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Beauty in 
simplicity 
Tom Dillon gets to grips with the 
chairmaker’s travisher by The 
Windsor Workshop 

Archaeologist and historian Alex Langlands shares a step-by-step guide 
to an ancient method of creating charcoal

I 
first encountered travishers around 10 years ago, 
volunteering on a round wood building project 
in Herefordshire. Essentially, they are a gouge-
shaped two-hand plane. As with all good tools, 
their beauty is in their simplicity and versatility. 
The blades of The Windsor Workshop travisher 

are hand forged and razor-edged by Ben Orford – 
the incredibly talented Worcestershire-based blade 
maker and green woodworker. With renowned Windsor 
chairmaker, James Mursell, Ben’s blades are housed in 
a tactile and ergonomic curved and rounded, pebble-
like casing. He offers two versions – Wood, in traditional 
maple, and his Deluxe model, since 2018, made from the 
engineering polymer Delrin with a brass insert.
I have owned a Wood version for more than a decade 
and used it to smooth and shape all sorts of boards, 
planks, and furniture, from shelves and stool seats 
to table-tops and benches. I can’t remember ever 
sharpening it, yet it still does the job each time I release it 
from its handy plastic white tube. The blade can be easily 
removed, re-sharpened, and set via two little Allen key 
grub screws. Each travisher comes complete with Allen 
key and detailed instructions.

Technique

Similar to a spoon carving gouge-knife, the travisher 
is intended for use in all grain-friendly directions, and 
particularly across the grain when forming bowl-like 
hollows – chair seats, for example. As with many menfolk, 
I was far too eager to get to work to bother reading 
the instructions first. Consequently, I have developed a 
technique of both pulling towards and pushing away 

whenever I use it, which works for me. Subsequently, 
having read James Mursell’s instructions and watched 
several useful tutorials on his websites, I have learned that 
most (including James himself) favour pushing.

Since joining Small Woods, I have introduced perhaps 
a hundred newcomers to the joys of using a travisher, via 
our broad range of green wood craft courses and popular 
Build a Bench programme. As with many timeless and 
addictive green wood craft processes, everyone finds 
their way with the travisher eventually, through repetition, 
reflection, adjustment, and trying again.

Lifelong tool

Currently retailing either side of the £200 mark 
(depending on the version), the travisher is a chunky 
financial outlay and, given its small size and apparent 
simplicity, some may question its worth. However, in 
the right hands and with the right care, a travisher is a 
lifelong tool that will see you through hundreds of all 
sorts of jobs. It’s a tool for those who like to appreciate 
the process, go slow and create unique one-offs – 
qualities that are perhaps increasingly rare yet ever 
more needed in our fast-paced, everything-now culture.

Visit thewindsorworkshop.co.uk and travisher.com 
for more information.

About the author
Tom Dillon is the green wood crafts and training 
coordinator at Small Woods.

I
t was great to be a part of the inaugural Charfest 
set up by a team at Craig Gwladus Country Park. 
Enthusiasts from all over South Wales met with 
local community members to take part in a series 
of charcoal burns, and associated crafts, to share 
knowledge and ideas, and to explore how the 

activity could grow in the coming years. 
I’m an archaeologist and I have a major interest in 

charcoal burning. Put simply, there wouldn’t have been 
an Iron Age without it. Charcoal has been an essential 
component in the development of technologies 
across the world and it continues to be adopted and 
adapted for a range of uses in the present day. It is 
something that anyone can have a go at, a fantastic 
social experience, relatively energy-clean, and it gets 
you outside and physically engaged with the natural 
world, and our distant past. The best thing about doing a 
charcoal burn in a traditional way is that you don’t need 
a big iron kiln. The same effect can be achieved with 
a mattock, shovel, grass hook, and a good bit of old-
fashioned graft.

Preparation

Firstly, the most important thing to do is to make sure 
you have a good surface and enough space, not just 
for the burn, but to move easily around it. This can be 
achieved by grading out the topsoil and a good amount 
of subsoil from a circular area, giving yourself at least a 
1m halo around the "clamp," where the charcoal is made. 
What you’ll create is a platform and a whole bunch 

of earth that you’ll be using later. Good preparation is 
really important so make sure you have enough earth 
to cover the clamp. Grading out a platform will produce 
a good amount, but you’ll likely need some more from 
somewhere. 

If you are doing a biochar burn for fertilising your 
vegetable patch, import the soil direct from the beds. 
Once the burn is done, you can mix it all up on the 
platform before barrowing it back to the patch. If you are 
doing a burn for charcoal for barbeques or smithing, then 
it is worth importing some soil in to use permanently on 
site. Remember, it can be re-used for every burn! 

Gather matting

You’ll also need a big pile of organic matter with which 
to create the matting. This shields the burn from the 
soil. As ever, thinking seasonally is your best ally in this 
endeavour. Cutting and bundling material like bracken, 
nettles, or long grasses, is best achieved in the early 
summer – when it is at its peak – because it has good 
bulk at this time of year. Pile it up next to the burn site for 
use later in the year. Failing that, head out before you 
start the stacking and make sure you’ve got enough 
material to cover it. 

Finally, make sure you’ve got supplies (food, drink, 
etc.) close to hand and some warm clothing so that 
you can regularly attend the burn as it is in progress. 
A good seat is essential, some kind of craft activity 
desirous, and try and rehearse a few tall stories to 
regale your fellow-burners with.

Baking black gold
WHAT WORKS
Practical solutions for our members

˃ The Windsor Workshop travisher in use▼
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1 
You’ll need to prepare the wood into 
“billets” of around about 12ins/30cm long 
and circa. 2-3ins/4-6cm wide. Obviously, 
the better seasoned and dried the wood 
is, the easier the burn is to manage. 	

If the ground is wet and really cold, it might be 
an idea to lay some old board down to build 
the central flue off of and insulate the fire while 
it gets started. I used some skirting board off-
cuts I had lying around. For my experimental 
burn, I was really concerned about the cold and 
damp, and the quality of my wood, so I set an 
iron flue pipe into the ground and ran it to the 
centre of the clamp – just in case I needed to 
get some air in to get the centre burn started. 
(It turned out, I didn’t!).

2 
To build the central flue, separate 
out some of your cleanest split 
billets – i.e. those that have an even 
thickness their full length. Take 
three and set them in a triangle 

around the centre point of the clamp. Then, 
take another three and set them again in a 
triangle but at an orientation of 45 degrees. 
This will have the effect of creating a Star of 
David, with a central hexagonal-shaped flue. 
Continue stacking in this manner up to a 
height just short of the top of the clamp. This 
clamp pictured was about 2ft/60cms high 
with a diameter of around 4ft/120cms, but 
you can choose to make it bigger.

Over the top of the flue, place a relatively 
tall log, as if to cap it. Then, stack your billets 
vertically against the central flue, working 
round it and ensuring close contact between 
each billet and the ones it stands alongside. 
For the roof of the stack, lay billets horizontally, 
radiating out from the centre. It is a good idea 
to get the most uneven and angular of your 
billets for this process because they can be 
laid fat end out. It is worth trying to get a bit of 
a pitch on this roofing of the clamp, sloping it 
down from the centre of the flue.

3 
When you are happy with the shape 
of your stack, start laying your 
matting material on. Try and do 
this in a methodical way, starting at 
the external base and setting even 

handfuls against each other, building up a nice 
even and thick coat. Continue this right up to 
the log sitting over the head of the flue. I can’t 
stress enough that this mat needs to be as 
thick as is feasible and well compressed down. 

4 
Then comes the placing of the 
earth on the kiln. Again, start at 
the base and evenly lay shovelfuls, 
tamping and packing it as you 
go along, working your way up to 

the log at the top. My earth was very full of 
organic matter and, in retrospect, a bit too 
much air was passing through it. So, try and 
get the earth as clean and fine as possible 
or, if it has come from your veg patch, pack 
it down with the back of the shovel to restrict 
oxygen ingress. Keep some earth and matting 
material back for the final capping.

5 
All the while, make sure you’ve got 
a good fire burning close to hand 
because to charge the clamp, you’ll 
need a good lot of embers. To insert 
these, remove the log capping the flue 

and pour the embers in to as much as half the 
height of the flue. Then, insert a closely-packed 
– or bound – bunch of straight sticks, filling out 
the width and height of the flue. Personally, I like 
to get a good burn going to start with and only 
when these sticks are taking a good flame do I 
place a generous layer of matting over, and cap 
with earth. The clamp should immediately throw 
out a thick rich smoke.

6 
Now, it is wait and watch time! It 
may be that it’s a still day with not 
too much breeze. Without much of 
a draught, you may need to work 
some holes into the earth and 

matting to let some air in. This can be done 
with a sharpened stick. If you feel like the fire 
is dying, because it is suffocating too much, 
methodically work your way around the clamp, 
piercing it with small holes for a short period, 
before closing them down again. Be careful 
though. If the wind picks up and you’ve holes on 
the windward side, the clamp will draw through 
these and the burn will get too hot. As the burn 
slowly shrinks the clamp, you’ll also need to 
keep an eye out for any gaps opening up in 
the earth as it slumps down. Keep casting it up, 
patting it down and tending it. 

Turn over for the final step
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Your checklist
	� A large space

	� Mattock

	� Shovel

	� Soil

	� Grass hook

	� Organic matter e.g. bracken, 		
	 nettles, long grasses

	� Well-seasoned and dried billets, 		
	 approx. 12ins/30cm long by 			
	 2-3ins/4-6cm wide

	� Old board/off cuts of wood

	� Iron flue pipe (optional)

	� Burning embers from a good 		
	 fire

	� A bunch of straight sticks

	� Trowel

	� Food and drink, warm clothing 		
	 and a seat

Our Wood

Harmony at heart 
Martin and Kesty Jakes have nurtured a rewarding relationship between 
woodland and community at Sladebank Woods, in Gloucestershire. This is 
their story 

A 
sunny June morning 
in Stroud finds our 
friend Gary sitting 
quietly on the bench 
in our orchard. A little 
while later, he sees 

our son Tirian leading a small group 
of young people on a walk around 
the woods. Shortly after this, Richard 
appears, moving cautiously past our 
loan ram, clipboard in hand. 
This tableau captures a sizeable 
number of the strands of our project 
at Sladebank Woods, which we 
summarise as, “Growing heartfelt 
community in nature.” 

Gary walks in the woods as part of 
his daily routine. He knows the woods 
well: he has been part of the Wood 

Group, our wood fuel exchange, for 
many years. We have interviewed all 
the group’s members and created a 
YouTube audio summary. In Gary’s 
segment, he identifies the increasing 
level of birdsong in our woods over 
the years, notably in comparison to 
the beech woods next door. 

Helping others 

Tirian has been involved in many of 
our Forest School-based projects 
over the years. We were partners 
in a project called Of Course 
We Can for several years, which 
brought disabled and non-disabled 
young people together as part of 
Gloucestershire County Council’s 

(GCC) Short Breaks programme. We 
are now delivering the Holidays and 
Food (HAF) programme for GCC on 
a similar basis, with an emphasis 
on those with additional needs. 
The HAF project brings families 
who qualify for Free School Meals 
into the woods, to make fresh food, 
whittle sticks and make fire without 
matches. Tirian was running a 
session for Bridge Youth Services 
(a local organisation that supports 
students for whom mainstream 
school isn’t working), which involved 
similar activities as well as walking. 
Richard is a regular volunteer 
who has helped develop surveys 
of moths, birds and dormice in 
our woodland. These will give us 

▼ A community brought together by their involvement with Sladebank Woods

7 
When the burn is finally done, after about 24 
hours, you’ll need to excavate it in a delicate 
manner. I’m an archaeologist and so I am 
used to peeling back layers of dirt from the 
deposits below them. So, use a smallish trowel 

and slowly scrape back the earth from across the 
charcoal layer. Again, be methodical. If you’ve done your 
job well, you should have a finely burnt layer of matting 
still protecting the charcoal – so you avoid too much soil 
ingress into your black gold!

Good luck! 

Charcoal burning in this way is extremely low impact, it 
can turn sustainably coppiced wood into an amazing 
fertiliser and a good burn can also provide you with a 
summer’s worth of fuel for the barbeque.

Send us photos of your black gold
k editor@smallwoods.org.uk

About the author

Dr Alex Langlands is an archaeologist and 
a historian who is currently an associate 

professor of history at Swansea 
University. He also worked as a 
presenter and producer for BBC Two 
and Channel 4, on Victorian Farm, 
Edwardian Farm and Wartime Farm, 
and he is currently a co-presenter 
on Channel 5’s Digging Up Britain’s 
Past. Alex produced this article 

for Small Woods with support from 
the Arts and Humanities Research 

Council’s Creative Communities 
programme, which explores how culture 

can address regional inequality.
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