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A fine layer of sawdust covers every horizontal surface in David Plagerson’s workshop. Stacks of timber, each block labelled as to species, give off a fresh, sweet smell. The space, a wooden shed tucked away among the rambling plants at the bottom of David’s garden, is small, but not cramped; pleasant and workmanlike. There’s a book of photographs of rare-breed farm animals propped up on a shelf, near a series of small wooden chickens in varying degrees of finish. And lined up along a sturdy bench, very much meaning business, is a row of Heath Robinsonesque machines, each one performing a vital function in the creation of the Noah’s arks and nativities, farm animals and figures which form the heart of David’s craft. 

The run-up to Christmas can be a busy time for toy makers, and while David (who, it must be said, looks at bit Father Christmassy himself) finds that trade doesn’t follow any regular pattern, there is a clear demand at this time of year, from grandparents in particular, to buy presents, sometimes all in one go, and sometimes – which is rather lovely – as a monthly gift of a pair of animals to add to an ark. Busy or not, however, David has learnt (the hard way – he once worked so much at Christmas time that he ended up in hospital) to pace himself. He works steadily, producing perhaps half a dozen of one type of animal at a time, and varying what he does so as not to overtax any particular set of muscles. To watch him at work is a magical experience. First, from an old tin box, he selects a simple template and draws casually around it onto a block of wood. With a band saw he quickly and expertly cuts out a chunky profile. Then he starts to refine the shape. As he moves his hands back and forwards around the blade, the block of wood is rapidly transformed – a v-shape nipped out here, a downward cut there, a smooth glide that in one pass turns the side of the nose and then a flank. In just a few minutes emerges a solid and characterful horse. There is still more work to be done, of course. Much more, in fact, from careful whittling to endless sanding and re-sanding (some by hand, some in an old washing machine set on ‘tumble’ and filled with bits of sandpaper); then painstaking painting and varnishing, waxing or staining in his dedicated paint workshop. But by this stage, and within just a few minutes, the essential, appealing nature of the piece has been formed. 

The process appears calm and apparently effortless, but there can be traumas: Mrs Noah’s face can be particularly tricky, as are the glamorous circus girls, and Ronnie, David’s wife, who acts as quality control, rejects far more people than animals. ‘On the whole what I do is quite soothing – apart from the occasional saga of Mrs Noah,’ says David. ‘It is solitary, and repetitive, and the economics are permanently anxiety-provoking. But I am a compulsive maker, and I am only happy when I am making things. I come from a family of makers – my grandfather was a cobbler, one aunt a milliner, and my mother never stopped making clothes. And I have always been fascinated by the whole idea of animals and people living in harmony, and by the idea of toys – how our children are socialised by the toys we give them.’

David trained as a painter and then worked as a teacher in East London, where the Bangladeshi refugee children he encountered lacked English, but were only too happy to express themselves in the art room. ‘They taught me about simplicity of design, strength of colour and fluidity of brush strokes,’ says David. ‘And I had a bit of an epiphany when I was sent on a training course and came across a band saw. My interest in toys and children’s play had been kindled by the birth of my daughter, Anna, in 1971, and I was going to the children’s museum in nearby Bethnal Green regularly, studying the toys there, particularly the European wooden toys. I bought myself a band saw and made my first ever production run of animals, one for each student in my class. And I was making toys for Anna all the time – I’d just go down to the cellar, design something and make it there and then.

‘In the Bethnal Green museum they had about six really good German Noah’s arks, but there was nothing like it on the market in Britain at the time, so I decided to make one for Anna. I went on to make some for friends, and then the Observer wrote a small piece about me, and people started sending me cheques. It was the most extraordinary thing, and all of a sudden it was a business.’

Apart from a brief foray into self-sufficiency in Cornwall(‘It was, predictably, a disaster,’ says David), the Noah’s arks have been a mainstay of David’s business ever since. He also creates nativity scenes, farms, circuses, chess sets and individual commissions – including a witty figure of playwright Mike Leigh, an old friend, as an organ grinder’s monkey. He has made an African ark and is regularly asked to make copies of pets from photographs: dogs, cats, ponies and even cattle. Made in lime wood (known as the carver’s wood for its lightness and smooth finish) from a local, sustainable source, the animals and figures are painstakingly painted in either non-toxic acrylic paint and extra-hard varnish, or given a textural wood stain. David also makes an ark set in 17 different and interesting woods, each selected to reflect the character of the animal, finished in subtle beeswax. His work has won various awards, including ‘toy of the year’ and ‘playability’, and has been bought by Roger Waters, Terry Farrell, J K Rowling, Harrods, Liberty, Nieman Marcus, the Musée des Art Décoratifs and – back to where it all began – the Bethnal Green Museum of Childhood. But David is pleased that his work is rarely collected and put on a shelf, to be looked at but not played with. On the whole it is not cheap – the ark with 12 pairs of mixed-wood, bees wax-finished animals, costs £575, while a painted ark with ten pairs of painted animals costs £995 – reflecting the weeks or even months of work that goes into them. That said, David has recently introduced a line of very friendly, slightly larger, stained-wood farm animals, which start at a most affordable £5 for a piglet. But even buyers of his most expensive lines aren’t necessarily super-rich; they have often saved up over a long period of time to afford something that’s both beautiful and playable, and that can be handed down from generation to generation. 

‘People who buy my toys care about aesthetics and children’s play, they probably have a strong sense of nostalgia, and they love the idea of the toys going from one generation to another,’ David says. ‘I sometimes do have to encourage people not to be precious about them. There’s no need to be. Most of them are made from one solid piece of wood, working with the grain, so there’s nothing to break, they’re totally child-proof. They might get teethed on, but I have a repair service and can give them a sand and re-paint. I’m getting thirty-year-old ones back for repair now, and they’ve lasted pretty well.’

What’s really special about David’s work, whether it’s a donkey or a hippo, a chicken or one of the three wise men, is that each and every animal or figure really does beg to be handled. They have a combination of naivety and subtlety, a sophisticated appearance and yet a simplicity of form that is absolutely delightful. ‘It’s all about economy of design,’ explains David. ‘I’m completely self-taught, and I probably do things with the band saw that you’re never supposed to. I keep taking bits out until it looks right, making the fewest cuts possible and giving the minimum number of clues in order for the animal or figure to be instantly recognisable. Children take an intrinsic joy in recognising these key elements and in the lordly power of naming. I think this is one of the primary pleasures in playing with a Noah’s ark set – it’s not gender-based and it seems to have a universal appeal in the idea of a safe home that’s also a boat, putting animals in pairs and the naming process. I get letters from parents saying that their children have played with their toys every single day.’

• You can see David’s work on his website, www.noahsarktoys.eu. He can be contacted on 01803 866786 for purchases and commissions. 

