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Russian peasant training
Por JEREMY HASTINGS June 11, 2016

Islay, Scotland - DAWN is coming and I'm on the verge of work in the morning: a small,
succulent meadow. It is late spring in Islay, a remote island famous for its whiskey in
the Inner Hebrides ferry three hours crossing from the mainland of Scotland.

Thanks to the mild Atlantic climate, the grass is lush, not lush in summer yet, but
with the outbreak early spring and long enough to cut. As the scale of agricultural
machinery has overcome this small field, which is no bigger than two tennis courts, is
no longer possible between a tractor.

Soon, the sun will come out. So I pulled out my stone and dressed the blade of my
scythe to prepare for the first cut. By midmorning, the dew disappears and the long
grass lie down in front of the blade and will be harder to cut cleanly.

I do this as we have always done here, cutting a strip coil from the outer edge to the
center. The idea of cutting this way is to allow corncrakes and other birds that nest on
the ground have time to escape margins. These small type bantam birds are migratory
species threatened by habitat loss, mainly due to intensive agriculture.

And then I cut, moving my hips to arch swing the scythe, inching, nibbling grass a
foot long and depositing on my left. I focus on keeping the sheet in contact with the
ground. It's a dance. Dancing mower and grass.

Tolstoy understood the satisfactions of this work. In “Anna Karenina,” Levin joins the
peasants to harvest the hay on his estate. His brother scoffs, but Levin is soon absorbed
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p y
in his labors:

“The longer Levin mowed, the oftener he felt the moments of unconsciousness in
which it seemed not his hands that swung the scythe, but the scythe mowing of itself, a
body full of life and consciousness of its own, and as though by magic, without thinking
of it, the work turned out regular and well finished of itself. These were the most
blissful moments.”

Working slowly and deliberately, with little noise, allows me to be part of nature,
rather than striving against it. Every 20 to 30 cuts, I stop to resharpen, taking my straik,
or stone, from its copper holster where it has been sitting in water and quickly hone the
blade. It makes a light rasping noise, and sometimes a little ring, that contrasts with the
swish of the scythe through the damp grass.

After a good hour, I stop. I am warm and happy to be in the swing while it’s still
early and the morning air is cool.

This hay will be hard won. The windrow, or cut grass, will be turned over several
days, allowing the soft grass to become dried hay. Once it’s dry enough, I will rake it
into the small mounds called haycocks. There is no need for me to make a stack, for
we’ll take the hay straight to a small open barn for storage.

The scythe binds you to the landscape. You become part of it, in the picture.
Looking across a mown meadow, you have the deep satisfaction of knowing that this
was your handiwork.

The scythe I use — a snath, as the ashwood handle is called, affixed to a hand-
forged steel blade — is as ancient in design as the system of mowing I follow. Probably
an evolution of the handheld sickle, the scythe appears in Roman literature, and its use
became widespread in Europe in the eighth century. Still used today in parts of Central
and Eastern Europe, the scythe is making a modest comeback elsewhere, too.

There is a small but growing band of scythers in Britain. The Scythe Association of
Britain and Ireland has about 170 active members who meet regularly. A few traditional
landworkers, like me, use the scythe for mowing small plots. A larger group uses them
as quiet, nonpolluting, human-powered tools for managing their gardens and
recreational areas. A scythe will pay its way quickly, efficiently and ethically — as well
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as giving you a nice workout.

Scything also has a dedicated band of adherents in the United States. One is
Alfonso Diaz, who first learned to swing a scythe in the Asturias region of northern
Spain but now lives in Washington, D.C.

“I have seen increased interest in scything here,” he said, “in urban areas like D.C.
and New York, as well as in the Midwest.”

About 70 people of all ages attended a recent demonstration he gave at a country
festival. He also gives classes in urban gardens — “where scything just makes more
sense; the spaces are too small for a mower” — and he’s seen an upsurge of interest
from a new generation.

“Obviously, they are not cutting acres of hay on farms,” he noted, “but they are
trying to be more environmentally conscious.”

The petrol-driven weed whacker I could be using instead of my scythe is noisy,
smelly and costly. In competitions, the weed whacker regularly loses to a smooth,
efficient scyther. I like being able to mow my meadow without needing ear and eye
protection. I like clearing areas without any pollution, be it noise, fumes or fragments of
plastic wire left all over the place.

The small parcel of land I am mowing comes with the woodland I rent from a
nearby estate. I scythe not just to save money, but for the immense pleasure of keeping
up a tradition. I also love the meditative action itself.

“The Scythe,” a poem from a 1937 collection by the aptly named Stanley Snaith,
who was born in Kendal, Cumbria, and was a librarian in Bethnal Green, London, put it
this way:

A scythe purges the hands of awkwardness. 
It has its own instinct, a subtle weighting 
That pulls it round in a rich curve of motion; 
And when the steel, fined to a creepy edge, 
Rips and rings through the stalks, and the swath sighs over, 
And the cropped circle widens at each stroke, 
What a singing power flows from the hands!
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What a singing power flows from the hands!

Although I was dimly aware of these skills when growing up, it was not until 1986
that I realized that the old country ways were fast disappearing. I was working as an
actor on the set of “Comrades,” a film about the Tolpuddle Martyrs (a group of
agricultural workers in 1830s England who tried to form a labor union and were
transported in chains to Australia for their pains), when an “old fella” came to teach us
scything.

He was the last professional scyther in the county of Dorset, his job being to
manage the railway cut between Dorchester and Weymouth. It was a magical moment,
and so I set out to learn this and other ancient skills like dry-stone walling and hedge-
laying.

By a strange symmetry, years later I found myself scything on a film set once again
— this time, with a group of “peasant” extras in Joe Wright’s 2012 adaptation of “Anna
Karenina.” We spent three days mowing on Salisbury Plain, west of London.

We worked, ate, drank and camped together, just like the old days when groups of
mowers followed the season, cutting northward. We, too, became a band and mowed as
one.

Our days of labor ended mostly on the cutting-room floor. Only 15 seconds of our
mowing made the final cut. I wasn’t even in a frame. But if you listen carefully, that
swish you hear is my blade, going through the grass.

Jeremy Hastings is a wildlife guide and instructor in countryside skills.

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook and Twitter (@NYTopinion), and sign
up for the Opinion Today newsletter.  

A version of this op-ed appears in print on June 12, 2016, on Page SR7 of the New York edition with the
headline: The Russian Peasant’s Workout.
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