
V IL — THE FLA IL  AND ITS VARIETIES.
By T. M. A l l iso n , M.D.

[Read on tlie 1st day of June, 1904.]
In these days of threshing by steam, when even horse-driven 

machinery is out of date, it is difficult to realize that a century ago 
the world’s corn supply was threshed by hand of man or foot of 
animal. Yet even fifty years ago, the corn supply of England 
was commonly threshed in the barn with the flail, whilst that of 

Egypt was being trodden out on the open- 
air threshing floors, as in the days of 
Pharaoh. And in Algiers to-day, mules 
still tread out the barley, as the oxen did 
in Egypt,

The threshing machine, invented by 
Meikle of Dunbar, about 1786, was at 
first- turned by hand, or by tread-mill, 
and the flail had gradually to give ground, 
and at last it fled before the advent of 
horse machinery. Steam threshing in 
turn emptied the 4 horse-house/ and left 
it and the older barn to the bat- and the 
bird. The steam thresher passes both 
buildings and works in the stackyard, 

and the whirr of the old-time threshing machine and the whirling 
of the flail have passed away.

The misfortune of machinery is that it kills the picturesque. 
It has left us the music of the hammers alternating on the anvil; 
and the sparks flying across the smithy before the blows of the 
blacksmiths. But it has taken away the flinging of the flail,

T H E  F L A IL .



the swinging of the souple, the alternate thwack, thwack, on the 
threshing floor, and the chaff flying before the sturdy strokes of 
the thresher and his mate.

Yet within living memory the sight was a common one, and 
in isolated districts in Great Britain, on little holdings, and 
where the steam, thresher does not pay, flails are still to be found. 
They are manufactured for sale, and are in pretty general use 
in. parts of Ireland now. It  is anything but extinct among 
small growers on the Continent, whilst our friends the Japanese 
have a flail at present for threshing rice.

The flail, then, is an agricultural implement employed for 
beating out the grain of wheat, oats, barley, and other crops. 
It -consists of a-'handle or handstaff, and a beater or souple, 
united by a flexible joint.
Two sticks and a strip of 
leather is its simplest 
form.

It  was used by grasp
ing the handstaff in both 
hands one above the
other, elevating the im
plement, whirling the
souple round behind the 
head, and bringing it 
heavily down on the
heads of grain. I t  had t h e  s t e a m  t h r e s h e r .

therefore two move
ments, the whirling and the striking; and flails may be divided 
into two classes, by the way the two movements are effected. In 
one class the construction permits of both the whirling and the 
striking actions, and the handle is firmly gripped. In  the other 
the joint only allows of the direct or striking movement, and the 
whirling is effected by revolving the handle in the hands.



Two threshers, striking alternate blows, usually worked 
together, and the occupation necessitated considerable skill, as 
clumsiness imperilled the hand or head of the user and set up 
dangerous recoil if one tool struck the other. Some threshers 
could change hands after every stroke and deliver the next 
stroke the opposite way. On the western border of Northumber
land flail threshing was referred to as ' berrying 5 or ' burying.5

The flail is mentioned by Milton, Shakespeare, Burns and 
Oliver Wendell Holmes, but is not named in Scripture. It is 
known in Latin, Anglo-Saxon, old French and other languages, 
and I have been able to collect the following local names:
' suist5 in Gaelic, ‘ flinging-tree 5 in Scotch, ' threshall5 in 
Hampshire, ' drashall5 in Devonshire, ' the sticks 5 in Weardale, 
and the ' fra il5 in southern Durham and Yorkshire.

The handle of the flail was known throughout England and 
Ireland as the ' handstaif,5 as the c h a ft5 in Scotland, as ' lorg 5 
in Gaelic, and as ' collop 5 or c collopon 5 in original Irish.

It was of round dressed ash, four to six feet long, and about 
an inch and a quarter in diameter. It was about nine inches . 
longer than the beater or souple, except in county Clare, where 
it was shorter. The top, sometimes straight or.inclined back
ward, was perforated; or it ended in an iron swivel, hasp, or 
ring; or it had an I-shaped pin, or grooves, to aid the fixing 
of the wooden, horn, or leather caps or thongs (parts of the joint) 
as the case might be. (See page 98.)

The second stick, or souple, was called the ' beater 5 in Hamp
shire, the 'soop le5 or 'sw ingle5 in Northumberland, the 
'sw in g le5 in Kent, the ' swipple 5 in Yorkshire, ' buailtein 5 in 
Gaelic, and buailtaa 5 or ' booltan 5 in old Irish. In Devonshire 
the souple was named the ' flail ’ and in Perthshire the ' thresh- 
ing-tree.5 In  old English it was ' swingle-tree.5

It was nine to twelve inches shorter than the handstafl. In 
county Clare it was longer. It was of hazel, holly, blackthorn,



1 — 6 .  F L A IL S  N O R T H  OF T Y N E . 7—12. M I D -E N G L A N D  A N D  S O U T H  C O U N T R Y  F L A IL S

From Photographs by Mr. Parker Brewis.
I Cumberland. 7 Yorkshire (Leyburn). 10 Somerset
5 Northumberland (Whitfield). 8  Lincolnshire. 11 Do. J-(wood swivel).
6  Do. (Hexhaniflhire). 9 Kent (iron swivel). 12 Devonshire (horn swivel).

The flails north of the Tyne resemble those of Ireland, and h*ve perforated handles. The Orkney handle is pegged. The mid-English forms, 
with staple-topped handles, resemble those of Saxony. The south country flails have swivel-topped handles, and resemble the flails of Norway 
and Sweden.

1 Scotland (North-East).
2 Do, I Glen livet).
3 Do. (Orkneys).





whitethorn, oak or ash, and was thicker and stouter than the 
handle. It terminated at the free end in a point, knob or root, 
and to prevent splintering the bark was nearly always left on. 
The attached end of the souple was furnished with grooves, holes 
or pegs, etc., to affix the wooden or leather caps or thongs, and 
occasionally it was perforated. In England, as far as I know, 
the souple is always furnished with a leather cap, but in Ireland 
and Scotland a wooden cap preceded the leather one, and in 
both a groove preceded the cap. Hence grooves and wooden caps, 
followed by those of leather, seem to be progressive steps.

The joint varied from the simplicity of a single thong of 
leather to the complexity of a horn' or wooden cap or iron swivel 
on the handle, a wooden or leather cap on the souple, and a thong 
uniting the two. (See page 99.)

It differed greatly in different localities, and I have been 
fortunate enough to obtain several varieties of flails, which illus
trate the local differences and exhibit the joint that permitted 
of both the whirling and the striking movements and that which 
only allowed of the' striking. The latter compelled the revolving 
of the handstaff in the hand.

The joint consisted of two or more of the following parts : —
1. The terminations of the handstaff and souple, and their

modifications.
2. f Caps J of wood, horn or leather, fixed by the £ lashing ’

(laces), etc., to the handstaff, souple, or both. :
3. £ Thongs ’ of hide or leather, uniting the two.

The f caps 5 (in England and Ireland), c capping 5 (Cumber
land), ‘ hats’ (Scotland), f heudin J (Northumberland), ‘ cabal ’ 
(Devonshire), or e carbines ’ (old Irish), were strips of wood, horn 
or leather, both ends of which were fixed to the same piece^of 
wood. These strips, bent on themselves, formed loops projecting 
some two inches beyond the end of the wood, and were most



ingeniously attacked by the e lashing,3 i.e., slender straps or laces, 
by lapping like a, cricketer’s bat, or by sutures. These were 
assisted by grooves, pegs, holes or nails, in order to prevent the 
caps from slipping upward or sideways, both dangers having 
to be guarded against. Hence two kinds of fasteners were often 
employed. The caps were .rigid when of wood, horn or horse- 
hide. They were flexible when of sheep skin or white leather.

The thong, ‘ hudden 3 (Perthshire), ‘ hanging3 in Cumber
land, f couplin 3 in Northumberland, f tie 3 in Ireland, c.midulee

Perforated top. Iron swivel. I-shaped pin.

TERMINATIONS OF THE HANDSTAFF.

0
A

Free end of souple. Grooved end, no cap. Multiple grooves for cap.

TERMINATIONS OF THE SOUPLE.

in old Irish, was of sheep or eel skin, or of some other tough and 
elastic material. I have heard of some strange substances being 
used. The thong' differed from the cap in its ends being affixed 
to different parts of the joint, and it might be single, or doubled, 
or passed several times for safety. It was most cleverly split, 
threaded, knotted, pegged and tied to prevent slipping.
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1. SCOTCH F L A IL  {Blairgowrie, Perthshire).
This form is common to Scotland (except 
Orkney), Cumberland and Northumberland.

2. SCOTCH F L A IL  (Glen li vet), with perforated
handstaff, straw tie and wood cap.

3. C U M B E R L A N D  F L A IL , with perforated
handstaff, similar to flail of Northumber- * 
land.



The following varieties of flails depend upon differences in 
the joint, material, size, etc.

In  Scotland (Perthshire), the handstaff, or f haft/ inclined 
backward at the top, and had one large perforation. It  was of 
ash, oak, or larch, and from three feet 
nine inches to four feet six inches in 
length. It  was revolved in the hands.

The souple, or c threshing-tree/ was 
three to fifteen inches shorter than, the 
haft, and of oak or birch, rarely fir.
It  was provided with a leather cap or 
‘ hat/ fixed by a lace passing through 
two holes in the leather and the souple, 
and later by iron nails. In  some cases 
the cap was dispensed with and a 
groove substituted. The souple under . _ . . .
the cap was wedge-shaped. The thong passed three times through

A  sim ple jo in t . . A  com plex jo in t .. 

V A R IA T IO N S  I N  T H E  JO IN T S .
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SCOTCH F L A IL .

the perforated top of the haft and the hat on the souple, and was 
then tied. It  was termed the c hudden.5



C u m b e rla n d  F l a i l .  The description of the Scottish flail 
applies generally to that of Cumberland.

The handstaff was five feet long, of ash, dried in the loft
above the kitchen. It was straight or inclined backward at the

top and perforated, and was revolved in the 
hand.

The souple had a ‘ capping ’ of sheep skin, 
undressed at first, and had two wooden pegs, 
which passed through both the souple top and 
the capping, and aided the fixing of the cap 
by the ‘ lashing ’ or leather strap.

The thong or ‘ hanging’ passed through 
the perforation and the capping once or 
several times, and its end was slit and a
wooden peg inserted in the slit to prevent

C u m b e r l a n d  F L A iL . slipping. The peg was waist-like in its 
middle.

N o r t h u m b e r l a n d  F l a i l . I have looked u p  Northumberland 
Words, Mr. It. Oliver Heslop's valuable work, for a description 
of the Northumberland flail, which I have found difficult to 
obtain in Newcastle. The description (resembling closely the 
flails of Scotland and Cumberland) is as follows: —

The handstaff was three feet nine inches to four feet long, 
with a smooth eye in the end.

The souple, or swingle, or soople, was three feet long with the 
bark on, and had a loop of cowhide or k heudin,’ the lashing of 
which passed through two holes in the end.

The i couplin 1 or thong went through the eye and the loop 
on the souple.

In the Blackgate museum are two Northumberland flails, 
which are evidently examples of development, as they possess iron 
swivels instead of the perforation in the handle. These swivels 
give the whirling as well as the striking movement, and are there



fore an advance on the perforated handstaff. I t  may he noted 
that the swivels, though both terminal, differ in their method of 

• construction. I  am jnformed that eightyryeafs ago, in ‘the Wooler 
district, three iron links, one on the handle, one on the souple 
and one at right angles to these, formed the joint, and that 
forty years ago these were replaced by the swivel, as more con
venient. The chain joint may be a relic of the war flails of old, 
which had a similar construction.

Iron

swiyels.

u

r

Wooler pattern.

N O R T H U M B E R L A N D  F O R M S.

I  would direct attention to the difference between the 
vertical swivels of Northumberland and that of the next flail, 
which comes from the Sedgefield district of South Durham.

Durham F la il  (Sedgefield district). This has an unusual 
feature, viz., an iron swivel which is lateral, not terminal like 
that of Northumberland, and which works on a shaft in its 
stem. Hence the swivel itself, apart from the rest of the joint, 
gives both the movements to the flail. The handstaff was of ash, 
with the bark on, which is unusual. It  was four feet six inches



1

M ID -ENO LAND FLAILS.

1. YORKSHIRE FLAIL (Leybum) { typical of mid-English Hails).

2  AND 3 .  SAXONY FLAILS ( resembling those of mid-England).

(2  and 3 from photographs by Mr. Parker Brewis. )



long, and ended in an iron cap (staple). A  short shaft or bolt 
passed through the iron cap and through the enlarged stem of 
the swivel, and ends in a head. On the other side of the cap are 
two leather washers and a nut, to prevent slipping. The souple 
was of whitethorn, three feet three inches long, and had a cap of 
double leather, affixed with nails and laced at the side through 
eye holes. The thong had disappeared.

K c J d W * ̂ . M
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SEDGEFIELD FLAIL.

Durham F la il  (Bradbury, near Sedgefield). Dr. Hunt on has 
kindly procured for me the iron terminations of the handle and 
souple of this flail. That of the handle is old, that of the souple 
is new, made by the Bradbury blacksmith, who told me his 
grandfather was largely employed in making these joints. It is 
strikingly distinct from the flail of Sedgefield, which place is 
only three or four miles away.



T h e  h a n d s t a f f  t e r m i n a t e d  in  a n  ir o n  r i n g  o n  a l o n g  c u r v e d  

n e c k , w h ic h  i n c l i n e d  b a c k w a r d , a n d  w a s  p r o b a b l y  a n  ir o n  i m i t a 

t i o n  o f  t h e  w o o d e n  h a f t  o f  t h e  

n o r t h . T h e  n e c k  b e lo w  is  h o l 

lo w , w it h  th r e e  c e n t r a l  a n d  tw o  

l a t e r a l  n a i l  h o le s  to  a f f ix  t h e  

p o i n t e d  e n d  o f  t h e  h a n d s t a f f .

T h e  s o u p le  t e r m in a t e d  in  a n  

i r o n  s t a p le , r i n g - l i k e  a b o v e , a n d  

f ix e d  b y  tw o  r a b b e t s  to  t h e

w o o d .

T h e  tw o  c o n n e c t io n s  w e r e  

f a s t e n e d  t o g e t h e r  b j  a. t h o n g .

D u r h a m  F l a i l  ('W  e a r d a le  

d i s t r ic t ) .  I t  w a s  te r m e d  ‘ t h e  

s t i c k s /

T h e  h a n d s t a f f  t e r m in a t e d  in  

a n  ir o n  r i n g  i n c l i n i n g  b a c k w a r d ,  

a n d  a t t a c h e d  b y  it s  f o r k s  r u n 

n i n g  d o w n  th e  s id e s  o f  t h e

BRADBURY f l a i l  (terminations). w o o d .

T h e  h a z e l  s o u p le  e n d e d  in  a  k n o b , o r  t r i m m e d  r o o t , .a n d  h a d

th r e e  h o le s  in  i t  a n d  th e  u n d r e s s e d  le a t h e r  c a p , f o r  la c e s  to

p a s s  t h r o u g h .

Y o r k s h i r e  F l a i l  ( C le v e l a n d  d is t r ic t ) .  T h i s  f la i l ,  or ‘ f r a i l ,  

w a s  v e r y  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  W e a r d a l e .  T h e  s o u p le  w a s  lo c a l ly  

a ‘ s w i p p le . 5

Y o r k s h i r e  F l a i l  ( L e y b u r n  d i s t r ic t ) .  T h i s  f la i l  h a s  b e e n  

k i n d l y  l e n t  to  m e  b y  M e s s r s . H o r n e  &  S o n s , o f  L e y b u r n ,  a t  th e  

r e q u e s t  o f  M r .  J o h n  P e t c h . I t  is  so  n e a t  t h a t  i t  m i g h t  b e  

d e s c r ib e d  a s  a  l a d y ’ s f la i l .  (S e e  H o .  1 , p a g e  1 0 2 .)

T h e  h a n d s t a f f  is  o f  s le n d e r  a s h , r e m i n d i n g  o n e  o f  a  f is h i n g  

r o d . I t  is  f o u r  f e e t  s ix  in c h e s  lo n g ,  b y  o n e  in c h  t a p e r in g  to  f iv e -



e i g h t h s  o f  a n  in c h  in  d ia m e t e r ,  a n d  e n d s  in  a  r e b b e t t e d  s t a p le  w it h  

u p t u r n e d  e d g e s , to  a v o id  c u t t i n g  t h e  le a t h e r  t h o n g . T h e  w o o d  

o f  t h e  e x t r e m i t y  is  h o l lo w e d , so  t h a t  t h e  h a s p  O  

a n d  i t  f o r m  a  r i n g .

T h e ' s o u p le  is  tw o  f e e t  n i n e  in c h e s  l o n g ,  is  

s h o r t e r  t h a n  t h e  h a n d s t a f f ,  a n d  h a s  n o  b a r k  o n .

T h e  c a p  is  o f  le a t h e r , s e w n  a n d  la c e d  n e a t l y  a t  

t h e  s id e s  a n d  k e p t  in  p o s i t io n  b y  t w o  w o o d e n  

p e g s .

T h e  t h o n g  o f  le a t h e r  p a s s e s  t w ic e  t h r o u g h  

t h e  h a s p  a n d  t h e  c a p , a n d  o n e  e n d  is  p u t  

t h r o u g h  a  s l i t  in  t h e  o t h e r  e x t r e m i t y .  T h e  

f r e e  e n d  is  a ls o  s l i t ,  a n d  a  p e g  o f  le a t h e r , c o n 

s t r i c t e d  i n  t h e  c e n t r e , is  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  

s l i t ,  a n d  t h e  p u l l  o f  t h e  t h o n g  k e e p s  i t  t a u t .

W e s t  Y o r k s h i r e , L a n c a s h i r e , a n d  N o r 

f o l k . T h e  j o i n t  g e n e r a l ly  c o n s is t e d  o f  

f l e x i b l e  c a p s  a f f ix e d  to  t h e  h a n d s t a f f  a n d  

s o u p le , a n d  a  t h o n g  p r o p e r  w a s  n o t  u s e d . T h e  f l e x i b l e  c a p s  o f  

u n d r e s s e d  s h e e p  s k in  w e r e  i n t e r l i n k e d  w ith  e a c h  o t h e r  a n d  g e n e r 

a l l y  la p p e d  l i k e  a  c r ic k e t e r 's  b a t  to  t h e  w o o d . W h e n  d r e s s e d  

le a t h e r  c a m e  in , a  s m a l l  b u c k l e  w a s  f ix e d  to  o n e  o f  t h e  s tr a p s  to  

f a c i l i t a t e  i n t e r l i n k i n g .  S o m e t im e s  p a r a l le l  f le x i b l e  t h o n g s  o f  

w h it e  le a t h e r  (s h e e p  s k in )  w e r e  u s e d  a s d e p ic t e d . T h e s e  tw o  

m e t h o d s  i l lu s t r a t e  t h e  d if f e r e n c e  in  d e f in i t io n  o f  a  c a p  a n d  a 

t h o n g . (S e e  p a g e  1 0 7 .)

S u s s e x  F l a i l .  T h e  f la i ls  o f  s o u t h e r n  E n g l a n d  h a v e  s w iv e ls  

o f  w o o d , h o r n  o r  ir o n , w o o d  s w iv e ls  r e v o l v i n g  o n  w o o d  p in s  .b e in g  

t h e  o ld e s t  f o r m . A  g o o d ; e x a m p le  is  r e p r o d u c e d  o n  p a g e  1 0 8 ,  

f r o m  H e i g h t e n ,  n e a r  N e w h a v e n  ( W .  H e n e a g e  L e g g e ,  R e l i q u a r y , 

N o v e m b e r ,  1 9 0 5 ) .  I  h a v e  tw o  b e a u t i f u l  e x a m p le s  f r o m  S o m e r s e t  

o f  s im i l a r  w o o d e n  s w iv e ls .

WEARDALE FLAIL,
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S o u t h  o f  E n g l a n d  ‘( H a m p s h i r e ) .  H e r e  t h e  h a n d le  t e r m i n a t e d  

in  a n  I - s h a p e d  ir o n  p in . A  b r a n c h  o f  e lm , w i t h  t h e  p i t h  in ,  

w a s  t a k e n  a n d  s p l i t ,  a  p o r t io n  o f  th e  m i d d l e  w a s  t a k e n  o u t , t h e  

p i t h  c le a r e d  o u t  o f  th e  e n d s , a n d  a f t e r  b e i n g  s t e a m e d  o r  b o i l e d ,  

p r e f e r a b l y  w i t h  t h e  S u n d a y 's  

v e g e t a b l e s ,  w a s  b e n t  a n d  

f a s t e n e d  b y  l a p p i n g  to  t h e  ir o n  

p in , f o r m i n g  a  r e v o l v i n g  w o o d e n  

c a p ; A  t h o n g  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  

t h i s  to  t h e  le a t h e r  c a p  o f  t h e  

s o u p le .

D e v o n s h i r e  E l a i l  ( H a t h e r -  

l e i g h  d i s t r i c t ) .  T h i s  f la i l ,  o r  

c d r a s h a l l /  h a s  t h e  s t r i k i n g  

n o v e l t y  o f  a  h o r n  c a p  r e v o l v i n g  

o n  t h e  h a n d s t a f f .  M r .  H a r r i s  

o f  t h e  H a y m a r k e t  h a s  b e e n  g o o d  

e n o u g h  to  h a v e  i t  s e n t  m e  f r o m  

D e v o n s h i r e ,  a n d  t h e  w o r m -  

m a r k s  in d ic a t e  g r e a t  a g e .

T h e  h a n d s t a f f ,  o r  f h a n d le , '  is  

o f  h a z e l , o r  ‘ n u t a l l /  w i t h  t h e  

b a r k  o n , i n d i c a t i n g  it s  h a v i n g  

b e e n  c u t  in  w in t e r .  I t  w a s  a  

f o o t  lo n g e r  t h a n  t h e  s o u p le . I t  

t e r m in a t e d  in  t h e  ‘ h o r n /  a  

s t r i k i n g  d e v ic e , d o i n g  c r e d it  to  

th e  c o u n t y  o f  D r a k e .

T h e  ‘ h o r n  5 is  a  p ie c e  o f  t h e  h o r n  o f  t h e  c o w , s o m e  t e n  in c h e s  

l o n g  b y  o n e - a n d - a - h a l f  in c h e s  b r o a d . T h is  is  p r e p a r e d  a n d  b e n t  

in t o  a  c a p , it s  h o l lo w  s id e s  f i t t i n g  th e  r o u n d  h a n d l e  t o p  c lo s e ly .  

T h r e e  s h a l lo w  g r o o v e s  a r e  c u t  r o u n d  th e  w o o d  t o p  a b o u t  a n  in c h  

a p a r t . T w o  h o le s , t h r e e -q u a r t e r s  o f  a n  in c h  a p a r t ,  a r e  b o r e d

WEST YORKSHIRE EL AILS.



Souple. Lashing

t h r o u g h  e a c h  s id e  o f  t h e  h o r n  c a p , o p p o s ite  th e  g r o o v e s  in  th e  

w o o d . L a c e  s u t u r e s  a r e  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  t h e s e , r u n  r o u n d  th e  

g r o o v e s  a n d  t h r o u g h  th e  o p p o s ite  h o le s  in  th e  h o r n , a n d  t h e n  

t h e y  a r e  t i e d  t i g h t l y  r o u n d  t h e  c a p  o n  th e  o u t s id e . T h e  * h o r n  ’

c a n  t h u s  r e v o lv e  

r o u n d  w it h  a n d  011 

t h e  la c e  s u tu r e s  r u n 

n i n g  in  t h e  g r o o v e s ,  

a n d  y e t  t h e  c a p  c a n n o t  

| f ly  o tf . I t  is  m o s t  

^  i n g e n io u s .

T h e  s o u p le , o r  

‘ f l a i l /  is  o f  h o l ly ,  

w i t h  t h e  b a r k  o n , 

a n d  is  v e r y  h e a v y ,

•I a  D e v o n s h i r e  c h a r -
| . .
|  a c t e n s t i c .  I t  t e r -  

I  r u in a te s  in  a  c a p  o r

'S ‘ c a b a l ’ o f  d o u b le»
g le a t h e r , w h ic h  is  

*  f i r m l y  f ix e d  to  t h e  

w e d g e -s h a p e d  t o p  o f  

t  t h e  s o u p le  b y  tw o  

|  la c e s , e a c h  f o r m i n g  a  

a  s u t u r e  t h r o u g h ,  a n d  

a  la p p i n g  o u t s id e , th e  

l e a t h e r . O n e  is  a p 

p l i e d  n e a r  t h e  t o p ,

t h e  o t h e r  la c e  n e a r  th e  b o t t o m  o f  th e  c a p . T h e  u p p e r

s u t u r e  is  a id e d  b y  la t e r a l  n o t c h e s  a n  in c h  b e lo w  th e  w e d g e -

s h a p e d  t o p , th e  la c e  l a p p i n g  o u t s id e  k e e p in g  th e  s u t u r e  in

p o s i t io n . T h e  b o t t o m  s u t u r e  is  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  a h o le  in  th e  

w o o d  p a r a l le l  t o , n o t  a t  r i g h t  a n g le s ,  to  th e  c a p , a n d  th e

SUSSEX FLAIL.



r e m a in d e r  o f  th e  la c e  la p s  r o u n d  t h e  w o o d  b e lo w  t h e  le a t h e r  c a p .  

T w o  n a i ls  o n  e i t h e r  s id e  a ls o  f ix  th e  l e a t h e r  to  t h e  s o u p le .

Thong with copper 
rivet.

DEVONSHIRE ELAIL.

Cap of horn on handstaff with revolving sutures 
running in grooves.

Ceja, ^

A, ioUFU ^
MPhJi U l

l^ J U .

DEVONSHIRE TRAIL.

T h e  le a t h e r  ‘ t h o n g ’ is  a  d o u b le  lo o p  o f  le a t h e r , w i t h  a  

c o p p e r  r i v e t  p a s s i n g  t h r o u g h  w h e r e  th e  tw o  e n d s  a r e  o p p o s it e  

e a c h  o th e r .



K e n t  F l a i l . I n  t h is  e x a m p le ,  k i n d l y  p h o t o g r a p h e d  f o r  m e  b y  

M r . F r a n k  W i n t e r ,  th e  u s u a l  w o o d e n  c a p  is  r e p la c e d  b y  a n  ir o n  

r i n g ,  f o r m i n g  a  s w iv e l , n o t  u n l i k e  th o s e  in  th e  B l a c k g a t e  m u s e u m  

f r o m  N o r t h u m b e r l a n d .

T h e  h a n d s t a t f  is  o f  d r e s s e d  a s h , t h r e e  f e e t  s ix  in c h e s  lo n g ,  b y  

o n e -a n d -a -q u a r t e r  in c h e s  in  d ia m e t e r .

T h e  s o u p le , o r  * s w i n g le  ’ is  tw o  f e e t  n i n e  in c h e s  lo n g ,  b y  o n e -  

a n d - a - h a l f  in c h e s  in  t h i c k n e s s  a n d  h a s  t h r e e  g r o o v e s , to  wTh ic h  

th e  £ lo o p  ’ o f  h id e  ( s l i t  in t o  t h r e e  s e r ie s  o f  th r e e  e q u a l  p o r t io n s  on  

e i t h e r  s id e )  is  f a s t e n e d  b y  la c e s  a n d  n a i ls .

T h e  t h o n g  is  d o u b le d  b y  p a s s i n g  o n e  e n d  t w ic e  t h r o u g h  a  s li t  

in  t h e  o p p o s it e  e n d  a n d  t h e n  t y i n g  i t  in  a  k n o t  t h a t  w i l l  n o t  

p a s s  th e  s l i t  e n c r o a c h e d  u p o n  b y  th e  f ir s t  t h r e a d in g .

I r i s h  F l a i l s . I r e l a n d  is  th e  h o m e  o f  t h e  f la i l  o r  a t  a n y  r a te  

a c e n t r e  f o r  f la i l  d i s t r i b u t i o n . H e r e  a re  s h o w n  id e n t ic a l  f la i ls  

f r o m  A c h i l l  ( w e s te r n  I r e l a n d )  a n d  H v a lo e n  ( N o r w a y ) ,  a n d  t h a t



N o r w a y  g o t  it s  f la i l  f r o m  I r e l a n d  is  s h o w n  n o t  o n l y  b y  th e  

s i m i l a r i t y  o f  f o r m  a n d  t h o n g  (tw o  g r o o v e d  s t i c k s  a n d  e e l  s k in  

t ie  in  e a c h ) , b u t  b y  th e  f la i l  in  N o r w a y  b e i n g  t e r m e d  a  ‘ t h u s t  ’ 

f r o m  t h e  G a e l i c  w o r d  4 s u i s t /

ib ish  f l a i l  (island of Achill). N orw egian f l a i l  (island of Hvaloen).

I r i s h  F l a i l  ( c o u n t y  C la r e ) . I t  is  th e  s i m p le s t  f la il  

p o s s i b le , c o n s i s t in g  m e r e ly  o f  tw o  s t ic k s  a n d  a  t h o n g . I t  is  

p e c u l i a r  in  h a v i n g  a  lo n g e r  s o u p le  t h a n  th e  h a n d s ta ff :. T h e  

h a n d le ,  o r  ‘ c o ll  o p /  w a s  f o u r  f e e t  lo n g ,  a n d  h a d  a d e e p  g r o o v e  

a t  t h e  t o p . T h e  s o u p le , o r  ‘  b o o l  t a n /  w a s  f iv e  f e e t  l o n g ,  o f  

y o u n g  s u p p le  a s h , w it h  a k n o b  a t  o n e  e n d  a n d  a  g r o o v e  a t  th e  

o t h e r  f o r  t h e  t h o n g . A  s in g le  t h o n g  o f  h o r s e  s k in , p a s s e d  r o u n d  

th e  g r o o v e  o f  t h e  h a n d le ,  in t e r s e c t e d  i t s e l f  a n d  f o r m e d  a  s l i p 



k n o t ,  w h i l s t  th e  o th e r  e n d  p a s s e d  r o u n d  th e  g r o o v e  o f  th e  b e a t e r ,  

b u t  w a s  f i r m l y  t ie d  a n d  f ix e d  w it h  n a i ls  so  t h a t  it  c o u ld  n o t  s l ip .  

T h u s  tw o  s t ic k s  a n d  a  t h o n g  f o r m e d  th e  f la i l ,  g i v i n g  th e  tw o  

m o v e m e n t s  o f  w h i r l i n g  a n d  s t r i k i n g ,  d is p e n s in g  w it h  c a p s , a n d  

h a v i n g  t h e  s o u p le  lo n g e r  t h a n  t h e  h a n d s t a f f .  A n d  w h e n  an

1 2
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1. County Clare.

2. County Monaghan.

IRISH FLAILS.

I r i s h m a n  c a m e  in t o  a n  E n g l i s h  t h r e s h i n g  flo o r  a n d  to o k  u p  o n e  

o f  o u r  f la i ls  b y  t h e  s o u p le  a n d  t h r e s h e d  w it h  th e  h a n d le ,  it  w a s  

n o t  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s  a  s t u p i d  I r i s h m a n ,  a s th e  w is e  E n g l i s h m a n  

u n w i s e l y  i n f e r r e d , b u t  b e c a u s e  h e  c a m e  f r o m  c o u n t y  C la r e .

I r i s h  F l a i l  ( c o u n t y  D o n e g a l — G w e e d o r e  d is t r ic t ) .  T h i s  f la il  

is i n t e r e s t i n g  a s r e s e m b l i n g  th e  f la i ls  o f  S c o t la n d  a n d  N o r t h u m 

b e r la n d , w h ic h  a r e  p r o b a b l y  d e r iv e d  f r o m  it .



T h e  h a n d s t a f f  is  th r e e  f e e t  th r e e  in c h e s  l o n g  b y  o n e - a n d - a -  

q u a r t e r  in c h e s  in  d ia m e t e r . I t  lo o k s  h e a v y  b u t  is  r e m a r k a b l y  

l i g h t ,  b e i n g  o f  ‘ s a u g h /  o r  w o o d  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  w h ic h  p r o d u c e s  

th e  p a l m s  o f  E a s t e r .  I t  is t h i c k e r  t h a n  th e  s o u p le  a n d  h a s  a  

s m o o t h  r e c t a n g u la r  e y e  in  it s  s t r a i g h t  e n d .

1. Donegal. 2. Achill. 3. Monaghan.

IRISH FLAILS.

T h e  * s o u p le  ’ is  tw o  f e e t  n i n e  in c h e s  lo n g  b y  a n  i n c h  in  

d ia m e t e r . It is  o f  b la c k t h o r n , is  t h i n n e r  b u t  m u c h  h e a v ie r  

t h a n  t h e  h a n d s t a f f .  T h e  u p p e r  e n d  t e r m in a t e s  in  a k n o b ,  w it h  a 

n o t c h  c u t  o n  e it h e r  s id e , n o t  a g r o o v e .

T h e  t h o n g , o r  * h a n g i n g /  is  a I -s h a p e d  p ie c e  o f  w h it e  h i d e  

(s h e e p  s k in ) ,  th e  t e r m in a t io n s  o f  t h e  le g s  o f  th e  U  b e i n g  k n o t t e d
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in t o  k n o b s . T h e  a r c h  o f  th e  U  w o r k s  in  th e  h o le  in  th e  h a n d le ,  

w h i l s t  its  le g s  a r e  a t t a c h e d  b y  la p p i n g  to  th e  n o t c h e s  o f  th e

s o u p le . T h e  k n o b s  ( fe e t )  o f  

t h e  h a n g i n g  a r e  p r e v e n t e d  

f r o m  s l i p p i n g  b y  th e  la p p i n g  

a b o v e  t h e m , w h i l s t  i t  a ls o  

g l i d e s  o n  th e  n o t c h e s , b u t  is  

p r e v e n t e d  b y  t h e  h e a d  o f  t h e  

s o u p le  f r o m  f l y i n g  oft'. I t  is  

a n e a t , h a n d y  f la i l .

I r i s h  F l a i l  ( c o u n t y  

M o n a g h a n ) .  T h e  ash  h a n d 

s t a f f  w tis a s l o n g  a s  s i x  f e e t  

s o m e t im e s , b u t  w a s  m a d e  to  

s u i t  th e  h e i g h t  o f  th e  b a r n  

s h a n t y . I t  w a s  r e v o lv e d  in  

th e  h a n d s . T h e  h a z e l  s o u p le  

w a s  s h o r t e r  th a n  th e  h a n d le .  

T h e  jo in t  h a s  tw o  c a p s  o f  

h a r d  h o r s e  s k in , m o s t  i n g e n i 

o u s ly  a ff ix e d  to  th e  w o o d  b y  

s h a llo w  g r o o v e s  a n d  s u t u r e s  

w h e n  th e  s k in  is  s o f t .  N a i l s  

a r e  a n  a d d i t io n a l  h e lp . T h e  

t h o n g ,  4 t i e /  o r  ‘ m i d u l e e /  is  

o f  e e l s k in , w h ic h , w h e n
IRISH FLAILS. . T

w a r m , g i v e s  oft a  l i t t le  o i l

1 Donegal form (predecessor of Scotch, Cumberland a n d  s lip s  SlU O O tllly Oil tllC
and Northumberland forms). -

2 Isle of Achill (predecessor of Norwegian forms). h a r d  llOl'Se s k i l l .  T 01111611}

3. County Monaghan. th e  tw o  c a p s  o r 4 c a r b i n e s , w e r e



m a d e  o f  a n  a s h  b r a n c h , s t e a m e d  a n d  b e n t , a n d  f a s t e n e d  b y  

s h a l lo w  g r o o v e s  a n d  s u t u r e s . T h e y  a r e  

s a id  to  b e  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h o s e  o f  h id e , w h ic h  

a r e  m a d e  f r o m  th e  s k i n  o f  t h e  h o r s e  o r  t h e  

d e w -la p  o f  t h e  c o w .

T h e  e x a m p l e  s h o w n  w a s  p u r c h a s e d  s o m e  

m o n t h s  a g o  in  I r e l a n d ,  w h e r e  t h e y  a r e  

s t i l l  m a n u f a c t u r e d  f o r  s a le  a n d  r e t a i le d  

f r o m  a  s h i l l i n g  to  h a l f -a -c r o w n  e a c h .

J a p a n e s e  f l a i l . T h e  la s t  v a r i e t y  to  

b e  d e s c r ib e d  is  a  f la i l  f r o m  t h o s e  .w o n d e r 

f u l  l i t t l e  p e o p le  t h e  J a p a n e s e , w h o , in  

i t s  u s e  a n d  in  t h a t  o f  t h e  w i n n o w i n g  

m a c h in e , as w e l l  a s  in  t h e i r  w a r  m e t h o d s  

w i t h  R u s s i a ,  s h o w  t h a t  t h e y  r e s e m b le  t h e  

w e s te r n  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  e a s te r n  w o r l d ..

M r  J o h n  R o b s o n , ju n r . ,  h a s  k i n d l y  le n t  m e  Japanese f l a i l .

a  p h o t o g r a p h  in  h i s  p o s s e s s io n  o f  a  g r o u p  o f

J a p a n e s e  t h r e s h in g  r ic e ; I  a m  g r e a t ly  in d e b t e d  to  M r .  F r a n k  

W i n t e r  f o r  th e  t i m e  a n d  t r o u b le  h e  h a s  t a k e n  in  m a k i n g  m e  

p h o t o g r a p h s  o f  s e v e r a l  f la i ls . P e r s o n a l l y ,  I  a m  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  

t h e  s k e t c h e s  b u t .w o u ld  c r a v e  in d u lg e n c e , n o t  b e i n g  a n  a r t is t .

T h e  J a p a n e s e  f la i l  c o n s is t s  o f  a  b a m b o o  h a n d le ,  s ix  to  s e v e n  

f e e t  l o n g ,  p r o b a b l y  s t e a m e d , b e n t  o n  i t s e l f ,  a n d  t i e d  r o u n d  a  

g r o o v e  in  a  w o o d e n  a r m . - A t  th e  o th e r  e n d  o f  t h e  a r m  is  a  

p e r f o r a t io n  f o r  a  w o o d e n  .s o u p le , w h ic h  s e e m s  to  b e  w e d g e d  a n d  

n a i le d . A  d ir e c t  a c t io n  is  a lo n e  p o s s ib le .

I  t h i n k  y o u  w i l l  a g r e e  t h a t  o u r  f le x i b l e  r e v o l v i n g  jo i n t  

p r e s e n t s  c o n s id e r a b le  m e c h a n ic a l  a d v a n t a g e s  o v e r  th e  i m p l e 

m e n t  o f  J a p a n , b u t  i t  is  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  f in d  t h e  f la i l  so  w i d e ly  

s p r e a d , f r o m  th e  e m p i r e  o f  th e  R i s i n g  S u n  to  t h a t  u p o n  w h ic h  

t h e  s u n  n e v e r  se ts . A n d  it  w o u ld  b e  s t i l l  m o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  

k n o w  h o w  th e  J a p a n e s e  o r  o u r s e lv e s  g o t  t h e  f la i l  a n d  w h o  w a s  t h e



u n k n o w n  g e n i u s  w h o  in v e n t e d  it ,  f o r  its  a d v a n c e  u p o n  b e a t i n g  

o u t  c o r n  w i t h  a  s t i c k  o r  t r e a d i n g  i t  o u t  w i t h  o x e n  is  e v i d e n t .  

T h e  o r i g i n  o f  t h e  w o r d  f la i l  .is  th e  L a t i n  f la g e l lu m  (a  s w it c h  o r  

w h ip ) ,  t h o u g h  w h e t h e r  th e  R o m a n s  u s e d  th e  f la i l  is  d o u b t f u l ,  

t h e i r . c h i e f  t h r e s h i n g  i m p l e m e n t  b e i n g  th e  t r ib u lu m  o r  t h r e s h -  

i n g -s l e d g e .  I n  E r s e  o r  G a e l i c  (a  la n g u a g e  as o ld  a s  L a t i n )  i t  

is  k n o w n  a s  ‘ s u i s t /  a n d  th e  f la i l  s e e m s  to  h a v e  h a d  a n  I r i s h  r a t h e r  

t h a n  a n  E n g l i s h  o r i g i n .  T h e  t e r m  f f r a i l 3 in  m i d - E n g l a n d  is  

a k i n  to  th e  ‘ e l  f r a i l "  o f  B r i t t a n y .  T h e  f la i l  o f  J a p a n  m a y  b e  a  

s e p a r a t e  c r e a t i o n , o r  m a y  h a v e  c o m e  f r o m  t h e  C h in e s e , w h o  s e e m  

to  h a v e  h a d  a l l  t h i n g s  l o n g  b e f o r e  R o m e  o r  W i n c h e s t e r  w e r e  

t h o u g h t  o f .

I n  a n  e a r l ie r  p a r t  o f  th e  p a p e r , I  s ta t e d  t h a t  m a c h i n e r y  k i l l s  

t h e  p ic t u r e s q u e , b u t  o n e  o u g h t  to  a d d  t h a t  in  a g r i c u l t u r a l  a r c h i 

t e c t u r e  t h e  e r a  o f  m a c h i n e r y  is  m a r k e d  b y  t h e  p ic t u r e s q u e  a d d i 

t io n  o f  th e  ‘ h o r s e -h o u s e  5 to  th e  b a r n , a n d  o n e  c a n n o t  b u t  r e c o g 

n is e  t h e  u t i l i t y  o f  s t e a m  in  s a v i n g  th e  s t e a m i n g  h o r s e s  o f  th e  

‘ h o r s e - g a n , ’ o r  ‘ m i l l  s h e d /  w h ic h  in  t u r n  s u p e r s e d e d  th e  h a r d  

w o r k  o f  t h e  th r e s h e r  w i t h  th e  f la i l .

A s  b e a r i n g  o n  th e  la t t e r  p o i n t ,  I  c a n n o t  p e r h a p s  b e t t e r  c lo s e  

t h is  p a p e r  t h a n  w it h  a  q u o t a t io n  f r o m  R o b e r t  B u r n s , w h o  w a s  

h i m s e l f  a w ie ld e r  o f  th e  f l a i l : —

The thresher's weary flingin'-tree  
The lee-lang day had tired m e;
And when the sun had clos'd his e'e,

Far i ' the W est,
Ben i' the spence, right pensively 

I  gaed to rest.

I r i s h  F l a i l  ( i s la n d  o f  A c h i l l a  T h i s  e x a m p le  w a s  k i n d l y  

s e n t  m e  b y  M r .  P a r k e r  B r e w i s ,  w h e n  v i s i t i n g  t h e  w e s t  o f  I r e l a n d .  

T h e r e  is  n o  w o o d  o n  t h e  i s l a n d , a n d  s t ic k s  o f  s o r ts  h a v e  to  b e  

p r o c u r e d  f r p m  t h e  m a i n l a n d .  T h e  im p le m e n t  r e s e m b le s  a n d  is  

o f  t h e  s a m p  d im e n s i o n s  as t h a t  o f  c o u n t y  D o n e g a l ,  b u t  h a s  a



g r o o v e  in s t e a d  o f  a  p e r f o r a t io n  in  th e  h a n d s t a f f ,  a n d  a  g r o o v e  

in s t e a d  o f  a n o t c h  o n  t h e  s o u p le . T h e  t ie  is a  t h r e e - f o l d  c ir c le  

o f  t w is t e d  e e l s k i n , c o n s t r ic t e d  in  th e  c e n t r e  b y  s t r i n g  la p p i n g ,  

l i k e  a  d u m b -b e l l  w it h  h o l lo w  e n d s , w h ic h  e m b r a c e  a n d  r e v o lv e  

r o u n d  t h e  g r o o v e s , a n d  a l lo w  th e  h a n d s t a f f  to  b e  f i r m l y  h e ld .  

(S e e  n o . 2 ,  p a g e s  1 1 3  a n d  1 1 4 .)

S in c e  w r i t i n g  .th e  f o r e g o i n g  th e  f o l l o w i n g  g e n e r a l  c o n c lu s i o n s  

m a y  b e  o f  i n t e r e s t : —

. I r i s h  F l a i l s .  T h e s e  s e e m  to  b e  t h e  m o s t  p r i m i t i v e  B r i t i s h  

f o r m s ,  a n d  I r e l a n d  a p p e a r s  to  h a v e  b e e n  a  c e n t r e  o f  f la i l  d i s t r i 

b u t i o n . T h e  A c h i l l  f o r m  s e e m s  to  h a v e  g o n e  in t o  N o r w a y ,  w h e r e  

i t  s t i l l  b e a r s  th e  n a m e  f t u s t 5 ( t h u s t ) ,  f r o m  t h e  o ld  E r s e  n a m e  

f s u i s t /  D r .  A .  B .  L a r s e n , a N o r w e g i a n  d i a le c t  a u t h o r i t y ,  s a y s , 

f w h e r e  t h e  f la i l  w a s  c a l le d  a “  t u s t 5’ h e  c o n s id e r e d  i t  c e r t a i n  t h a t  

th e  i m p l e m e n t  w a s  o f  I r i s h  o r i g i n . ’ I n  S w e d e n  ( W e s t e r - g o t -  

l a n d ) ,  w h e r e  t h e  c o m m o n  f la i l  f o r m s  r e s e m b le  th o s e  o f  N o r w a y ,  

th e  t e r m  f b u l t e n  ’ is  a p p l ie d  to  t h e  c l u b - l i k e  e n d  o f  t h e  b e a t e r ,  

a n d  r e m in d s  o n e  o f  t h e  E r s e  n a m e  f b o u l s h e e n  ’ ( G a e l i c  

‘ b u a i l t e i n ’ ) a p p l ie d  to  t h e  b ea ter  g e n e r a l ly .  A n o t h e r  I r i s h  

f o r m  ( w i t h  p e r f o r a t e d  h a n d le )  a p p e a r s  to  h a v e  g o n e  (p e r h a p s  

w it h  t h e  I r i s h  in v a s i o n  o f  th e  H i g h l a n d s )  in t o  S c o t la n d  a n d  

b e c o m e  th e  p r e v a le n t  f o r m  o f  S c o t la n d , N o r t h u m b e r l a n d  a n d  

C u m b e r la n d . T h e  O r k n e y  f la i l  (p a g e  1 0 6 )  is  a  d i s t i n c t  f o r m .

T h e  m i d - E n g l a n d  f o r m s  r e s e m b le  th o s e  o f  S a x o n y .  T h e  

s o u t h e r n  E n g l i s h  f o r m s  r e s e m b le  ( t h o u g h  g r e a t l y  im p r o v e d )  th e  

f la i ls  o f  N o r w a y  a n d  S w e d e n . T h e  N o r w e g i a n  n a m e  f o r  t h e  

f la i l  is  ‘ T a r s k e -s t a v  ’ ( t a s k e r -s t a f f )  a n d  in  H e r e f o r d  t h e  f la i l  - 

m a n  w a s  t e r m e d  a  f t a s k e r . ’

T h e  c o m m o n e s t  f la i ls  o f  I t a l y ,  I r e l a n d ,  N o r w a y ,  S w e d e n  a n d



D e n m a r k  r e s e m b l e  e a c h  o th e r . T h e  T u s c a n  ( I t a l i a n )  n a m e  f o r  

t h e  f la i l  is  f C h i e r c i a /  t h e  S p a n is h  B a s q u e  n a m e  b e i n g  f C h i b i -  

c h e a d  I t  m a y  e v e n t u a l l y  p r o v e  t h a t  th e  f la i l  c a m e  b y  w a y  o f  

I t a l y  ( T u s c a n y )  a n d  n o r t h e r n  S p a i n  ( B a s q u e  p r o v in c e s )  to  

I r e l a n d .  '

T h e  w o r d  f la i l  is  p r o b a b l y  f r o m  L a t .  fla g elliim ,y b u t  th e  to o l  

is p r o b a b l y  o ld e r  t h a n  t h a t  l a n g u a g e .  T h e  lo c a l  n a m e , c f r a i l /  is  

p r o b a b l y  f r o m  t h e  f e l  f r a i l 3 o f  B r i t t a n y .  T h e  E r s e , G a e l i c  

a n d  B a s q u e  h a v e  n a m e s  o f  t h e i r  o w n  f o r  th e  im p le m e n t .

A P PEN D IX .

[ B e a d  o n  th e  3 0 t h  d a y  o f  N o v e m b e r ,  1 9 0 4 .]

W e  a r e  p e r h a p s  n o t  f a r  w r o n g  in  a s s u m in g  th e  e v o lu t io n  o f  

t h r e s h i n g  o p e r a t io n s  to  h a v e  b e e n  s o m e w h a t  a s  f o l l o w s : —

1 . A  p r e h i s t o r ic  b o y  r u b b i n g  a  h e a d  o f  g r a in  in  h is  h a n d s ,

a n d  b l o w i n g  a w a y  th e  c h a f f  ( t h r e s h i n g  a n d  w i n n o w i n g  

in  o n e ) .

2 . A  m a n  o r  w o m a n  b e a t i n g  o u t  c o r n  w it h  a  s t ic k .

3 . A n  a n i m a l  t r e a d i n g  o u t  c o r n  w it h  it s  f e e t ,  or d r a g g i n g  a

s le d g e  ( m o f e g  o r  t r i b u l u m )  o v e r  it .

4 . A  g e n i u s  w h o  in v e n t e d  t h e  f la i l .

5 . A  m a c h i n e  d r i v e n  b y  h o r s e s .

6 . T h e  s t e a m  t h r e s h e r .

I n  I n d i a ,  E g y p t  a n d  A l g i e r s  t h e y  s t i l l  e m p l o y  th e  f e e t  o f  

o x e n  o r  m u l e ,  b u t  a r e  r e p la c i n g  t h e m  w i t h  s t e a m  m a c h in e r y .  

I n  J a p a n  a n d  I r e l a n d ,  a n d  a m o n g  th e  n a t iv e s  o f  R h o d e s i a ,  f la i ls  

o r  s t a v e s  a r e  s t i l l  e m p l o y e d . I n  G e r m a n y  t h e y  a r e  g o i n g  f r o m  

f la i l  to  s t e a m , w h i l e  in  E n g l a n d  a n d  S c o t la n d  a lo n e  h a v e  w e  

h a d  p r o b a b l y  e v e r y  s te p  in  t h r e s h in g  e x c e p t  t h a t  o f  th e  f e e t  

o f  a n i m a ls .



T o - n i g h t  I  m e a n  to  t r y  to  r e c o n s t r u c t  s o m e  o f  t h e  a s s o c i a 

t io n s  o f  t h e  f la i l  a n d  it s  t i m e s ,  s a y  s i x t y  y e a r s  a g o . ' I t  w a s  u s e d  

l o n g  b e fo r e  t h a t  t i m e  a s  s e e n  in  p r i n t s  o f  th e  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  

b u t  w h o  i n v e n t e d  it , or w h e t h e r  w e  im p o r t e d  it  f r o m  E u r o p e ,  

is  im k n o w n . S h a k e s p e a r e  r e f e r s  to  i t ,  a s  to  m o s t  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  

in  th e  w o r d s —
Their weapons like to ligh tn in g came and w en t: —
Our soldiers— like the n igh t owEs lazy flight,
Or like a lazy thresher with a flail,—
Fell gently down as if they struck their frien ds.1

M i l t o n  s p e a k s  o f  t h e  f la i l  a n d  s a y s —

In one night, ere glim pse of morn,
H is shadowy flail hath thresh’d the corn 
T hat ten day-labourers could not end.2

o

H e n c e  i t  w a s  c o m m o n  in  th e  d a y s  o f  o u r  tw o  g r e a t e s t  p o e ts .  

W h i l e  in  A m e r i c a ,  O l i v e r  W e n d e l l  H o l m e s  s p e a k s  o f  i t  t h u s —

Now dark in the shadow, she scatters the spray 
As the chaff in the stroke of the fla il;

Now white as the sea-gull, she flies on her way,
The sun gleam ing bright on her sail.3

P e r h a p s  th e  p ic t u r e  o f  th e  t h r e s h i n g  flo o r  b y  M r . H e d l e y ,  at 

p r e s e n t  in  th e  L a i n g  A r t  G a l l e r y ,  N e w c a s t le ,  g i v e s  a s g o o d  a 

r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  th e  u s e  o f  t h e  f la i l  a s  c a n  b e  s h o w n  u p o n  

c a n v a s . B u t  a  p ic t u r e  is  o f  s t i l l  l i f e  o n l y  a n d  c a n n o t  g i v e  th e  

a l t e r n a t e  t h w a c k , t h w a c k  o f  t h e  f la i ls , t h e  s lo w  o r  f a s t e r  t i m e  t h a t  

d e n o t e d  d a y  o r  p ie c e  w o r k , th e  s o n g s  t h a t  w e r e  s u n g  to  th e  b lo w s ,  

o r  t h e  a s s o c ia t io n s  t h a t  l i v e d  a r o u n d  t h e  t i m e s  w h e n  th e  i m p l e 

m e n t s  w e r e  w ie ld e d . A  f e w  o f  th e s e  I  w i l l  e n d e a v o u r  to  

r e c o n s t r u c t .

I t  is  w in t e r  o n  a  f a r m  a t  O r m s k ir k . T h e  g o ld e n  g r a i n  h a s  

b e e n  c u t  t h r e e -q u a r t e r s  o f  a n  a c r e  a  d a y ,  b y  a  s t r o n g  m a n  a n d  h is

1 King H enry  F 7., Pt. II I . A ct ii. Sc. 1.
2 &  Allegro^ I. 108.

* 3 Autocrat o f  the Breakfast Table.



m o t h e r , n o t  w it h  h o r s e -d r a w n  r e a p e r , b u t  w it h  t h e  s e m i -c i r c u la r ,  

s h o r t  h a n d le d  ‘ h o o k /  s m o o t h  e d g e d  a n d  s tr a p p e d  to  t h e  w r is t , a n d  

c a p a b le  o f  s l a s h i n g  a n  a r m f u l  ( n e a r l y  a  s h e a f )  a t  a  t i m e . O r  

th e  w h e a t  h a s  b e e n  c u t  w it h  t h e  e s i c k l e /  to o t h e d  l i k e  a  s a w ,  

a n d  c a p a b le  o f  o n ly  c u t t i n g  h a n d f u l l s  a t  a  t i m e , a n d  o f  c le a r i n g  

o n ly  a b o u t  h a l f  t h e  g r o u n d  c o m p a r e d  w it h  th e  h o o k ; w h i l s t  

th e  o a ts  h a v e  b e e n  m o w n  w it h  th e  ‘ b o w  s y t h e /  s h a r p e n e d  w it h  

t h e  £ h o n e /  £ s to n e  5 o r  ‘ s t r i c k l e /

T h e  g r a i n  h a s  b e e n  h a r v e s t e d , a n d  t h e  s ta c k s  t h a t c h e d  w it h  

t h e  n e a t  r o o f in g  o f  t h a t c h  o f  u n b r o k e n  w h e a t e n  s t r a w . . A n d  

w h e n  w in t e r  b r i n g s  o u t d o o r  w o r k  to  a  s t a n d s t i l l ,  th e  f a r m e r  

s e ts  h i s  f a r m  s e r v a n t s  in t o  th e  b a r n  to  t h r e s h , or h e  e m p l o y s  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  t h r e s h e r s , w h o s e  s p e c i a l i t y  i t  is . T h e y  a r e  u s u a l ly  

t w o , w h o  w o r k  f r o m  d a y b r e a k  to, d a r k , a  g o o d  m a n  t h r e s h in g  

s ix  ‘ t h r e a v e s  ’ o r  s e v e n t y - t w o  s h e a v e s , a n d  p r o d u c in g  a b o u t  

e i g h t  o r  te n  b u s h e ls  o f  g r a i n . M o s t  o f  th e  g r a in  w a s  e x t r a c t e d  

b y  a  p r e l i m i n a r y  ‘ l a s h i n g  ’ or s t r i k i n g  th e  h e a d s  o f  g r a i n  o n -a  f la t  

s to n e  o r  o n  t h e  e d g e  o f  a  b o a r d , a n d  t h r e s h i n g  o u t  th e  r e s t . T h e  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  t h r e s h e r  w o u ld  r e c e iv e  1 2 s . o r  1 4 s . a w e e k  a n d  h is  

d i n n e r  f o r  t h is  a m o u n t  o f  w o r k , w h i l s t  th e  f a r m  la d s  g o t  5 s . a  

w e e k  a n d  t h e i r  k e e p . T h e i r  f o o d  w a s  a s  f o l lo w s  : — B r e a k f a s t  a t  

s i x  o ’ c lo c k  in  th e  m o r n i n g ,  o f  s w e e t  m i l k ,  o a t m e a l  lo a f  o r  

f j a n n o c k /  w h ic h  t o o k  t w e n t y - f o u r  h o u r s  to  b a k e , a n d  a s m u c h  

c h e e s e  a s  o n e  c o u ld  e a t ;  ‘ b a g g i n g  t i m e ’ a t  te n  o ’ c lo c k , o f  

ja n n o c k , a p p le  or f t a t i e  ’ p ie . a n d  a  p o t  o f  c o ffe e  ; d in n e r  a t  t w e lv e  

o ’ c lo c k , o f  b a c o n , f t a t i e s  ’ a n d  f r ie d  o n i o n s ; f o u r  o ’ c lo c k , o f  a p p le  

p ie  a n d  j u g  o f  t e a ; s u p p e r  a t  e i g h t  o ’c lo c k , o f  o a t m e a l  p o r r id g e ,  

t r e a c le  a n d  b u t t e r m i l k .

T h e  f a r m  s e r v a n t s  h i r e d  f o r  o n e  y e a r , w it h  a  m o n t h ’ s n o t ic e  ' 

o r  w a g e s  o n  e i t h e r  s id e , f r o m  C h r is t m a s  d a y  to  C h r is t m a s  d a y ,  

h a v i n g  h o l i d a y  f r o m  C h r is t m a s  to  n e w  y e a r ’ s d a y , a n d  r e c e iv in g  

5 s. f f lu s h  m o n e y  ’ to  b in d  t h e  b a r g a i n , w h ic h  i f  b r o k e n  b y  n o n -  

a p p e a r a n c e  o n  n e w  y e a r ’ s d a y  w a s  r e t u r n e d  or a p e n a l t y  w a s  

in c u r r e d  o f  t h r e e  m o n t h ’ s im p r i s o n m e n t .



T h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  t h r e s h e r s , s i n g i n g  ' W h e n  J o h n n y  c o n ie s  

m a r c h i n g  h o m e  a g a i n /  w o r k e d  in  tw o s , s t r i k i n g  a l t e r n a t e l y ,  b u t  

o n e  p o w e r f u l  Y o r k s h i r e m a n , w h o  h a d  tw o  s o u p le s  a t t a c h e d  to  h is  

h a n d s t a l f ,  w o r k e d  a lo n e , d o i n g  d o u b le  w o r k . .

I n  t h e  O r m s k i r k  d is t r ic t , t h e  s e r v a n t s  w e r e  n o t  v e r y  f o n d  

o f  G o o d  F r i d a y / h u t  e n jo y e d  a  w e e k ’ s ‘  g u y i n g  5 o r  h o l i d a y  f r o m  

E a s t e r  M o n d a y  t i l l  S a t u r d a y . O n  G o o d  F r i d a y  t h e y  c le a n e d  

h o r s e s  a n d  g o t  b r e a k f a s t  o f  b r e a d  a n d  m i l k ;  d i d  n o t h i n g  t i l l  

t e n  o ’ c lo c k , w h e n  t h e y  w e n t  to  c h u r c h ;  h a d  d i n n e r  a t  t w e lv e  

o ’ c lo c k  o f  b lo a t e r s  a n d  p o ta to e s  b o i le d  in  t h e i r  ja c k e t s ,  a n d  a t  

o n e  o ’ c lo c k  y o k e d  h o r s e s  a n d  p lo u g h e d  t a n d e m , w i t h  a  b o y  

' ( p o s t i l l i o n - l i k e )  o n  t h e  l e a d i n g  h o r s e , t i l l  se v e n , o ’ c lo c k , to  m a k e  

u p  f o r  t h e  t i m e  'w a s t e d  ’ in  c h u r c h . A t  e i g h t  o ’c lo c k  t h e y  h a d  

a f a s t i n g  s u p p e r  d f  c o f fe e , w it h o u t  m i l k  o r  s u g a r , a n d  b r e a d  

w it h  t r e a c le  b u t  n o  b u t t e r .  D u r i n g  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  w e e k  t h e y  

w e n t  m u m m i n g  f r o m  f a r m  to  f a r m , h a v i n g  a  f id d le r , t h e  o th e r s  

b e i n g  d r e s s e d  to  r e p r e s e n t  v a r io u s  c h a r a c t e r s . T h e  f id d le r  w o u ld  

g o  f ir s t  in t o  a h o u s e , s t r ik e  u p  a  t u n e , a n d  w a s  f o l lo w e d  b y  a 

s a i lo r , w h o  s a n g —

The next that comes in is a bold British tar,
He sailed with Lord Nelson during the war^
There's a star on his breast, like gold it will shine,
H e's come to remember it's paste egging time.

T h e n  f o l lo w e d  a la d y , w h o  s a n g —

The next that comes in is a lady so gay,
From her own countrie she's now run away,
W ith  her hat, cap and feathers, she looks very fine,
And all her delight is in drinking red wine.

T h e n  c a m e  a n o t h e r  w h o  s a n g —

The next that comes in is old toss pot, you see,
H e's a galliant old man in every degree;
He's a galliant old man, and he wears a long tail,
And all his delight is in drinking .mulled ale.

A n d  th u s  t h e  L a n c a s h i r e  la d s , w h o  t h r e s h e d  w it h  t h e  f la i l  

in  w in t e r ,  s p e n t  t h e  w e e k  a t  E a ste -r  t i m e .



T h r e s h i n g ,  g e n e r a l l y  s p e a k i n g , t o o k  p la c e  in  th e  w in t e r  

m o n t h s , in  t h e  b a r n . A  p e r m a n e n t  w o o d e n  flo o r  w a s  s o m e t im e s  

t h r e s h e d  u p o n , a s i t  g a v e  a  b e t t e r  r e b o u n d  t h a n  th e  s to n e  o r  

c o n c r e t e  f lo o r  o f  t h e  b a r n  g e n e r a l ly .  S o m e t im e s  b o a r d s  w e r e  

la id  c low n  t e m p o r a r i ly .  T h e  t h r e s h e r s , g e n e r a l ly  t w o , f a c e d  

e a c h  o t h e r  o n  e it h e r ' s id e  o f ,  a n d  a t  r i g h t  a n g le s  to , th e  s h e a v e s  

l y i n g  b e t w e e n  t h e m , h e a d s  in w a r d , ‘ b u ts  ’ o u t w a r d , a n d  w h i r l 

i n g  t h e  f la i ls  r o u n d  t h e i r  h e a d s , s t r u c k  a l t e r n a t e  b lo w s  o n  t h e  

e a r s  o f  c o r n , l i k e  s m i t h s  o n  i r o n , th e  c h a f f  f l y i n g  f r o m  t h e  f lo o r  

l i k e  s p a r k s  f r o m  t h e  f o r g e .  T w o  to  e i g h t  s h e a v e s  w e r e  la id  on  

t h e  t h r e s h i n g  f lo o r , in  e v e n  n u m b e r s ,  h e a d s  t o u c h in g  h e a d s .  

I n  C u m b e r la n d  t h e  s h e a v e s  w e r e  t h r e s h e d  o n  o n e  s id e , t h e n '  

u n t i e d ,  a n d  t h e  s tr a w  d r iv e n  o n  o n e  s id e  w it h  b lo w s  o f  th e  f la i l .  

I n  Y o r k s h i r e  th e  s h e a v e s  w e r e  f ir s t  u n t ie d  a n d  t h r e s h e d , t h e n  o n e  

h a l f  w a s  t u r n e d  ( w i t h  t h e  s h a f t  o f  t h e  f la i l  a n d  t h e  f o o t )  h e a d s  

to  h e a d s  o n  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  o th e r  h a l f ,  a g a in  t h r e s h e d  a n d  t u r n e d  

c o m p le t e ly  o v e r , a n d  t h e  b o t t o m  s id e  g o n e  o v e r , t i l l  a l l  g r a in  

w a s  e x t r a c t e d . T h e  h e a v y  b lo w  a n d  th e  e la s t ic  r e c o i l  o f  th e  

s t r a w  f o r c e d  t h e  g r a i n  f r o m  th e  e a r s  o f  w h e a t ,  w h ic h , m i x e d  

w i t h  c h a f f , s e e d s , e t c .,  w a s  s h o v e l le d  f r o m  t i m e  to  t i m e  in to  

a  h e a p  to  a w a i t  w i n n o w i n g . W h e a t  s t r a w , b e i n g  u n b r o k e n ,  

f o r m e d  e x c e l l e n t  m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h a t c h i n g  h o u s e s , c o t t a g e s  a n d  

s t a c k s . I n  D e v o n s h i r e ,  a f t e r  t h r e s h i n g , t h e  s h e a v e s  w e r e  h u n g  

u p  bjr a  r o p e  r o u n d  t h e  h e a d s , a n d  c o m b e d  w it h  a  f iv e -p r o n g e d  

c o m b  to  r e m o v e  t h e . c s e a r  5 o r  s h e a f . T h e n  t h e y  w e r e  d iv id e d  

in t o  ‘ w a d s  ’ a n d  t ie d  u p  in t o  ‘ h i t c h e s  o f  r e e d  ’ f o r  t h a t c h i n g .

I n  N o r t h u m b e r l a n d ,  b a r l e y  f o l l o w i n g  b o t h  t h e  f la i l  a n d  

t h r e s h i n g  m a c h i n e ,  w a s  t r e a t e d  b y  t h e  f h u m e le r  5 to  g e t  r id  o f  

t h e  ‘ a i m s . ’ T h e  ‘ h u m e l e r  ’ -w a s  a  g r a t e  o f  ir o n  e ig h t e e n  in c h e s  

s q u a r e , w it h  b a r s  o n e  in c h  a p a r t , a n d  w a s  u s e d  l i k e  a  p o s s -s t i c k  

o n  t h e  b a r l e y  t h i n l y  s p r e a d  o n  t h e  b a r n  f lo o r , b y  m e a n s  o f  a 

t h r e e - f e e t  h a n d le ,  w h ic h  h a d  a  c r o ss  p ie c e  a t  th e  to p , a n d  s p r a n g  

f r o m  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  tw o  q u a r t e r  h o o p s  c o m i n g  f r o m  t h e  o p p o s ite  

c o r n e r s  o f  t h e  g r a t e ,



T h e r e  are* d o u b t le s s  m a n y  s t o r ie s , s o n g s  a n d  r i m e s  t h a t  l i n g e r  

r o u n d , o r  w e r e  s u n g  to  th e  s tr o k e s  o f  th e . f la i l .  T h e  f o l l o w i n g  

is  a s o m e w h a t  c o a r s e  o n e  f r o m  n o r t h  N o r t h u m b e r l a n d .  A  h o u s e 

k e e p e r  h a d  g i v e n  a th r e s h e r , d a y  a f t e r  d a y , l i v e r  f o r  h is  d i n n e r , ,  

a n d , o n  l i s t e n i n g  to  h is  s o n g , w a s  s h o c k e d  to  h e a r —

N othing lasts for ever
B u t heaven and h— —  and an old cow's liver.

R e p r o v e d , sh e  t r i e d  to  a p p e a s e  h i m  w it h  .the b e s t  th e  h o u s e ; c o u ld  

g i v e ,  a n d  o n  l i s t e n i n g  a g a in  w a s  t o ld —

Beef and pudden, too,
Thou's the rogue that cheats the master now.

F r o m  th e  b o r d e r  o f  D u r h a m  c o m e s  th e  f o l l o w i n g ,  s e n t  m e  b y

M r . T u r n b u l l  o f  W h i c k h a m  : A  f a r m e r  s e t  a  m a n s e r v a n t  t c

- t h r e s h  w it h  t h e  f la i l ,  a f t e r  r e g a l i n g  h i m  w it h  b r e a d  a n d  c h e e s e .

S h o r t l y  a f t e r w a r d s  th e  w i f e ,  p a s s i n g ,  h e a r d  th e  b e a t  o f  t h e  f la i l

g o i n g  v e r y  s lo w ly  to  th e  w o r d s -—

Bread and cheese,
W ork  at your ease. < .

T h e  n e s t  d a y  t h e y  g a v e  h i m  p o ta to e s  a n d  p ie  f o r  d in n e r , w i t h  t h e  

r e s u l t  t h a t  t h e  f la i l  w o r k e d  q u ic k e r  to  th e  r e f r a i n —

Potatoes— and— pie
W ork — according— ly. !

O n  t h e  t h i r d  d a y , d in n e r  c o n s is t e d  o f  b e e f  a n d  p u d d i n g , a n d  

t h e  f a r m e r  w a s  d e l i g h t e d  to  h e a r  t h e  f la i l  g o i n g  f u l l  s p e e d  to  

th e  w o r d s —
Beef and pudden 
W ork  like a good un.

I t  w a s  in  th e s e  d a y s  o f  t h e  f la i l  t h a t  th e  s h e p h e r d s  o n  th e  

h i l l s  b e t w e e n  Y o r k s h i r e  a n d  C u m b e r la n d  'c o u n t e d  t h e i r  s h e e p ,  

n o t  b y  t h e  d e c im a l  s y s t e m , b u t  b y  a n  o ld e r  s y s t e m  s t i l l ,  h a l f  

d e c i m a l ,  o n  t h e  p r i n c i p le  o f  th e  f iv e  f in g e r s , a  m e t h o d  p r o b a b ^  

a s o ld  a s  m a ii  h i m s e l f ,  a n d  a d o p t e d  b y  m o s t  n a t iv e  t r i b e s . I t  

r a n  s o m e t h i n g  .l ik e  t h i s , a n d  is  a k i n  to  t h e  G a e l i c  a n d  W e l s h ,  

t h e  la t t e r  b e i n g  g i v e n  f o r  c o m p a r is o n , t h u s —



No Cumberland. Welsh. No. Cumberland. Welsh.
1 Y an U n 11 Yan-a-diek Un-ar-ddeg
2 Tyan Dau 12 Tyan-a-dick Dau-ar-ddeg
3 Tethera Tri 13 Tether-a-dick Tri-ar-ddeg
4 Methera Pedwar 14 Mether-a-dick Pedwar-ar-ddeg
5 Pimp Pump 15 Bumfit Pym theg
6 Sethera Chwech 16 Yan-a-buinfit Un-ar-bym theg

7 Lethera Saith 17 Tyan-a-bum fit Dau-ar-bymtheg

8 Hovera ' W y th 18 Tether-a-bumfit Tair-ar-bymtheg

9 Dovera Naw 19 Mether-a-bum fit Pedwar-ar-bymtheg
10 Dick : Deg 20 Oiggot Ugain.

L e t  u s  n o w  t a k e  a lo o k  a t  t h e  b l a c k  m a n ’ s t h r e s h in g  flo o r s  

in  S o u t h  A f r i c a ,  a s  t h e y  a p p e a r  a t  p r e s e n t , a n d  a s t h e y  p r o b a b l y  

w e r e  w h e n  T s h a k a  w a s  t e a c h i n g  t h e  Z u lu s  t h e i r  c r e s c e n t ic  f o r m a 

t io n  f o r  b a t t le ,  a n d  th e  t e r r ib le  r u s h  o f  t h e  s t a b b i n g  a s s e g a i .  

A s  y o u  k n o w , t h e  r e b e l l i n g  Z u lu s  u n d e r  M o z e k a la t z i ,  w h o  d w e lt  

in  th e  T r a n s v a a l ,  w e r e  d r i v e n  n o r t h  in t o  R h o d e s i a  a n d  c o n 

q u e r e d  th e  M a s h o n a s , d r i v i n g  th e s e  in  t u r n  in t o  th e  h i l l s .  

T h e s e  M a s h o n a s  in  th e  U m t a l i  d is t r ic t  m a k e  t h e i r  t h r e s h in g  

f lo o r s  o f  t h e  d r y  e a r t h  f r o m  th e  h e a p s  t h r o w n  u p  b y  th e  w h it e  

a n t s . T h i s  t h e y  le a d  a w a y  n e a r  to  t h e i r  f o r t r e s s  h i l l s ,  m i x  it  

w it h  w a t e r ,  a n d  b e a t  i t  f la t  a n d  h a r d . O n  th e s e  t h e y  t h r e s h  th e  

n a t iv e  g r a in s  c r e q u a s a  ’ a n d  ‘ r e p o k a /  w h ic h , w h e n  g r o u n d  in  

w o o d e n  m o r t a r s  b y  w o o d e n  p e s t le s , f o r m  * o o fo o  ’ m e a l ,  w h ic h  

is m o r e  l i k e  w h o le m e a l  t h a n  t h e  w h it e  m e a l  o f  m a iz e . T h e i r  

c o n q u e r o r s , th e  M a te lb e le , d w e l l i n g  n e a r  t h e  M a t o p p o s , s to r e  t h e ir  

g r a in  ( s t a p le  c r o p  e m a b e le  : a n d  o t h e r  n a t i v e  g r a in  l i k e  w h it e  a n d  

r e d  m i l l e t )  in  p r o x i m i t y  to  t h e ir  t h r e s h i n g  f lo o r s . T h e  f lo o r s  

a r e  n a t u r a l  s m o o t h  b lo c k s  o f  g r a n i t e .  T h e  t h r e s h in g  is  d o n e  in  

t h is  w i s e : t h e  o w n e r  o f  t h e  g r a in  p r e p a r e s  a  la r g e  b r e w  o f  b e e r ,  

a n d  n e i g h b o u r s  a r e  in v i t e d  to  a t t e n d  a n d  b r i n g  t h e i r  f la i ls ,  a  

s im p le  s t i c k  o r  s ta f f  f r o m  f iv e  to  s e v e n  f e e t  lo n g .  T h e  g u e s t s  

th r e s h  as l o n g  a s th e  b e e r  la s t s . I n  b o t h  B r i t a i n  a n d  R h o d e s i a  

t h e  r e f r e s h m e n t  q u e s t io n  s e e m s  to  h a v e  h a d  im p o r t a n t  b e a r i n g s  

o n  t h r e s h i n g  o p e r a t io n s . T h e  m a n  w it h  th e  f la i l ,  h o w e v e r , d id





r

A ZULU WOMAN, WITH A BABY ON HER BACK, THRESHING KAFIR CORN.
The Kafir com while still on the stalk is placed on a portion of ground which has been well smeared with cow dung to make 
the surface hard and cleao. The women (often with a baby strapped on the back) then beat it out with sticks, an operation in 
which the men sometimes help. When the grain is all beaten off the stalk it is swept up, a good share of dirt being mixed with it.

( This plate, copied, by permission, from Dudley Kidd’s The Essential Kafir, given by Dr. Allison.)



h a r d  w o r k  a n d  n e e d e d  g o o d  s u p p o r t ; b u t  a m o n g  t h e  Z u lu s  a n d  

S o u t h  A f r i c a n  r a c e s  g e n e r a l ly  t h e  h a r d  w o r k  f a l l s  to  t h e  l o t  o f  

w o m a n . A n d  i t  is  a  c o m m o n  s i g h t  to  se e  a  w o m a n  o n  h e r  k n e e s ,  

w i t h  a  b a b y  o n  h e r  b a c k , v i g o r o u s ly  t h r e s h i n g  w it h  a  s t ic k  

a h e a p  o f  K a f f i r  c o r n . W h e n  t h e  c r o p  h a s  b e e n  a n  a b u n d a n t  o n e ,  

th e  n a t iv e s  c le a r  a  s p a c e , a n d  t r e a d  i t  o u t  w it h  t h e i r  "o x e n — a  

c u s t o m  t h a t .s o m e  o f  t h e  D u t c h  a ls o  e m p l o y .

A n d  n o w  w e  m a y  p e r h a p s  t a k e  a  lo o k  a t  a n  I r i s h  t h r e s h i n g  

f lo o r  a b o u t  t h e  t i m e  o f  th e  f a m i n e .  T h e  d a y ’ s w o r k  s t a r t e d  a t  

th r e e  a .m . ( c o c k -c r o w  o r  o n e  c a n d l e  b e f o r e  d a y l i g h t ) ,  a n d  w e n t  

o n  to  te n  p .m . (o r  tw o  c a n d le s  a f t e r  d a y l i g h t ) .  T h e  w a g e s  w e r e  

2 s .  a  d a y  a n d  th r e e  m e a ls , w h ic h  c o n s is t e d  o f  b r e a k f a s t ,  a t  e i g h t  

o ’ c lo c k , o f  p o r r id g e  a n d  b u t t e r m i l k ;  d in n e r ,  a t  t w e lv e ,  o f  r e d  

h e r r in g  a n d  p o t a t o e s , w i t h  o a te n  c a k e  a n d  b u t t e r m i l k  ( t h is  w a s  

v a r ie d  a t  t i m e s  w it h  h o m e  f e d  b a c o n  a n d  h o m e  g r o w n  c a b b a g e ) ; 

s u p p e r , a t  te n  o ’ c lo c k , o f  p o ta to e s  (o r  p o r r id g e )  a n d  b u t t e r m i l k .  

A t  s o m e  f a r m s  ( s a y  f o u r  in  a  p a r is h ) , w h e r e  t h e  f a r m e r  w a s  w e l l  

o f f , h is  w i f e  k i n d -h e a r t e d  a n d  t h e  m e n  g o o d  w o r k e r s , a n  e x t r a  

m e a l  o f  b u t t e r e d  o a te n  c a k e  a n d  b u t t e r m i l k  w a s  g i v e n  a t  t h r e e  

o ’ c lo c k  as a  s p e c ia l  f a v o u r .

M y  i n f o r m a n t  r e m e m b e r s  a  th r e s h e r  w h o  w o r k e d  b e f o r e  t h e  

I r i s h  f a m i n e  f o r  t h e  h o u r s , w a g e s  a n d  f o o d  n a m e d ; t h e n , d u r i n g  

t h e  f a m i n e ,  h e  w o r k e d  f o r  f o u r p e n c e  a n d  f o o d ; t h e n  t h e y  c o u ld  

a f fo r d  n e i t h e r  f o o d  n o r  p e n c e , so  h e  w e n t  to  A m e r i c a ,  a n d  a f t e r  

th e  f a m i n e  r e t u r n e d  to  th e  s a m e  l o n g  h o u r s  a n d  l i t t l e  w a g e s  

b u t  s p le n d i d  f o o d , f o r  m y  I r i s h  f r i e n d  t h i n k s , a n d  I  a g r e e  

e n t i r e ly ,  t h a t  t h e  d ie t  g i v e n  is  f a r  s u p e r io r  to  t h e  t e a  a n d  w h it e  

b r e a d  w h ic h  is  n o w  u n d e r m i n i n g  th e  p h y s iq u e  o f  t h e  I r i s h  p e o p le .

A f t e r  s u c h  l o n g  h o u r s  t h e  I r i s h  la b o u r e r s  w o u ld  o f t e n  h e a p  

u p  t h e  s tr a w  in  th e  b a r n , c o v e r  i t  w it h  a  h o r s e  r u g ,  a n d  c o v e r i n g  

t h e m s e lv e s  w it h  a  b la n k e t ,  w o u ld  s le e p  t h e  s w e e t  s le e p  o f  h a r d y  

t o i l ,  a n d  b e  r e a d y  f o r  t h e  e a r l y  s t a r t  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  m o r n i n g .

A n d  w it h  t h is  p e a c e f u l  p ic t u r e  o f  h e a l t h y  m a n h o o d , s l u m b e r 

i n g  a f t e r  w o r k  w e l l  d o n e , I  b r i n g  m y  p a p e r  to  a  c lo s e .


