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Hop To It  

In the last edition we looked at the world of the 

canals in the UK, whose commercial 

importance finally disappeared in the 1960ôs. 

Another activity that died out at about the 

same time was the manual picking of hops. At 

one time hop picking was a societal activity 

that employed large numbers of casual 

workers during the short season when the hop 

flowers had to be picked, dried and packed for 

use in the brewing industry.  

Hops were grown in two principal 

areas in England, Worcestershire 

and Herefordshire in the West 

Midlands and the extreme South 

East, particularly the County of 

Kent. This area is close to the East 

End of London and, by tradition , 

people from that part of the city 

would flock to the Kent hopfields 

and spend a working holiday, 

enjoying the country air whilst 

preparing the hop crop for 

processing. They were housed in 



somewhat rudimentary 

accommodation at camps 

provided on the farms and spent 

their days stripping the flowers 

from the vines so they could be 

taken to the oast houses for 

drying. 

Each family, for it was a family 

activity, was allocated a óbinô 

made of canvas into which they 

put the hop flowers. When it was 

full a measurer would arrive and bail the flowers out, into sacks, using a legally 

calibrated bushel measure. 

Unlike most dry measures used for trade in the UK, these bushels were made of wicker 

with the official stamping plug woven into the strands of willow. Most bushels were 

either made of metal, bent wood or wooden staves which were bound with metal hoops. 

These measures were therefore quite heavy and would not have been suitable for bailing 

the delicate hop flowers out of the bin. 

The picking of hops is a fairly well 

documented activity but I recently 

came across a couple of films that 

added a little to what I already knew. 

One was a film from 1954 called 

óAdventure in the Hop Fieldô and the 

other was an episode of the óLook At 

Lifeô series of short documentaries 

that were shown in cinemas in the 

1960ôs.  

óAdventure in the Hop Fieldô was 

produced by the Childrensô Film 

Foundation and was thus, a film for 

children, designed to be shown at 

óSaturday Matineesô that were 

popular in the 1950ôs and 1960ôs. These films usually involved gangs of mischevious 

children, often with a scruffy dog in tow, who through daring and ingenuity, managed 

to bring  gangs of evil crooks to book, in some proto Scooby Doo scenario. Adventure in 

the Hop Field was along these lines but dealt more with tensions between the children of 

Kent and those arriving from London. 

 The film also contained a good helping of documentary content showing how the East 

End families conducted their hop picking activities. óThe Look at Lifeô footage from 



 

some 10 years later showed that the process was largely unaltered, 

apart from becoming technicoloured, but it was evident that the 

days of manual picking were coming to an end by this time. There 

was good footage, in both films of the measurer measuring out the 

hop flowers with his wicker bushel. What was clear was that the 

measuring was not a precision business. It can be seen in the stills 

that there is little  effort being made to properly fill the measure which is being used 

merely as a scoop to transfer the crop from 

the bin to the sack as quickly as possible. The 

pickers were paid by the number of bushels recorded so from their point of view, the 

sloppy measuring was rather advantageous. The contents of each bin were recorded in a 

book and a receipt was given for each 

consignment. These receipts were later used to 

calculate the payment due.  

In earlier days wooden tallies were used to 

record the totals and I came across a picture 

from the early 1900ôs showing the óTally Manô 

with his set of tally sticks hanging from his 

shoulder. It was of course wooden tally sticks 

being burned in a furnace that resulted in the 

fiery destruction of the British Houses of 

Parliament in 1834. There is something to be 

said for the old ways of doing things.  

Min Head Room 

In previous editions I dealt with the problem of 

large lorries banging into stuff, such as historic 

cart weighing steelyards in the East of England. 

It therefore amused me to come across a rather pleasing picture of a bus passing under 

an arch with zero clearance showing. The town of Beverley in the East Riding of 

Hop token showing 

a properly filled 

bushel 



Yorkshire is an upmarket place which still possesses one of its gates from the 15
th

 

century . It was presumably retained to keep poor people out. The North Bar stands to 

the north of the town centre and still contains its original archway constructed for the 

passing of ox carts and people on horseback. 

The picture shows that some thought was given, by the local bus company to providing 

a public transport service in and out of Beverley despite the difficulty presented by the 

North Bar. To this end they came up with a double-decker bus whose dimensions were 

precisely tailored to fit neatly, if tightly,  under the tiny arch. I  think  that these days East 

Yorkshire Motor Services just use single-decker busses although they do occasionally 

run a double-decker, from their heritage fleet, through the gate just to show off a bit. 

 Crown Imperials 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In those days there were many more small grocery shops around as this was the era of 

Resale Price Maintenance when there was little scope for cost cutting and price 

I was wandering around the June Newark Antique Fair on the usual 

lookout for interesting items when I came across a rather lumpen set of ring 

weights. Most would dismiss these as scrap worthy cast iron but they rang 

tiny bells of nostalgia for me. 

Back in the early 

1960ôs when I first 

joined the Lindsey 

County Council 

Weights & 

Measures Dept. I 

was but a lowly 

bag carrier and 

accompanied the 

Inspector as he (it 

was always a he in 

those days) went 

of his ordered 

daily round. 



competition. A number of these corner shops also contained sub-Post Offices serving the 

local community. Early in what is laughingly known as my career, I noticed one day, 

that that the Inspector was packing up the box of weights when there were clearly more 

scales yet to test, in the small shop we were visiting. I pointed out that there were more 

scales. I received a withering glance similar to that dished out by Captain Mainwaring 

in full óstupid boy!ô mode. These scales and weights were Post Office equipment; they 

were the property of the Crown, as in Kings and Queens and stuff, and they were not to 

be meddled with even by officers of the great Lindsey County Council. I was summarily 

advised to return to my task of weighing packets of lard.  

And thus it was in the 1960ôs! The Postal Service was a Department of State, ruled over 

by a Post Master General whom one perceived as being a grand personage, strutting 

around in Ruritani an garb lavishly splattered with  óscrambled eggô. Thus the activities 

of the Office were sacrosanct and far above the sway of the common herd. This was all a 

hangover from the Postal Serviceôs lofty  origins in the 16
th

 century but was clearly a bit 

bonkers in the liberated 1960ôs. 

There were one or two notable holders of the role of Post Master General including one 

Lord  Stansgate aka Anthony Wedgwood Benn. He was a devout socialist who devoted 

much of his early political energy in trying to divest himself of the embarrassing 

Viscountcy which had been bequeathed to him by his father. It was not however 

possible to renounce a title at that time. He was largely responsible for changing the law 

so he could eventually become a commoner, using the somewhat more proletarian name 

of Tony Benn. He was thus able to continue as a member of parliament for the Labour 

party and served in various ministerial  and shadow ministerial posts, including Post 

Master General. 

 A somewhat notorious óPMGô was one John Stonehouse who is now remembered as the 

bloke who did a óReggie Perrinô on the beach at Miami, prior to decamping to Australia 

with his secretary. He subsequently went to prison for  various frauds that he committed 

in the course of his disappearance.  

The Crown immunity of the Postal Service, was clearly farcical and came to an end in 

1969 when the Postal Service ceased to have regal status and became a mere public 

corporation, subject to the same laws as every other trader. Thus weights and measures 

inspectors began to enter the hallowed wire cages and test the scales and weights along 

with the equipment for weighing lard. 

The set of weights at Newark which had been tastefully redecorated with green paint, 

showed its stately origins in that the weights bore the ócrowôs footô or óbroad arrowô 

associated with Crown property. This is cast into their very fabric as a warning to mere 

mortals who may have been disposed to tamper with them. 

A particularly bizarre feature of a set of Post Office ring weights was the inclusion of an 

eight pound weight. This denomination of course, did not exist in nature and was 

certainly not included in the approved values listed in the legislation. I have no idea why 



the Postal Service needed such a weight and can only assume that it met a particular 

need in relation to the weighing of parcels. There had, of course once been a traditional 

unit of 8lb, known as the Butcherôs Stone which was once used in the London area for 

wholesale transactions of meat. It fell out of use in the 1930ôs but butchersô steelyards 

denominated in the 8lb unit can still be found in the dingy recesses of antique shops. Its 

presence in the Post Office is however a bit of a mystery. I canôt remember what 

happened to these rogue weights after the cessation of the Crown status but I presume 

they would have been deemed illegal and withdrawn . Certainly the Crown set at 

Newark was devoid of such a weight so 

presumably it was junked in 1969.  

A full set of parcel weights, including the 

8lb is shown below the Newark set. 

     Subterranean Scale                             

At the risk of going all French again I 

produce a picture of a French scale sent to 

me by one of my metrology correspondents 

who was on holiday in France. He found the 

scale in the cellar beneath a gîte, where he was 

staying in the Loire Valley. 

 The device is a very typical French pattern of 

Roberval scale, with its single beam, long 

knife edges and interchangeable pans, once to 

be found on every market stall in the country. 

It looks like it has been down there for a 

very long time and it does appear that it is 

being assimilated into the living rock on 

which it sits. Perhaps one day, in some 

distant future, it will be excavated by an alien archaeologist who will wonder at this 

strange artefact and consider what mystical purpose it might have served, in those 

distant days before the great extinction.  

It is interesting (I use the word advisedly) to compare this scale with another French 

model, clearly marked up as being for domestic use only. Non trade patterns would 

normally  be rather poor quality imitations of the real thing but in this case there 

appears to be very little to distinguish one device from the other. 

 

 

 

If anything, the domestic pattern with its rather wonderful deep brass goodsô 

scoop looks to be a somewhat better quality instrument than its trade equivalent.    

 


