

We are planning a display of 
basketry-related photos on 12th 
November atRothampsted. If you 
have access to any photos that are: 

- from the early part of the 20th 
century 

- non-military (we have plenty of 
military ones) 

- show baskets being used for 
farming, fishing or other food/home 
use 

- show willow cultivation 1900-
1920ish. 

If we can get a good copy we may 
also have postcards made, providing 
copyright can be dealt with. 

Please email a good copy to either 
Linda Durman or Hilary Burns 

durmanlinda@btinternet.comhilary
@basketryandbeyond.org.uk 
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Advance information:  

Woven Communities is organizing a symposium on Basketry, Memory and Mind at St Andrews. Scotland. 

19 – 21stJanuary 2017 

Mary Crabb will talk about maths and her work on the WW1 project, Hilary Burns about therapeutic basketry. 

Sessons include: Materials and Design, Memory and Intangible Heritage, Basketry and Maths, Basketry and Therapeutic 
Experience, the Knowledge in the basket, and Design and Innovation. http://wovencommunities.org/ 

 

 

 


