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Introduction


Like many other folks, my first experiences in fence construction were reactive and defensive, motivated by the pressing realization that deer, woodchucks, and rabbits were as interested in the fruits of my gardening as I was. I like to think that I have learned a thing or two along the way, and one of them involves the benefits of planning rather than reacting. This book is about planning, and then building, fences.

In neighboring lots of my childhood, fences served first and foremost as home-run walls. It really did not matter how far you had to hit the ball, as long as you could say “it’s over the fence.” Some fences were forbidding; they enclosed neighbors we barely knew, who wished to keep it that way. When a ball sailed into one of those yards, we pursued it warily, if at all. Other fences were intended to keep transient ballplayers out of the yard, but the folks who lived within them were not nearly so alien. They were instead friends, good neighbors, and we understood that their fences were not antisocial statements.

Fences can mean many things; even the word itself is full of symbolic intensity and variety. In his Pulitzer Prize–winning play Fences, August Wilson manages to gather many of these references and meanings in a single work. The “fences” in this play refer to a physical structure built by the main character on his property, to the legal barriers that American society enacted to justify and condone racism and segregation, and to the emotional defenses that individuals erect in their own minds that create unintended divisions within families.

Scores of song and book titles contain the word, and when we hear someone sing or say “Don’t fence me in” or “I can mend your fences” or “He’s sitting on the fence,” we understand the reference instinctively, even though in each case the term “fence” refers to something different. No journalist or essay writer or, alas, book author, it seems, can even approach the subject without invoking Robert Frost and his poem “Mending Wall.” Ask ten people at random what they think about fences, and there is a good chance that eight of them will respond “Good fences make good neighbors.” And, of those eight, perhaps three or four will preface the response with “As Robert Frost said . . . ” Robert Frost, that cantankerous Californian who moved east to raise chickens and transform himself into the embodiment of the Yankee homesteader, has long been cited as the principal spokesperson for the idea that we will all get along better if and when we fence ourselves in.

 There is just one thing wrong with this sentiment: It’s not true. Frost, in fact, did not say or even imply that “good fences make good neighbors.” In this wonderful poem, which begins “Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,” two men have met at the boundary dividing their property. It is “spring mending-time,” and they are jointly repairing the stone wall that marks their property lines, as they do every year, which has been damaged by rabbit hunters and their dogs. The narrator of the poem, who we can reasonably assume is speaking for Frost, presses his neighbor on why the stone wall is really necessary. Yes, he thinks, if we had cows, we would want to keep them enclosed, but surely my apple trees are not going to stray into your stand of pine trees. The neighbor (not the author) can only come up with one justification: “Good fences make good neighbors.” His father said it was so and, therefore, it must be so. Frost’s point really seems to be just the opposite of what is popularly understood: that building fences is really more of an antisocial act than a contribution to social harmony. “Before I built a wall,” he suggests,

I’d ask to know

What I was walling in or walling out

And to whom I was like to give offence.

With a little effort you should be able to find a recording of Robert Frost reading his poem. Give it a good listen and then dispense with the notion that building a fence will automatically improve the climate in your neighborhood. Maybe it will, maybe it won’t. Fences, by themselves, do not necessarily “say” anything. They do not form communities nor divide neighbors. Fences do not make good neighbors; neighbors do.

There is also a good deal of anecdotal evidence that good fences can make neighbors hate each other. While I was working on an early draft of this book, the press was full of reports of escalating “hedge rage” in England. In one case, a man shot and killed his neighbor after arguing over the maintenance on a 35-foot-tall cypress hedge that divided their gardens. The alleged shooter was upset that the unkempt hedge creaked in the wind and cast a long shadow over his garden. This is an extreme and tragic conclusion to a much broader problem in England. The New York Times, I kid you not, referred to a “fledgling hedge-dispute empowerment movement” that has taken shape in England under a group called Hedgeline, which has a website full of complaints about troublesome hedges.

Across the Atlantic, in the Hamptons on Long Island, hedge disputes also rage. As people there build more and more houses, closer and closer together, they have also erected miles upon miles of 10- to 15-foot-tall hedges in an effort to capture some sense of privacy. Some are neatly trimmed (“country club” style) and some are not (“country” style), but either way they are having a noticeable impact on the environment. Longtime inhabitants resent the proliferation of these “green walls” and seek to maintain some sense of the open fields that graced the area not so long ago. These folks might be more inclined to embrace the real sentiments of Robert Frost than those of his poetic neighbor.

If good fences do not necessarily make good neighbors, it nevertheless remains true that good neighbors can make good fences. And they can make bad ones. This book was written to encourage the former. It differs from many of the fine books that have been published on the subject by trying to be comprehensive. Books devoted exclusively to wood fences or stone fences or living fences (such as hedges) are not particularly useful in helping you to decide which type of material to use in building your own fence. They assume that you have already made that choice. This book steps back from that conclusion with the goal of helping you decide what kind of fence to build. With the decision made, you may then turn to the appropriate section of the book for detailed instructions on how to build it. It is also possible that you may want to build more than one fence on your property, each with a unique function that is best served using different materials. Whether you want a utilitarian animal enclosure, an attractive and functional privacy screen, a decorative landscaping feature, or a bit of each, the best results will come after you have carefully considered all of the styles and materials available and assessed your needs, abilities, and budget. Good planning, good materials, and good construction make good fences. ◼
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