If you started your walk in Pirton in the 19th century,
you would have noticed that many of the women
sitting at their cottage doors or walking around the
village were plaiting straw for the Luton hat trade.

Less visible were the children, some as young as three,
who attended the village plait schools. Here they would
spend long, uncomfortable hours plaiting and no doubt
rather less time learning to read and write.

This cottage industry was an important part of village life

from the 17th century until the 20th century and
provided extra income for poor families. Straw dealers
purchased wheat stacks from the farmers and sold the
stripped and bleached straw to the plaiters, who took the
finished plaits to Hitchin Market.

The chalk-sprinkled fields you see as you climb up Wood

Lane, may help explain why straw plaiting developed here.

The thin Chilterns soil provided ideal conditions for growing
the soft pliable wheat needed for straw hats.

While women plaited, many of the men and older boys
worked as agricultural labourers, growing wheat, barley,
hay crops and turnips. By the early 19th century large
open fields, made up of blocks of strips, had been
‘enclosed’, creating smaller, regular fields, bounded by
hawthorn hedges. Farming methods have certainly
changed, and some hedges have been grubbed out, but
the pattern of fields remains much the same today.

These days there are very few men in the village who
make a living from farming, and there are no straw
plaiters left. Pirton has seen many changes, but it is still a
working village, as well as somewhere to enjoy for its
quiet beauty. And in its cottages and lanes, hedges and
fields, it is rich with reminders of the past.
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