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Oak Beams, New College Oxford

The beams of the New College, Oxford dining hall come with an amazing story

long now locations, horticultural marvels, repositories of knowledge, extraordinary flora
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Edit this place
The anthropologist/philosopher Gregory Bateson used to tell this story:

Founded in 1379, New College, Oxford is one of the oldest Oxford colleges. It has, like other colleges, a great dining hall with huge oak beams across the top, as
large as two feet square, and forty-five feet long each.

A century ago, some busy entomologist went up into the roof of the dining hall with a penknife and poked at the beams and found that they were full of beetles.
This was reported to the College Council, which met the news with some dismay, beams this large were now very hard, if not impossible to come by. "Where

would they get beams of that caliber?" they worried.

One of the Junior Fellows stuck his neck out and suggested that there might be some worthy oaks on the College lands. These colleges are endowed with pieces
ofland scattered across the country which are run by a college Forester. They called in the College Forester, who of course had not been near the college itself

for some years, and asked him if there were any oaks for possible use.

29

He pulled his forelock and said, “Well sirs, we was wonderin’ when you’d be askin’.

Upon further inquiry it was discovered that when the College was founded, a grove of oaks had been planted to replace the beams in the dining hall when they
became beetly, because oak beams always become beetly in the end. This plan had been passed down from one Forester to the next for over five hundred years

saying “You don’t cut them oaks. Them’s for the College Hall.”
A nice story, one which raises an immediate question, “What about the next time? Has a new grove of oaks been planted and protected?”
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The answer to this is both yes and no. The truth of the story, is that there was probably no single patch of trees assigned to the beams. It was standard practice for
the Foresters to plant oaks, hazel, and ash. While they would harvest the Hazel and Ash every twenty years or so, they allowed the oaks to grow quite large for
use in major construction work. (The oaks were also occasionally used in ship building.)

Additionally, the trees from which the oaks used to rebuild the hall came from land that was not acquired by the college until 1441, nearly sixty years after the hall
was originally built, and the roof of the hall had already rebuilt once before in 1786 using pitch pine timbers, because the large oak timber was apparently
unavailable.

The answer to the question, have new oaks been planted, is probably. Somewhere on the land owned by the New College are oaks that are, or will one day, be
worthy of use in the great hall, assuming that they are managed in the same way they were before. It is in this management by the Forester in which lies the point.
Ultimately, while the story is perhaps apocryphal, the idea of replacing and managing resources for the future, and the lesson in long term thinking is not.

In conjunction with the Long Now Foundation. Modified from original video and text by Stewart Brand at the Long Now Blog.
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Matt Dubuque - Top Commenter

! Iw ould simply point out that the story w as originally related to Stew art Brand by our mutual mentor
%™ § Gregory Bateson.

Gregory's father, Wiliam Bateson, w as a renow ned 19th century naturalist at Cambridge University
w ho actually translated Mendel's w ork on breeding peas from the original w ork in German into English.

William Bateson also coined the term "genetics", in the early 1900s so this story of the oak beams
comes from an extraordinarily distinguished line of British scientific family spanning centuries along the
lines of the Darw ins and the Huxleys.

The Batesons actually had leadership roles as dons of Cambridge dating back to 1762.

William Bateson started off specializing in insects and butterflies and likely recited the story to Gregory
Bateson (w ho conveyed it to Stew art Brand and myself) after hearing it from his n... See More
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Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology

Oxford, United Kingdom

Oxford Electric Bell

Oxford, England

You might also like

Reames Arborsmith Studios

Williams, Oregon

Last Tree of Ténéré

Tchirozerine, Niger

Vlindertuin

www.atlasobscura.com/places/oak-beams-new-colleg e-oxford

OakBeams, New College Oxford | Atlas Obscura

14117



1/10/14 OakBeams, New College Oxford | Atlas Obscura

Knokke-Heist, Belgium

Linderhof Palace

Ettal, Germany

Labyrint Drielande npunt

Vaals, The Netherlands

The Milky Seas

Arabian Sea

CAREER READY IN JUST 8 MONTH

_ GETSTARTED CALLNOW
# 1-800-NEW-START

LOCATIONS IN ELMIRA AND VESTAL
FOR MORE INFO ViSIT WWW_EBI-COLLEGE.COM

close

-

I've Been Here

Nice. This place has been added to your Traveler's Map, showing all the amazing places you've been.
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So, what was it like? Tell us about your experience!

Matt Dubuque -+ Top Commenter
! Iw ould simply point out that the story w as originally related to Stew art Brand
o

- ' by our mutual mentor Gregory Bateson.
Gregory's father, Wiliam Bateson, w as a renow ned 19th century naturalist
at Cambridge University w ho actually translated Mendel's w ork on breeding
peas from the original w ork in German into English.
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William Bateson also coined the term "genetics", in the early 1900s so this
no thanks story of the oak beams comes froman extraordinarily distinguished line of
close British scientific family spanning centuries along the lines of the Darw ins and
the Huxleys.
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