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Praise for In the Company of Nature

‘Several books argue for making business more sustainable, less destructive of the environment, and many of them tell us how to do so. Much rarer to find a practitioner who recognises that what we call the environment is simply, and gloriously, the life of the planet, of which we’re an integral part. Once you say yes to that instinctive truth, you also realise that the regenerative capacity of natural systems, not mitigation of harm, becomes the precondition of sustainability. Now, this might inspire and comfort those in a classroom setting, but it comes with a dash of terror for those in business who make, transport and sell things in the world as it is. Frieda Gormley, in her wonderfully written new book, In the Company of Nature, never loses sight of the North Star for regenerative practices that also help define and inform her business decisions (Mother Nature has a representative serving on the board). Her story of her own journey of discovery and how it changed her life, her business and her relations with all her stakeholders, from suppliers to employees to investors, provides useful lessons and insights for the similarly inclined.’

VINCENT STANLEY, director of philosophy, Patagonia; co-author of The Future of the Responsible Company

‘Frieda obviously has a deep intuitive love and respect for Nature, and that comes through so strongly in this book. It is written so beautifully that it is extremely hard to put down, but it is also a blueprint for future businesses, ones that repay their debt to Nature and consider their people and purpose to be as important as profit. In the Company of Nature is a fascinating case study of an incredible journey, and Frieda is indomitable in her quest to ensure that Nature is rewarded for Her part in our lives.’

JANE SHEPHERDSON CBE, chair of My Wardrobe HQ

‘A memoir and manifesto of the utmost delicacy – it is an ode to Nature.’

SIR PARTHA DASGUPTA GBE FBA FRS, Frank Ramsey professor emeritus of economics, University of Cambridge

‘This is the story of a modern business rooted in timeless values: compassion, creativity and responsibility to the world around us. Frieda Gormley’s journey reminds us that the most powerful innovation comes when a company sees itself not above society but within it – deeply connected to people, planet and possibility.’

MARY PORTAS OBE

‘House of Hackney has a marvellous mission: to transform the world of business. To make a shift from seeing Nature simply as a resource for financial growth to seeing Nature as life itself. This inspiring book makes a compelling case to see Nature not as a commodity but as a community, and it tells the heartwarming story of Frieda Gormley’s business. Frieda is not just dreaming about some abstract ideals; she has the courage of her convictions to make her inspiring vision reality – even appointing Nature as a board member! A rare example. Every businessperson should read this book.’

SATISH KUMAR, founder of Schumacher College

‘At a time when the old order is melting away before our eyes, we must heal ourselves, our communities, our businesses, our politics and, ultimately, Earth itself. I deeply admire what Frieda Gormley and her team are doing at House of Hackney – and highly recommend this account of how it all came together.’

JOHN ELKINGTON, author of Tickling Sharks: How We Sold Business on Sustainability

‘This story of a wonderful company, and the curious minds that built it, doesn’t have to make the case for Nature. They listened closely, and Nature made the case for itself. Drink it all in; let these pioneers help you to listen.’

KRESSE WESLING CBE, co-founder of Elvis & Kresse

‘Frieda Gormley has written a moving autobiography and postmodern business book that should be compulsory reading for all those searching for an insight into a new vision of capitalism, where spiritual awareness, entrepreneurism and righteous anger at the betrayal of a great concept by unfettered greed come blinking into a hoped-for New Dawn. A love letter to being alive, yet underneath the fluffy stuff, a muscular champion for business, community and planetary health.’

SIR TIM SMIT, co-founder of The Lost Gardens of Heligan and the Eden Project

‘Frieda Gormley is a pioneer, a force of Nature, and this is a simply brilliant book. An unlikely mix of autobiography, governance manual and campaign handbook, it demonstrates clearly how small businesses committed to Nature and future generations can become a collective force that heals through legally redefining their purpose and mission. Once named Young Entrepreneur of Ireland, Frieda brings imagination and intelligence to the idea of rewriting the role of business to protect what we love, so you can do it too. As she says herself, “We don’t need to have it all figured out. We just need to begin. To start where we are. To follow what feels alive. To tend to what feels true.” So, start here. Read this book and be inspired to act.’

JANE DAVIDSON, author of #futuregen

‘Reinventing our relationship with Nature is the key issue of the twenty-first century, and every business will eventually have to grapple with it. What better way to begin that journey than to read the story of a company that has trailblazed a path to a better economic model, one which makes Nature intrinsic to its business. In this book, Frieda and House of Hackney are unafraid to ask the questions we all really need to be answering.’

PAUL POWLESLAND, river guardian; barrister; founder of Lawyers for Nature

‘Frieda blends dreams, myth, hard science and business common sense to bring us this riveting story about House of Hackney. Actually, it’s more than just a story about one company; it’s a story of many small and medium businesses and their founders who strive to create businesses that are a force for good – a force for restoration and regeneration.

‘By telling it so vividly, Frieda is framing a blueprint (or greenprint as she calls it, because this story is not meant to be unique) for many others to be equally audacious and unapologetic about doing the right thing and move wholeheartedly from extraction to regeneration.’

ANURADHA CHUGH, co-chair of B Lab UK

‘While House of Hackney may sell luxury products, its approach to Nature is a necessity. Frieda Gormley’s In the Company of Nature is a compelling blend of narrative, provocation and greenprint. She explains how businesses must view Nature not as a resource to be exploited nor a risk to be avoided, but rather as a living system that partners with all we do. We can all benefit by giving Nature a voice – and listening to it.’

PETER TUFANO, professor, Harvard Business School; former dean, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford

‘Building a truly regenerative business in a degenerative economy is an act of integrity. In the Company of Nature reveals the inspiring story about a business born of a young couple’s unrequited love for “home-making”. A clear vision, a belief in intuition, and uncommon courage and grit earn the young House of Hackney and its founders the gift we all yearn for in these troubled times: a purpose worthy of a life, and a “coming home” to the beauty and serenity of all life.’

JOHN FULLERTON, founder of the Capital Institute; author of Regenerative Economics

‘In the Company of Nature is a beautiful and touching book. Frieda lets the reader share in her personal and professional journey – the ongoing sense-making of a business leader exploring in depth what it means to be Nature and to do what life does best: create conditions for life to thrive. Navigating the paradoxes of our time, this personal story of the co-creation of a successful luxury brand with that intention in mind offers insights, inspiration and encouragement to align with life’s regenerative impulse. Enjoy the read!’

DANIEL WAHL, author of Designing Regenerative Cultures
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Mol an óige agus tiocfaidh sí.

We flourish what we nourish.

Irish Proverb








PROLOGUE
Fatherland



‘We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.’

Attributed to the Hopi Elders



I too am just two generations removed from living with the land.

My story of separation is likely much like yours. I am part of a generation that still holds a fragile thread that ties us to a time when we were connected to the land. My paternal grandmother, Bea, a smallholding farmer in the west of Ireland, lived with her hands in the soil every day. I don’t think she would have used the word ‘organic’ for the pesticide-free potatoes, turnips and carrots that she grew to feed her family. Nor for the chickens that roamed the farmyard and the herd of cattle in the field below that provided the raw organic milk to make her children strong, but that is exactly what they were.

This small-scale farming, guided by the traditions of previous generations who had worked in rhythm with the land, was as much about nourishing her family as it was about earning a small income to support their modest lives. Through her farming rituals, Bea was continuing an ancient ancestral dance with the land that had been taking place across millennia. What she would not have known, but what science is now starting to acknowledge, is the alchemical connection that was activated through this primal exchange of body and earth. That the same bacteria that enrich the earth also live within us, forming flourishing ecosystems on our skin and in our gut. And the more we connect with the land, the more we have our fingers in the soil or the earth under our feet, the more diverse and resilient our microbiomes become. Crucial not just for our physical health but also our mental health, triggering as it does the release of the ‘happy hormone’, serotonin, that soothes the nervous system and lifts our mood. The fields, worked by my grandmother, did more than yield food; they were places of healing. She was tending to her soul as she tended to the soil.

As a child, I can remember how my grandmother spoke of the land and the weather as if they were animated, sentient forces, unpredictable and powerful. She wove her Catholic faith seamlessly with her awe of Nature’s raw presence, offering prayers to saints and storms alike. In that liminal corner of the west of Ireland, time moved differently. New ideas arrived slowly and with hesitation as they took their time to embed themselves into the old ways of being.

Though the Catholic Church wielded immense influence, the spirit of the ancient Brehon laws still lingered in Ireland, woven so tightly into our cultural fabric that they remain part of our collective personality even today. These laws, which governed Ireland for over a thousand years, understood Nature not as a resource to be dominated but as a sacred, interconnected web of life, something science is now proving but that was innate and unquestioned by ancient cultures. The Brehon laws offered legal protections to rivers, forests and wildlife, honouring their intrinsic value and their role in sustaining all living things; a thousand years before the Rights of Nature movement arrived to remind us of the inherent rights of all life on Earth. Under Brehon law, harming the land or animals was not merely a personal or spiritual offence but a legal one, carrying fines or reparations to restore balance. This ancient code reflected a worldview in which humans were participants in, and not masters over, the natural world.

Like his father before him, and even his father before that, my grandfather, Michael, worked as head carpenter for the ‘Big House’, the seat of the local landed gentry. Each day on his walk to work, he passed through the vast fir woods where the estate’s trees were felled for timber and later transformed into beams, doors and furniture by his skilled hands. Unknown to him, the forest was healing him. The trees released phytoncides – natural plant chemicals that reduced any stress and supported his immunity. Those woods were offering not just timber but medicine, too. Like my grandmother a few miles down the road with her hands in the earth, my grandad was participating in the ancient biological exchange between body and land that would keep them both in rude health and carried them into their late eighties and nineties. My grandparents lived with the land, in natural harmony with its rhythms, knowing when to sow and when to reap. They ate what the earth provided, the gifts of the seasons, Nature providing the nourishment their bodies required exactly when it was needed.

Community was a lifeline in this isolated landscape, where unforgiving weather and a dwindling population still haunted by the ravaging of the famine could make for a lonely existence. People worked the fields together, sang the sean-nós together, birthed new life and waked the dead together.

My father was the first to break the cycle. He left the fields behind for the bright lights of Boston, his bright mind begging to flee a life increasingly perceived as backward. And who could blame him? Dad was already three generations from the famine, but it was still casting its long shadow over the lands and communities it had decimated. Like the millions of Irish emigrants who had left before him, he set off on a path to America that would sever him from the roots that had nourished our family through the generations.

And so, we arrive at my generation.

We find ourselves in a time where we are completely separated from the land. It happened slowly, and then all at once. Progress arrived cloaked in promises with wealth as the key to happiness, as individualism replaced community and materialism replaced meaning. The economic story of extraction and consumption became the predominant narrative, and it has been since the Industrial Revolution. It promised endless growth and productivity as the North Star of purpose, focusing on how much profit could be squeezed from people and the earth alike. This so-called ‘progress’ pulled us indoors and into ourselves, confining us to walls and screens, and left us chasing insatiable satisfaction that dissolved as quickly as a fast-food meal. We are the first generation who spend more time on screens than looking into our children’s eyes. We can just about recall what it was like to climb trees instead of chasing levels in online games. And the names of the oaks and the ashes and the giant horse chestnut, and how their leaves felt pressed into our little sweaty palms. We remember the time before our lives were called indoors.

At a cellular level, I can feel the disconnection from the land. My atoms and molecules still hum with the memory of living in rhythm with Nature. The further we have drifted away from our place within Nature, the more we have forgotten what it is like to feel whole. And this separation from our birthright of living in relationship with the natural world is costing us dearly. On the surface, it’s a bleak picture. Our bodies are showing signs of this separation as it manifests itself in chronic stress, burnout, illness, loneliness and feeling deeply disconnected from community and from ourselves – literally dis-eased.

I still have fading memories of long 1980s summers spent outdoors, where the road was our playground, and of the freewheeling 90s, when adolescence unfolded in the real-life community of teenage tribes, not yet distorted by the relentless pressures of social media. This childhood gave me solid building blocks for foundational health and resilience. Those days spent outdoors with friends nurtured not only our bodies but also our spirit and it taught us how to thrive in relationships – with Nature, with each other and with ourselves.

As we moved indoors and lost touch with the natural world, as we experienced it less, we also lost our impulse to protect it. Because we protect what we are in a relationship with. We protect what we love.

And yet, we are living in times of profound transformation. The old stories of unchecked growth, extraction and exploitation are starting to crumble. In their place, new stories are beginning to emerge. Stories of community, of collaboration and connection. Stories that honour all life on Earth, not as resources to be used but as kin to be respected. These are stories that don’t just soothe us but reorient us. They reflect science. They echo what Indigenous cultures have long known: that we are not separate from Earth but made of Her. That we breathe with the trees. That we are not just visitors here but that we are Nature, remembering and defending herself. And that it is our birthright to live that way. To live in connection with Nature. To work in harmony with Earth’s cycles. To honour our circadian rhythms – those ancient biological clocks that govern our bodies and that no amount of tech innovation is going to change. To raise children who know the names of trees, the calls of birds, the feeling of soil between their fingers, grounding them in the biodiversity that sustains all life. Not just because of the awesome beauty but because it is our life force. And as we do, so we pass on more than knowledge. We pass on resilience, reverence and an ancestral blueprint for thriving in balance with the living world.

As the last generation with even a faint memory of what it was like to live in something akin to a tribe, to have adventures outside, to belong to a close-knit community, ours is a unique calling. In these transitional times where the old paradigms collapse, we stand at the crossroads of ancestral wisdom and emerging new ways with a rising remembering.

As the Hopi Elders prophesised, ‘We are the ones we’ve been waiting for.’

Our purpose is to be the keepers of memory, the midwives of transition, as we help birth a new way of life that honours the sacred interconnectedness of all things. But to even open the door, we must first forge the key – one shaped for the unlocking of a new yet ancient way of being and doing that honours all life. In truth, it is less an invention than a remembrance.

We have to honour the land as our grandparents knew it – fuller, wilder, more alive than even our own childhoods – and to carry that memory as a compass for our work. We do this not just for ourselves but for those who come after us: for the future generations who deserve to inherit a world with that same level of beauty and abundance that is their birthright.

We are the bridge generation – walking with the memory of the past and the possibility of the future as we step into the work of restoration.







CHAPTER 1
On Purpose




‘The human is less a being on the earth or in the universe than a dimension of the earth and indeed of the universe itself.’

Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth



We have lungs that mirror the branching of trees.

Our thumbprints echo the circles of age on an ancient tree stump.

Our veins resemble the tributaries of a river and the veins of a leaf.

Our circadian rhythms follow the waxing and waning of our days and the seasons.

We are made from the same material and are bound by the same cycles as every other form of life.

We are not separate but an expression of Nature herself.

Which means we too must have a purpose, a role to play, even if we have strayed from it.

What’s my purpose? What am I here for?

I’ve thought long and hard about our human purpose on Earth and have had some big conversations about this question. Every other species contributes effortlessly, intuitively and perfectly to create the equilibrium of life. From the earthworm who turns fertile soil to support life beneath the ground to the beaver who slows the rivers, birthing rich wetlands that foster biodiversity, to the bee whose pollination sustains entire food chains. To the fungi as they decompose fallen matter, returning it to the soil and nourishing the forest floor, ready for the earthworm to play his part in the cycle all over again. Each organism plays a vital, irreplaceable role in the great pattern of the whole.

But we appear to be the only species that takes without giving back and the only one that generates waste no other organism can metabolise. Even in our most basic exchange with Nature, when we are gifted our life force of oxygen by the trees, we return carbon dioxide in excess, exhaling what Earth cannot absorb quickly enough. We pave over habitats, poison waterways, pollute the air and destabilise the climate as we disrupt the delicate feedback loops that countless other species strive to maintain with their purposeful contributions. Where they work in service of the whole, our aim is usually to extract, forgetting that we are a part of – and not apart from – the very system that sustains us.

We selfishly prioritise personal gain over collective wellbeing as we act individually in a system that depends on relationships and as we make decisions that benefit the now at the expense of the future. We are unbelievably short-sighted in a world that requires our deep-time vision. And perhaps the most sobering truth of all is that if humans were to vanish tomorrow, Nature would bounce back and recover. Forests would regrow. Air and water would purify. But if, in contrast, the bees disappeared, or the fungi, or the coral reefs, or the wolves, the ripple effects would be seismic as ecosystems unravelled – collapsing food webs, disrupting the structures that keep life sustained, endangering countless lifeforms, ourselves included.

Yet the very fact that we can reflect on this, that we ask these deep questions at all, reveals a deeper truth. Some say we are Nature made conscious – a thought that invites both humility and responsibility.

Sometimes I find myself awestruck by the sheer improbability of it all: that for all we currently know, life, in all its splendour and complexity, may have only happened here on Earth. That across the vast silence of the universe, this blue-green planet may be the single flicker of consciousness. If that’s true, then the weight of our responsibility is almost unbearable. It makes me want to shout our privilege of existence from rooftops while also wanting to shake people into realising that we could destroy, in a few short centuries, the only instance of life the cosmos has ever known. It is a thought that is both humbling and mind-blowing. Because if we truly are Nature made conscious, then our role is not to dominate life but to safeguard it and ensure that this absolute miracle of life endures.

In many ways, it’s clear that humanity today stands at the threshold of adulthood. As I raise teenagers, I see the parallels everywhere. Like them, as a species we are brimming with raw intelligence and immense creativity, yet we push limits, seek identity and ignore consequences. We resist restraint, ignore the wisdom of elders and largely assume someone else will clean up the mess we’ve made.

On the evolutionary timeline, Homo sapiens, at only about 300,000 years old, is still remarkably young, a blink in life on Earth’s 3.7-billion-year history. No wonder we find ourselves grappling with the consequences of our young power. But adolescence is only a phase – a messy, necessary stage on the way towards maturity. And like the human teenagers that we are, we take longer to mature than almost any other species on Earth. In the natural world, most animals gain independence shortly after birth. But humans stay close to their parents – and their wider kinship networks – for years, sometimes decades. We are biologically wired to require guidance, learning and care over a prolonged period.

So, it doesn’t seem to be a coincidence that we find ourselves at this watershed moment of a collective global rite of passage manifesting as a planetary crisis, that calls us to learn the wisdom of what it means to be in right relationship with power, freedom and responsibility. And how we need to wield these powers in service of life. Like any teenager standing on the cusp of adulthood, we need the guidance, mentorship and care of our elders to mature into conscious, responsible participants in life.

Perhaps this threshold we find ourselves at – in this liminal space between collapse and emergence – isn’t about inventing something entirely new but about remembering what has always lived within us and restoring our purpose by reclaiming our place in Nature.

The more I’ve studied Nature’s beauty to inspire our designs at House of Hackney, the company I co-founded with my husband, Javvy, and the deeper I go beneath Her sublime patterns and colours, the more I humbly arrive at the truth of Nature’s exquisitely intelligent, self-organising systems. That there is a reason for every species to exist.

In Nature, there are no mistakes as we understand them. Nature evolves, reacts, experiments, self-corrects. Every organism, every function, every relationship is part of a larger, dynamic awesome whole, far more than the sum of its parts; and then some. There is no waste in Nature. The carbon exhaled by animals becomes the breath of plants. Even a fallen tree isn’t the end of life but the beginning again of the cycle of regeneration as a nutritious habitat for fungi, insects and new growth. Every species, from microbes to whales, plays a part in the intricate, ever-evolving whole.

And we are no exception. We are Nature expressed in human form, composed of the same biological materials as every other organism on Earth. So, surely, we must serve a purpose. We, too, must have a role within the greater pattern of life. In the great unfolding of evolution, we’ve come to understand that even disruptions can serve a function. Forest fires clear dead wood to make way for new growth. Floods reshape landscapes. Predators create balance.

Mother Nature has bestowed on us a set of unique gifts that, if used wisely, may guide us back to our deeper purpose – not merely as participants in the system but as conscious stewards of it. We carry the gift of moral imagination: the capacity to imagine not just what is but what could be, empowering us to make choices not just based on instinct or ease or proximity but grounded in values and responsibility, even when the outcome may not be seen in our lifetime. Coupled with this is our ability to plan for the long term, not merely for seasons or cycles but across generations.

We are creatures of narrative, with a capacity for not just telling stories but of rewriting them. We are uniquely able to carry knowledge, art, wisdom and memory through language and across time. We don’t just shape individual behaviour, we shape collective worldviews, values and moral codes. And perhaps most remarkably, we hold the gift of agency in restoration.

It is clear to me that Mother Nature endowed us with these gifts not just for survival but for intergenerational stewardship, entrusting to us the power of story, memory, and the inherent human capacity to imagine and build a better world. I really believe that we are the generation called to bridge the two worlds we find ourselves straddling – a world built on separation and a world rooted in reconnection.

It’s almost as though evolution has taken a bold leap, in creating a species that doesn’t just respond to change but can also consciously direct life. As Earth system science shows, human activity today is shaping the planet on a scale once reserved for glaciers, volcanoes and asteroids. We are living in an epoch some scientists call the Anthropocene – a new geological era defined by our human impact on climate, biodiversity, oceans and soil. In simple terms, it means we’ve unwittingly become our own force of Nature.

From a scientific perspective, we are placed in the role of a keystone species, as organisms whose presence have an outsized influence on the ecosystems around them.

And in that lies both our greatest responsibility and our greatest hope.

So, along this path of questioning and reckoning, I came to realise that our existence isn’t actually random and that humanity, like every other species, has its own specific role to play in the great story of life. This epiphany catalysed a feeling in me that I needed to rise to meet my own purpose, to contribute to our collective one, in this urgent and emergent moment on Earth that we have been born into.

In the Global North, we’re often taught that finding one’s purpose is the zenith of self-actualisation: a singular, personal quest often as elusive as the end of the rainbow. However, I’ve come to realise that the purpose isn’t solely an individual endeavour but a communal one. In Nature, no being seeks its purpose, it simply expresses it, by fulfilling its role in the larger system. I’m pretty sure that the bee does not ponder its pollination. That the fungi do not contemplate their decomposition. Purpose is expressed through participation – through being in the right relationship with the greater whole. And so, it must be for us.

It is about aligning our unique gifts with the needs of the world. It does not announce itself with grand declarations but reveals itself in moments of deep flow and aliveness – like a river running clear along its natural course. Purpose, like life itself, tends to emerge and flourish under the right conditions, when we are in the right relationship: with ourselves, with our environment, with the people around us.

As a young child, a deep shyness and a porous sensitivity drove me inwards, where I created worlds within worlds, building stories and painting scenes that never quite matched the sheer vividness of my dreams. I’d vanish for hours into those imagined worlds, painting, making, building kingdoms in my garden, heart pounding with the deep trance of creation, oblivious to anything else but the force of creating pulsing through me. It seems to me now that I was trying to counteract the weight of the outer world by concocting otherworldly inner landscapes. With school came an academic capability that led me down a different path, ultimately speaking more to my head than to my heart. And as those early flames of creativity diminished and then were extinguished, I spent the best part of a decade feeling rudderless, burned out from chasing a version of life that didn’t quite fit, unsure where my kinetic spark had gone.

But purpose has its own pace. And when the right conditions returned, so did the first flickers. In my mid-twenties, something began to stir again, and I started to feel the pulse of that earlier life force again – that heady feeling of a head and soul alignment.

The shift wasn’t immediate but was fostered. I had stepped onto a career path that started to resonate with my abilities and instincts. I bought my first home and fell in love with the creative process of building my own worlds within those walls. Then, I got a new job and moved to London. There, the right conditions were at play – space, inspiration, creativity, community.

Meeting Javvy was like adding the bricks to something already solid. Just as the gift of unconditional love from our parents helps us flourish, this was unconditional love in romantic form, where my true, authentic self, flaws and all, was loved to its core. And that love was fully reciprocated, creating the conditions to activate not just my personal flourishing but the beginning of something we would grow together; building on those foundational bricks to create our collective purpose, our House. That initial seed would eventually become House of Hackney – an interiors brand born in our home in East London from our shared love of Nature’s designs. But as the House grew, and as we observed our design muses, the flowers and the trees, even closer, so did the metaphorical garden we were planting. Mother Nature evolved from being our wellspring of creativity to becoming our greatest teacher. What started as a design brand became the framework for something far greater: a journey into how beauty, creativity and business itself might serve life, with Nature at its core.

House of Hackney was born as an antidote to the extractive models we had worked in. An attempt to reweave business back into its right relationship with people, place and planet. Of course, we needed to make a living, but our motivations were never purely financial; we didn’t set it up to chase unicorn status or fast exits, to build quickly and flog it – a route that we could have taken. We simply wanted to create beautiful products that we couldn’t find, and a type of culture that seemed even scarcer – a company where creativity could flourish, where relationships could be nourished and where Nature, our design muse, could be cherished.

From the beginning we were led by our hearts, but we certainly weren’t setting out to birth a new model. The word regenerative would only come to us later, naming a way of working that doesn’t just sustain, but restores and enriches life, giving back more than we take and opening the possibility that business might become a force that heals rather than only harms. Nor did we expect Mother Nature to become our compass on the journey. But after those first precarious start-up years, once our heads rose above water and the business steadied, the current shifted. With privilege came responsibility, and with knowledge and an ever-deepening awe of the natural world came a tug on our conscience. A call to step up, followed by an ambition to see if we could restore more than we took. Could we use our company not just as a business but as an incubator; a testbed for models that work with ecosystems, not against them? Looking back, like all living things, our journey emerged and gently flourished when the right conditions were in place, when we came into the right relationships: with ourselves, with our environment and with the people around us.

These are the big questions that are beginning to shape our path. The journey of creating a company that fulfils its reason for being, its purpose of being in service to and inspired by the greatest model and wisest mentor we could ask for: Mother Nature.

Our own path towards creating a purposeful business, much like the discovery and journey of my personal one, didn’t reveal itself through grand declarations but through the quiet nudges that steered us onto the right track. But, over time, the reveal came through listening to our hearts, attuning to what was happening around us and, more than anything, tuning into Nature herself.

We learn daily, and as we know better, we need to apply better. It continues to be a bare-knuckle ride where we are (and have been flung) outside all comfort zones, but it leaves us feeling at our most alive, most aligned in our collective purpose, most in our flow. Not pushing against life but pulsing with it. We’ve had to get comfortable with the uncomfortable. We’ve become resilient with the unknown. But the upsides and returns – across the traditional and more holistic metrics of business success – are showing signs of what we always expected to be true. That a business designed to honour its place in Nature is smart business.







CHAPTER 2
The Business of Becoming




‘All flourishing is mutual.’

Robin Wall Kimmerer, The Serviceberry



I’ll admit I’ve had moments of deep self-doubt. House of Hackney is just one business, on the cusp of moving from small to medium-sized, and standing on the threshold of moving from a conventional model to a more regenerative one. A little voice on my shoulder would often whisper, ‘It’s not big enough. It’s not established enough to have any impact.’

That voice echoes a wider story that many of us have internalised – that real influence belongs to the giants, the experts, the institutions. But I’ve learned to quieten that narrative and return to my core belief – and our mission – that change doesn’t just come from the top down but often begins from the ground up.

The opportunity for business to help solve some of the greatest crises of our time is immense. Business is one of the most powerful levers we have – to model change, to demonstrate new ways of being and doing that honour all life, and to use the influence of brand to shift the cultural narrative.

We often feel beholden to big corporations – to the giants who shape markets, lobby governments and extract value at the expense of life. But there’s a fact that always staggers me: 99 per cent of businesses in both the UK and the US are SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises), which translates to a collective contribution of £2.75 trillion to private sector revenue in the UK and
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