New lease of life for historic shepherd’s hut
An historic part of the countryside is being brought back to life by Scotland’s leading furniture design school.

The humble shepherd’s hut was once a common sight across much of the British countryside, allowing farmers to watch over their flocks by night, particularly during the lambing season.

The project by the Chippendale International School of Furniture, which has completed its first shepherd’s hut, complete with wood-burning stove, also aims to give it a 21st century makeover.
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The traditional hut was a small one-room structure with cast-iron wheels and, internally, contained a bed for the shepherd, some basic amenities such as a stove, and feedstuffs and medicines for the animals.  

The first recorded shepherd’s hut dates back to the 16th century and they were a common rural fixture in the 18th and 19th centuries.  During World War II they were sometimes used as Home Guard outposts or as accommodation for prisoners-of-war working on farms.  However, by the 1950s, very few remained.

The Chippendale school, which takes furniture design students from across the world, believes that there are new markets for the shepherd’s hut – everything from home offices and spare bedrooms (with indoor toilet and shower facilities) to outdoor gyms, storage sheds or workshops.

With the shepherd’s hut being of limited size and with wheels, it more resembles a caravan than a fixed structure, and not normally subject to planning regulations.  

Anselm Fraser, Principal of the Chippendale School, said:  “Our intensive 30-week courses teach students traditional woodworking skills, as well as practical business skills to turn their craftsmanship into commercial success.

“But we also want our students to realise that excellence in woodworking can be put to use in different ways – for example, boatbuilding or, in this case, bringing an almost-forgotten part of the past back to life.”

The school, which is now taking commissions for bespoke huts made mainly from Scottish Douglas Fir, also believes that history could turn full circle, with NFU Mutual in 2012 estimating that 69,000 farm animals were stolen at a cost to farmers of some £6 million.

“While we want to reinvent the shepherd’s hut for the 21st century, it may still have a role to play in keeping farmers’ livestock safe at night,” said Anselm Fraser.

Prices for the shepherd’s hut are available from the Chippendale school and depend on interior fit-out and configuration.  Visitors to the school are always welcome during office hours.

More about the traditional shepherd’s hut

The traditional shepherd’s hut was a small one-room structure with cast-iron wheels, and was prevalent in many parts of the UK.  Internally, it contained a bed for the shepherd, some basic amenities such as a stove, and feedstuffs and medicines for the animals.  It was used, particularly during the lambing season, to provide protection for the flock and as a sanctuary for injured or orphaned lambs. 

History 
The first recorded shepherd’s hut dates back to the 16th century in the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Leonard Mascal, the English writer who died in 1589, wrote that “in some place the Shepheard hath his cabbin going upon a wheele for to remove here and there at his pleasure.” 

They were a common rural fixture during the 18th and 19th centuries.  During World War II they were sometimes used as Home Guard outposts or as accommodation for prisoners-of-war working on farms.  However, by the 1950s, very few remained.

Two websites deal with the history of the shepherd’s hut: http://www.shepherdhuts.co.uk/page5.htm and http://www.shepherd-hut.co.uk/history.html
Revival
But interest in the humble shepherd’s hut still remains.  In 2010, a 19th century Norfolk shepherd’s hut was chosen as one of the Top 10 artefacts to be submitted to the BBC’s A History of the World project.

Nowadays
With the shepherd’s hut being of limited size and with wheels, it more resembles a caravan than a fixed structure, and not normally subject to planning regulations.  They are now in use as home-offices, gyms, spare bedrooms, storage sheds – even as holiday accommodation, with inside toilet and shower cubicles.

Modern animal protection? 
The prohibition on coveting a neighbour’s ox goes back to the Bible.  The death penalty for stealing sheep and cattle was only repealed in 1832, although transportation to Australia went on.

In 2012, NFU Mutual, which provides insurance for the majority of UK farmers, estimated that 69,000 animals were stolen at a cost to farmers of some £6 million.

One modern use for a shepherd’s hut could therefore see history turning full circle, allowing shepherds to watch over their flocks by night – when most thefts happen. 

For more details, contact Anselm Fraser info@chippendale.co.uk 

