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Country stories: the use of oral histories of

the countryside to challenge the sciences of

the past and future

DAVID HARVEY* and MARK RILEY†

* Department of Geography, University of Exeter, Exeter EX4 4RJ, UK

† School of History, University of St Andrews, St Andrews, Fife KY16 9AL, Scotland, UK

In the context of recent media, governmental, academic and popular attention and enthu-

siasm for debates surrounding the construction and meaning of the British countryside,

this paper outlines the potential for oral history to make a contribution. Drawing on work

in Devon, UK, we outline how an oral history methodology can engage with the fields of

archaeological science and heritage management of landscape resources from the past,

before outlining how such lay narratives may also inform present policies for the land-

scapes of the future. On the one hand we note the potential of oral histories for animating

existing scientific narratives of landscape development. Moving from a position of scien-

tific complicity towards one of critical engagement, we then go on to argue that oral histo-

ries may also challenge the authority of scientific knowledge, serving to destabilise existing

assumptions, and offering in their stead more complex, meaningful and community-led

narratives of landscape.

Whether in relation to GM food, pesticides and the use of organophosphates; the tragedies
of Foot and Mouth Disease and BSE; the convoluted and often acrimonious debates
about hunting with hounds; the thorny issue of public access; or the fantasy world of
Common Agricultural Policy ‘reform’, the countryside lies at the very heart of much
present-day popular social debate in the UK. To claim that countryside issues are ‘in
vogue’ is therefore an understatement of some proportion, but tying down the framework
of the ever shifting debate is a more difficult proposition. The actions of powerful lobby-
ists such as the Countryside Alliance, who put great effort into their bid to monopolise the
meaning of rural areas in Britain, serve only to highlight the socially constructed nature of
such terms as ‘countryside’ and ‘rural’. This instability is also reflected in changes in central
government in these areas, exemplified by the transformation of the Ministry of Agricul-
ture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) into the Department of the Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs (DEFRA). The very nature and meaning of the British countryside are thus
open to negotiation. But rather than debating the pros and cons of competing countryside
meanings in the present, it is our task here to examine how knowledge and narratives of
the countryside are constructed within academic and policy arenas. To this end, we explore
the potential of oral history both to animate such landscape narratives of the past, and to
challenge and problematise the unexamined ‘country stories’ that have informed present
management policies as well as plans for the future form of Britain’s rural areas.
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At the heart of this paper is an exploration of how knowledge about rural places, land-
scapes and societies in the past is constructed in the present, and can inform debates about
the future. We contend that reliance upon positivist scientific techniques in landscape
investigation provides only a partial understanding of the history of the countryside, and
that such one-dimensional knowledge has too often been used to construct a similarly
narrow agrienvironmental policy for the future, as ‘non-institutional forms of experience
and knowledge become systematically deleted from recognition’.1 Reliance upon such
scientific techniques has led to a premium being placed upon the form of the landscape as
an aesthetic object, rather than a socially produced space with multiple levels of construc-
tion and meaning. On an academic level, while much comment has been passed on the
meaning of the countryside and notions of the ‘rural idyll’, it seems that the discipline of
landscape studies is still largely dominated by scientific methods of physical survey and
measurement.2 On a policy level, while the rhetoric of government has purportedly moved
toward taking ‘more account of local knowledge and [being] more locally accountable’,
scientific knowledge produced by expert informants still holds sway in terms of
constructing the countryside of tomorrow.3

Working in the area of scientific landscape studies in general, and the negotiation of
knowledge construction, interpretation and management of the agricultural landscape
in particular, this paper reviews the strength of oral history as an alternative datastream
and an underused methodology in the investigation of the British countryside. Although
ostensibly about landscape and agricultural changes in Devon, UK during and around the
Second World War, the discussion opens up into a much broader exploration of how
knowledge about the countryside is constructed, and of the consequences this might have
for policy. We begin with a short review of existing narratives of the countryside, both
within the discipline of landscape studies and in relation to policy formulation. Moving on
to discuss the potential of oral history, narratives of the past development of the landscape
are examined, drawing on excerpts from oral history interviews with farmers in Devon to
animate, support and sometimes challenge these ‘sciences of the past’. Using a case study
of hedgerow management, these stories of the past are then used to shed light on the
practices of countryside conservation and management of today. Finally, we aim to show
how oral histories can be used to inform and indeed challenge the ‘sciences of the future’,
suggesting that we need to view such figures as farmers as knowledgeable rather than
ignorant agents in agrienvironmental policy formulation.

EXISTING NARRATIVES OF THE COUNTRYSIDE

Recent years have seen increasing interest in issues of rural landscape development, with
popular enthusiasm strongly fostered by academic attention, the pursuits of landscape
archaeologists perhaps being its most high profile public face. Indeed, in the UK ‘pop
archaeology’ programming has become a central feature of both the BBC and independent
television broadcasters, following in the wake of the ‘groundbreaking’ Time Team format.4

A common strand, at least in media interest in issues of landscape development, has been
continued reliance on the expert interpretation of material artefacts, and associated defer-
ence toward scientific research. Although the so called ‘cultural turn’ has seen a flourishing
of work that is sceptical of the scientific objectivity of such an approach to landscape
studies, a metanarrative of scientific landscape archaeology has come to dominate the
public face of academic landscape study. The lines of questioning are expert led, and
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revolve around the derivation of the countryside as a physical artefact – conceiving the
integrity of the landscape in terms of a linear narrative that can be revealed by expert
interpretation and a singular and verifiable truth. Rather than being socially constructed
and ‘situated’, knowledge, in this system, is the preserve of the ‘expert’.

Turning to the arena of policy formulation, one can sense a transition, at least in terms
of rhetoric, with a stronger emphasis on the role of culture and society in the management
of the countryside being recognised. In terms of the evidence base for policy decisions
however, positivist science appears still to hold sway. The threat of audit trails and the
perceived need to legitimate decisionmaking with reference to ‘solid fact’ have surely
contributed to the gap between the cultural rhetoric and the generation of a scientific
knowledge base. However, some degree of inertia would seem inevitable as, on the one
hand, policymakers who have been classically trained in positivist science struggle to
recognise social complexity and nuance amid a multiply constructed countryside, while on
the other, advocates of subjective and qualitative methods drawing heavily on feminist
theory have perhaps paid more attention to conversing with other academics, than to
trying to convince the policymakers.

We conducted in-depth semistructured interviews with thirty-three people in relation to
landscape change in the period during and after the Second World War. In particular,
attention was paid to the wartime ‘Plough-Up’ campaign, which acted as a meaningful
prompt that would immediately be recognised by people working the land at that time. As
well as using these personal narratives to assess the nature of some of the official records
from the period and to explore the detail of the events associated with the Plough-Up,
we were also interested in farmers’ more general experience of changing countryside
management practice and experience. In particular, we investigated the extent to which the
information they provided could help both to animate and indeed destabilise conventional
linear narratives of the development of the agricultural landscape, and also to challenge
the assumptions behind, and add nuance to, the formulation of agrienvironmental
conservation policies for the future. It is to these areas that we now turn.

AUGMENTING AND CHALLENGING THE SCIENCES OF THE PAST

This section of the paper draws on oral history material from the interviews, examining
their implications with respect to existing approaches used in landscape studies, reviewing
the extent to which oral historical knowledge may both enhance and support other lines of
inquiry, but also problematising and challenging the veracity and meaning of other strands
of knowledge.

Disruption of environmental scientific narratives of the past

Farming was in a terrible state you see. Landlords couldn’t get people to farm the land . . . they
simply couldn’t give it away. I remember a field next to our farm being planted with furze.5 I don’t
know how ever they got the seeds or whatever to do it, but they did. They planted it and after the
first year they clipped the shoots to make it grow out, more bushy like.

[Why was that?]

For fox cover. Cover to attract the foxes in for shooting. That shows what the land was worth, they
preferred to plant furze because the sport was more important. It didn’t last long, but they
definitely did it

ISR57697.pmd 2/18/05, 1:13 PM3
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Ostensibly, this extract from an interview with an eighty-eight year old farmer appears to
be an anecdotal account with little relevance for the scientific reconstruction of past land-
scapes. By implication, however, this story of deliberate planting of gorse in the late 1930s
carries an important message for how we utilise such scientific techniques as pollen analy-
sis, which has been widely employed by environmental and landscape archaeologists.6

While useful in identifying broad scale changes over long time periods, pollen analysis is
unable to account for such rapid and seemingly anomalous changes in landscape as those
the farmer in the above extract reflects on. Indeed, the usual poor state of preservation
that is normally associated with gorse pollen would almost certainly result in the practices
to which the farmer refers being completely missed by such a technique; and even if the
pollen signature were to be picked up, deliberate gorse planting would almost certainly be
discounted as an explanation. In the absence of any other source of information, from
pollen analysis of such a site it could therefore be logically argued that such gorse
‘encroachment’ reflected a period of abandonment and reversion of once ‘productive’
land.

On one level, therefore, the oral history disrupts such narratives, highlighting the
transient and arguably ‘illogical’ nature of the action. More importantly, however, the oral
history extract takes such scientific techniques as pollen analysis a step further, by illumi-
nating the subjective and culturally contextualised terrain surrounding the farmer’s process
of decisionmaking. The oral history tells a story of desperation, whereby the farmers’
actions adapted to suit the immediacy of changing circumstances, thus enlightening and
providing a context for this temporary change. Oral history does not necessarily refute the
data provided by the scientific technique of pollen analysis. Rather, it provides an account
that has more detail and nuance, a construction of knowledge which is responsive to par-
ticular, seemingly ‘illogical’ and even temporary conditions, and which is deeply embedded
within cultural circumstance.

Taking a further step back, however, while the discipline of landscape studies often talks
in terms of temporally linear landscape ‘transitions’ (such as ‘from the Palaeolithic to the
Mesolithic’ or ‘from feudal to capitalist’) that are based upon rational analysis, this example
highlights the messiness associated with any such transition in landscape use, form and
meaning. Although well beyond the scope of direct oral history collection, therefore,
this example suggests that it may be wrong to portray episodes such as the ‘agricultural
revolution’ or the ‘introduction of the enclosure movement’ as one-dimensional linear
transitions. Indeed, within the context of post-war landscape change, this example
highlights the complexity and untidiness covered up if this period is described simply in
terms of a generalised ‘transition from productivist to post-productivist countryside’.7

It is not the role of oral history necessarily to overturn the results produced by scientific
techniques such as pollen analysis. As Alan Irwin has suggested, ‘[t]he point is not to
sweep aside one knowledge form and replace it with another. Instead, we need to
recognise the contextual and partial nature of all . . . forms of understanding’.8 In this vein,
oral history provides material that adds depth and sophistication to scientific knowledge,
while also providing a warning against constructing too simple a landscape narrative from
scientific data. Landscape narratives may turn out to be partial, temporary, even seemingly
illogical, and occurring outside the neat linear temporal frameworks that are often used to
explain the countryside.

ISR57697.pmd 2/18/05, 1:13 PM4
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On other occasions, however, oral histories can reveal certain lines of evidence to be
misleading or simply wrong. Following is one such example, involving written archives
relating to the management of agricultural production in Second World War Britain.

Disruption of official archival narratives

As the traditional source material for historians, written archives have long been used to
form the central narrative of many stories of the countryside. Although the degree to
which historians have ever regarded their pursuit as entirely ‘objective’ can be questioned,
recent trends toward taking a more critical line when dealing with archival source material,
and to seeing their production as contingent and an inherently political exercise are
certainly encouraging. However, reliance on, and acceptance of, the factual veracity of
certain archival sources, particularly those of an ‘official’, statistical or ‘factual’ nature is still
largely uncontested,9 as is the criticism of some unreflective historical analysis, where the
written archive may be ‘fetishised’ as the only means by which an ‘accurate’ narrative of
the past may be constructed.10 Raphael Samuel for instance argued that academic training
predisposes us to privilege the written word, and to hold the visual and the verbal in
comparatively low esteem, adding that ‘modern conditions of research seem to dictate an
almost complete detachment from the material environment’.11 Despite such concerns,
however, much of what we understand about the history of the landscape and landscape
change in Britain flows from ‘official’ historical documents.

As an example of how oral history can destabilise official textual narratives, we now
discuss the National Farm Survey (NFS), conducted as part of the war effort in the UK
between 1941 and 1943. The survey offers the most detailed information available at the
farm scale, and has been referred as a ‘new doomsday’.12 It holds information on issues of
ownership and resources, and, more unusually, contains a grading of farms as ‘A’, ‘B’ or
‘C’ in relation to their layout, type and how they were perceived to have been managed.
Often, the lowest grading of ‘C’ was given to farms for reasons such as ‘farmer lacks
ambition’, ‘drunkard’ or even ‘this farmer is a woman’.13 Details from individual farm
records and the accompanying farm maps were used as a prompt for discussion during our
project’s oral history interviews. It was found that many farmers disputed the official
record of the government survey, in terms of its detailed content, but also in terms of its
implied championing of narrow economic and productivist aims.

Figure 1 shows an excerpt from one of the maps held as part of the official NFS
archive, which was discussed with the farmer of the mapped holding during interview. The
oral history of the seventy-four year old farmer, whose family had lived on the farm for a
hundred and thirty years, challenged the authority of the NFS as a historical record. As
part of the discussion and recollection of the farmer, two examples were noted where the
boundary had been mapped incorrectly in the survey:

We’ve got a boundary wrong here [see area 1 in Fig. 1], that boundary should be up there. That
field isn’t mine . . . That was Shaw’s field next door . . . they have owned that for over a hundred
years . . .

This bit [see area 2 in Fig. 1] was kept back when father bought it. They’d thrown a lot of timber
there and in pulling out all the timber had broken all the drains, and father being fairly hot-headed
said unless they put the drains right he wouldn’t buy it . . . and they haggled over it for a while and
they wouldn’t put the drains right so father said you keep it.
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On one level therefore the testimony of the farmer shows the ‘official’ record to be simply
wrong. On another level, the issue is not just to do with lines on a map, but with eliciting
people’s stories and recollections about the landscape – considering how they remember
and interpret things. There has been much criticism in the past of the use of oral history
on grounds of its unreliability, as memories are inevitably relayered and there is never
‘pure’ recall. However, we would argue that in this instance the performance and rehearsal
of memory is actually a strength of oral history. Here the farmer knows that the boundary
has remained constant over a period of years, and he and his family’s biographical events
intersect with and reinforce this knowledge.

The challenge made by oral history to the NFS goes beyond the physical features it
mapped, taking in also the enduring statements that it overtly and implicitly makes about
agriculture in the period. In relation to ownership details of holdings, a number of respon-
dents pointed to the deliberate splitting of holdings in order for younger men to avoid
conscription. One farmer for example spoke of his father ‘breaking the farm into three
lots’ and providing each of his sons with a rent book, so that they would avoid conscrip-
tion to serve in the war. So while the official documentation of the time reveals a predomi-
nance of tenanted farms over owner occupation, the oral histories reveal that such figures
may be artificially inflated.

A further, more contentious, issue arose in discussing the gradings made by the officials
completing the survey. Commonly, the oral histories offered an alternative narrative to the
pejorative labels attributed by scheme officials. The following extract is from an interview
with a retired farmer who questioned the notion of ‘ambition’:

But you see, a lot of them, they were farming to live and they didn’t want very much [They would
say] ‘We don’t want any money, we’ve got enough to live as we are’ . . . To other people it looks
like a lack of ambition, but he’d say ‘What do I want to do all that for? I got enough money to live
on; I can pay my bill at Matthews.’ They didn’t lack ambition; they were just meeting their needs.

1 Extract from the National Farm Survey (1941–43)

ISR57697.pmd 2/18/05, 1:13 PM6
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Such extracts lead us to an appreciation of how histories must be understood in context.
For example, while the official NFS archive suggests that certain farmers ‘lacked ambition’,
the definition of ambition was one narrowly constructed around economic and production
priorities resulting from war. The oral histories offer us an alternative narrative which
helps furnish such archives with social, economic and cultural understandings that may
otherwise be missed, misrepresented or glossed over in a historical narrative based entirely
upon written archives.

Disruption of archaeological narratives

This greater sense of reflexivity within oral history approaches has been mirrored by a
wider recognition in recent years of its potential to reach beyond the notion that there is a
single, ‘truthful’ historical narrative to be uncovered.14 Indeed, as Allan Nevins suggests,
oral histories allow us some degree of entry into ‘the structure and variety of a society or
culture, as manifested by an individual’s world view, cultural traits and traditions’.15

In other words, they help us co-construct the landscape through people’s contextualised
recollections of a particular place – what Patricia Partnow has described as ‘linguistically
appropriating the landscape’.16 The following extract is taken from an interview with a
ninety year old farmer who was asked about historical features on his land:

They tell me we’ve got burial mounds. They’ve been to look at it . . . and it’s been mapped out. We
used to use it to load the cows for market. It’s sloped up you see, so we used to back the lorry up
to it and run the cows into the lorry.

The mound in question had been ‘discovered’ by archaeologists in the 1990s. The site was
rigorously measured, carefully surveyed and recorded as a ‘burial mound’, thought to be of
Bronze Age origin. For the normative, positivist and artefact-centred record, a new dot
could be placed on a map, a set of measurements and ground survey data recorded on the
Sites and Monuments Register, and a heritage management plan be established for the
site’s preservation for posterity. However, to claim that the site had not been previously
known is only correct within the narrow confines of the academic and statutory archaeo-
logical and landscape records. At least one person had known about the mound all his life
– the farmer on whose land it was situated. Previous work on ‘Bronze Age burial mounds’
in this part of the country has focused on their relationship to early boundaries for
instance; their use as cattle ramps and for other such purposes has remained mysteriously
off the official heritage and archaeological records.17

This case of a Bronze Age burial mound/cattle ramp in Devon may appear both
marginal to landscape study, and positively destructive in terms of heritage management.
However as Sian Jones notes, it is important to recognise the value of narratives that are
not strictly ‘correct’: they may reveal a great deal about an individual’s relationship with a
historical site, as well as about how knowledge of a site or landscape more generally is
used by interested individuals and groups.18 In this case, the farmer’s interpretation of the
‘burial mound’ was not in a scientific sense ‘correct’, but it was nevertheless full of mean-
ing, which was not restricted to the obvious agenda of archaeological science. This
reminds us of the importance of appreciating the metaphorical, symbolic, ironic and other
connotative meanings which are a dynamic and often contradictory part of everyday life.19

At the level of interpreting the physical landscape, the use of the ‘burial mound’ as a
cattle ramp has undoubtedly affected the feature’s form. Ironically however, the mound’s
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value as a cattle ramp may well have secured its physical integrity, since as an unrecorded
site it could well have been ‘legitimately’ mechanically flattened or ploughed out, had the
farmer not found a use for it. For the farmer, the value of the mound was as an aid to
loading cows onto a lorry, not in any historical, aesthetic or ‘heritage’ significance. In order
to account for the site’s ‘preservation’, we should acknowledge the economic value of
burial mounds for such purposes as cattle management, thereby acknowledging the full
‘life history’ of the mound/ramp.20 As with any landscape, a biographical approach reveals
successive, sometimes competing interpretations, indicating that any present-day heritage
management practices should recognise not one mound, about which only one (scientifi-
cally authenticated) story can be told, but several, representing multiple narratives – some
scientifically ‘correct’ and others personal, ironic or symbolic.

The burial mound example leads naturally into consideration of a number of more gen-
eral issues that are of relevance to countryside management. In making space for a farmer’s
personal narrative, questions over the nature of what such terms as ‘landscape’ and ‘heri-
tage’ represent are opened up. The mound calls us to interrogate how knowledge about
the countryside is normally constructed; for an examination of how such knowledge is
normally categorised; and for an exploration of how different categories of knowledge are
generally valued – by experts, policymakers and the wider public.

AUGMENTING THE SCIENCES OF THE FUTURE

We will turn now to look at how an oral history approach may inform and challenge ideas
surrounding the future of the countryside. Many current attempts at landscape and nature
conservation are concerned with encouraging ‘traditional’ management practices, with the
Countryside Stewardship Scheme for example carrying the slogan ‘traditional farming in a
modern environment’.21 Our work in Devon has led to a problematisation of what may
be called ‘traditional’ practice, with oral histories of hedgerow management forming a
particular focus. The ‘traditional’ Devon hedge is a feature that is often considered to have
gone unchanged for centuries, and yet we have found that these ‘traditional’ hedges are an
invention – if not always in form, then certainly in meaning.

Current conservation efforts encourage replanting and (so called) traditional manage-
ment of hedgerows, implying that the landscape immediately before the post-war period of
hedgerow removal was a golden age of unchanging ‘tradition’. Several of our respondents,
however, commented that hedgerows were either not managed very carefully in the past,
or were managed within the context of a practice that is now non-existent:

Father and grandfather said hedging didn’t pay, so they just left them, so when I took over they
had seventy or eighty years growth on . . . They are definitely in better order than they have been
for a hundred years, more than a hundred and fifty I expect.

This comment from a seventy-nine year old farmer directly challenges the idyllic narrative
of hedgerow maintenance being part of a premechanised countryside ‘tradition’, begging
the question what ‘traditional practice’ really means, and forcing us to consider the mean-
ing that is conveyed by present-day conservation practices. In many ways, such current
practices as ‘traditional hedgelaying’, heavily subsidised through government grants, should
be recognised as partially invented traditions to be understood within the context of
present-day agendas, wants and hopes for the future.22 The idea of having hedges in the
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landscape is certainly not ‘brand new’, but hedges are more than just one-dimensional
physical objects. Hedges have a history, and their dynamic record of management, destruc-
tion and upkeep reflects changing attitudes and meanings associated with them. The prac-
tice of hedgelaying for the purpose of constructing an ecoconservation-minded aesthetic
object is both fairly new, and also a reflection of present-day landscape heritage concerns
– albeit concerns that are widely supported through academic rationale, public sympathy
and government funding.

While there are many excellent present-centred reasons for such hedgerow manage-
ment, including floral and faunal conservation and biodiversity, as well as protection of
slopes from soil erosion and crops/livestock from the weather, the lack of deeper social
context in hedgerow management is further supported by more oral history:

The hedges would be trimmed and faggots would be used for kindling. Then the trimmings would
be gathered up and thrown under the ricks. It all tied in you see? You cleared the field and then
trimmed the hedges to lay under the ricks as you built them. It kept the rick up off the floor you
see? Stopped it from getting damp.

In this case, rather than laying hedges for the sake of any romantic idea of ‘tradition’ or the
maintenance of bucolic views, hedgelaying is set within the context of wider farming
practice.23 For this eight-one year old farmer, making good hay demanded a certain system
of hedgerow management. As well as highlighting the fact that the history of hedgerow
management is one of multiple narratives, with hedges meaning different things to differ-
ent people, and having different purposes in different areas, even down to the level of the
individual farm, this oral history emphasises the role of hedges as an essential part of
a particular system of farming. With wider agricultural trends moving towards silage
production rather than haymaking, one of the fundamental meanings of hedgelaying
changes. The intention here is not to comment on the ethics, or indeed the efficacy, of
either hedgerow destruction or management under conservation schemes. Rather we are
seeking to make space for alternative narratives of hedgerow management – narratives
that can challenge some of the thinking behind such practices, as well as inform the
construction of a more holistic management policy for Britain’s landscape.

This need to recognise the wider context and meaning of such landscape features as
hedges is well illustrated in the following oral history example from a seventy-eight year
old farmer:

They’d got their certain field which they knew would grow good wheat, good barley, good oats, . . .
and it was all done on a seven year system.

If you said you were going to plough a certain field on your farm, starting, say, from October,
whatever wood that was on the hedges would be cut and used for firing. The hedge would be
reinstated as a Devon hedge because there would be turf in the field wouldn’t there? And you
would be allowed to use any turf out of that field because it was going to be ploughed see? And
you reinstated your banks.

Then the field would be ploughed before Boxing Day that autumn, and in January, if they wanted
spring wheat, he was tilled in January. If not, he was tilled late February, early March for oats
and barley and then the following year he would go into winter wheat, which would be tilled in
November.

[. . .]
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The winter wheat would come off in early July, but then he would be reploughed and put to what
we call ‘sheep’s meat’, which is kale, swedes, turnips. Then you’d have two years of barley – that’s
five years. The sixth year would be oats, and the last year again would be barley with grass seeds
undersown on it. In that seven years your hedge would have chance to regrow from where it was
laid and that. He would be nice and thick wouldn’t he? And you’d get a nice stock proof hedge out
of that. . . . You also had a crop for firing.

So the hedge would be managed with the field in the rotation. . . . On a farm of, say, a hundred and
fifty acres, there would be two or three fields done each year. . . . It was kept as manageable – an
ordinary man could do the job all yourself.

This outline of a seven year rotation system demonstrates how involved and multidimen-
sional the landscape is: in trying to ‘preserve’ the physical face of the countryside, we are
completely altering the meaning of its features. The above example highlights how
hedgerow management fitted into a wider system of agriculture that is now redundant, and
in doing so makes something of a mockery of the practice, very common today, of laying
a ‘traditional’ hedge and protecting it with an electric or barbed wire fence (Fig. 2). Rather
than seeing the removal of hedgerows as a simple product of mechanisation and the post-
war drive towards national self-sufficiency, oral histories reveal some of the diversity and
balance of factors at work within the landscape.24 Consequently, the present concern for

2 Modern managed hedge protected with an electric fence: embedded into a seven year rotation
system as described in the text, these hedges would not need electric fencing to make them stock
proof
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hedgerow replacement should likewise be viewed within the wider context of the British
countryside going through a period of change in terms of its meaning and purpose.

The neatly and newly laid hedge protected by a wire fence has no meaning or purpose
within a seven year crop rotation system, but makes perfect sense in the present climate
of countryside and environmental management. The oral history examples, however,
reinforce a level of scepticism towards the ‘one size fits all’ approach that is so common in
present-day agrienvironmental policies. The UK’s Countryside Stewardship Scheme offers
incentive payments to landowners where hedgerows ‘can be restored by management that
follows traditional practices, reflects local customs [and] uses local materials’, with more
specific objectives to ‘regenerate hedgerows and hedge trees by laying, coppicing and
planting where these are mismanaged, overgrown or over-trimmed, and re-plant along old
hedge lines’.25 It is clear that within these management prescriptions hedges have been
reinterpreted in terms of their aesthetic and ecological value, with little reference to any
functional value and how this may impact on their development, location and form. This
enthusiasm to ‘museumify’ the landscape should be recognised as a present-centred
concern, the latest construction of the countryside’s meaning and purpose, while policies
aimed at the one-dimensional (re)introduction of ‘traditional’ or ‘ancient’ practices should
be seen as a search for the Holy Grail.

The reinterpretation of hedges as aesthetic objects, outside the realm of active agricul-
tural production, brings with it further problems, confusions and ambiguities. In much of
the countryside, hedges are now beyond the agriculturally productive area and are increas-
ingly protected by barbed wire fences, to be preserved in the interests of biodiversity and
picture postcard manufacturers. In many respects, therefore, despite the rhetoric of foster-
ing ‘traditional agricultural practice’, hedges are emphatically no longer ‘agricultural objects’.
There is a certain mismatch between the championing of biodiversity and the fostering of
‘traditional agricultural practice’ – the two do not necessarily mix. In addition, paradoxi-
cally policies of hedgerow ‘protection and enhancement’ may actually foil some farmers’
attempts to integrate their hedges into a meaningful system of agricultural management.
There is a strong sense of irony in the fact that, in certain cases, hedgerows are now out of
bounds to farmers who wish to participate in such schemes as Countryside Stewardship:
behind barbed wire, such hedges are not to be touched, tainted or brought into any
functional agricultural practice.

CONCLUSIONS: A MANIFESTO FOR FUTURE WORK

With reference to hedgerows, there has been almost universal decryal of their destruction
and removal, together with the attendant decrease in both floral and faunal species and the
homogeneity of prairie-like landscapes of production. Many books, pamphlets and academic
papers document the extent of this destruction, often relaying the extent of such activities
in terms of thousands of miles per year of hedge removal.26 Related to, and very much
stemming from, this sense of regret and loss is a present concern for hedgerow protection
– of celebrating a species-rich habitat, and of active ‘reinstallation’ of hedgerows as an
important element in a vision of the future countryside that is apparently more environ-
mentally friendly and socially sustainable in its form. In rushing forward with this laudable
agenda however, we need to take stock of the meaning of hedges – in the past, present and
future. Hedges should not be seen as one-dimensional aesthetic objects, with a singular
narrative and uniform agricultural or ecological function. Indeed, the multiple histories and
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dating of hedges is something that is often glossed over within both popular representa-
tions and policy formulations of hedgerow maintenance. For instance, far from having a
uniform history of apparent ancientness, in many parts of the country the building and
expansion of hedges during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was a new form of
field division, a reflection of the loss of common rights and the expansion of capitalist
exploitation of the land that came with processes of parliamentary enclosure.27 Hedges, in
this sense, can sometimes be the epitome of modern capitalist agricultural production –
the latest and most (socially) destructive form of landscape development in their day.

In terms of the meaning of hedgerows today, our oral histories have brought into sharp
light the inevitable present-centredness of all such heritage practice.28 The act of conserva-
tion involves action (or inaction) that is contingent on the agendas of the here and now,
and we should recognise that in our efforts to ‘preserve’ a historic landscape, we are in fact
constructing a new countryside, the meaning of which is divorced from its previous social,
economic and cultural context. This is not something that should necessarily raise anxiety
– indeed the maintenance of any socioeconomic status quo is often as unwanted as
it would be impossible to achieve. Rather, we should acknowledge the importance of
subjective, local and complex variety and diversity in meaning and practice, lest we end up
producing a uniformly sterile museum to posterity – the countryside as a living monument
to its own demise.29

Looking to the future, we should ask ourselves what we would like our countryside to
be like – in terms of both physical presence and meaning. This itself raises the deeper
question of how we would like to be remembered through the form of the countryside
that is handed on to future generations. Do we want to be remembered as a society for
whom nostalgia and regret formed the central framework for our attempt to turn the
countryside into a museum that conveys an agreed and singular story? Or do we want to
be remembered as a society that attempted to reconcile a myriad competing views, experi-
ences, stories and meanings within a complex and multifaceted countryside? Rather than
smugly congratulating ourselves for seeing the error in our (previously destructive) ways,
and switching our policies from hedgerow removal to uniform hedgerow conservation, we
should take a step back and explore the full variety and diversity of hedgerow meaning. To
this end, an oral history approach is invaluable in highlighting the personal, the ambiguous,
the complex and seemingly implausible. Rather than simply charting the demise of hedges
during the post-war period, for instance, oral histories can paradoxically be used to explore
why certain hedges were, sometimes actively, not removed. A narrative of profit-chasing
production and high speed mechanisation simply cannot account for the experience
of hedgerow management in post-war Britain, while negotiation of (and resistance to)
post-war agrienvironmental policy on the part of farmers has been almost entirely ignored
by both popular and academic commentators. Farmers were not economically rational
automatons, carrying out the wishes of ‘The Ministry’ without question. Rather, they
negotiated, challenged, reconfigured and destabilised official policy to suit their own
circumstances, views and interpretations. Agrienvironmental policy has a history that
needs to be investigated – not only in terms of an examination of the official archives, but
also in terms of how such policies were understood, interpreted, followed or sometimes
completely ignored by farmers on the ground. With this in mind, farmers should be
recognised as knowledgeable actors, whose oral history can inform agrienvironmental
policy for the future of the countryside.
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Both countryside issues and the collection of oral histories are undoubtedly very popu-
lar, and we should endeavour to make oral history into more than mere ornamentation or
interesting anecdote, striving to complicate our understandings of the countryside as a
social construct. In terms of policy relevance, such an oral history project has several
strands. On one level, it can inform policymakers such as English Heritage and DEFRA
on issues that will help them manage and deal with items, artefacts and entire landscapes
that we have inherited from the past – animating and even challenging the more traditional
forms of scientific or archive-based knowledge generation. However, it can also foster
debate at a more general level, asking questions about who we are and why and how we
value particular things. Furthermore, a historical angle can inform us on the development
of policy over time, bringing a temporal understanding of the policy-forming position we
are now in. With a more forward-looking frame of mind, however, oral histories may be
able to animate and democratise policy, informing and helping to build policies for the
future. Although oral histories are ostensibly about the past, their contexts are found in the
present, while it is the future that their agendas are always aimed towards.
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