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Dedication

To mum for your constant help, understanding and support.

Image credits: All images are copyright James Owen Thomas unless otherwise stated.

EDITOR’S NOTE: One of the aims of this book in detailing different stages of James’ life is to give encouragement to other parents of children with autism.

We hope that readers will understand the use of the various ‘voices’ in the book and that this will aid their appreciation of the different aspects of James’ life and work.



 



[image: An illustration shows tall patterned trees lining a narrow path, with branches arching overhead to form a dense canopy.]


James photographed an avenue of trees at Thorp Perrow Arboretum near Bedale, North Yorkshire, where he had once volunteered with the gardening team. Using a selection of colourful scratchcards, he has created Woodland Magic, which invites you to take a quiet walk along a magical path and let your imagination take you where it will.



[image: An illustration of a historic cathedral with three prominent towers and intricate architectural details.]


Durham Cathedral is collaged entirely from scratchcards, with glitter varnish used in the sky.
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[image: An illustration of a forest with trees and a fox running through the underbrush.]


Reconnecting with Nature is one of James’ best-known and loved scratchcard collages, using many of the techniques explained in the book, including bank notes for the woodland floor, various symbols and motifs applied to particular trees, gold strips for the sky, black threads for definition, and a fleeting fox depicted with hole-punched shades of red and white.




 


FOREWORD BY MONTY DON
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The artwork presented to Monty Don.
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Monty Don with James Owen Thomas at the Harrogate Convention Centre, 2022.



I first saw James’ work via a short film that we made for Gardeners’ World. The nature of the programme is that we focused on the horticultural side of James’ artwork and the inspiration behind it but from what I could see the screen there was something very special being created. Yes, he was a young man that was neurodiverse and yes, the short film was heartwarming and unusual but much more importantly it was apparent to me that he was an artist and a very good one.

That his artwork is composed of the detritus and waste that most of us create and abandon – all too often carelessly as litter – adds a layer of fascination and complexity that enriches his work and our appreciation of it. But it does not define it, let alone somehow make it more worthy – God forbid.

James’ work is worthy and enriching because it is good art. Clearly this is open to interpretation and opinion, but I am very happy to stand up and be counted on this. Some of this is because he is a fine artist and some because his view of the world is idiosyncratic and formed from experiences that most of us do not share, or at least not in the same way. But the result is something that all of us can recognise, draw upon and be enriched by.

When I saw that film on Gardeners’ World I said on camera that I liked his work, James contacted me and we met when I was giving a talk at Harrogate and James gave me a much-treasured picture. He said then that there was talk of a book and now here it is – looking wonderful and giving an opportunity for many more people to see much more of his work.

But James is young. He is only beginning. Really good art enlarges our world but it can only come from a life devoted to creation with an intensity that few of us can comprehend, let alone produce. James is blessed with the gift of that devotion and as long as he transforms his world through his unique vision into work that we can share then this strange, difficult world is made better for all of us.

Monty Don



[image: An illustration shows a large tree beside a flower filled meadow, with insects near blossoms and a bridge over water in the background.]


The Garden Bridge made from Italian scratchcards, sold to Jim Knowles in the USA.




 


INTRODUCTION


I felt pleased to have been contacted by Bloomsbury Publishing’s craft team at Herbert Press after my appearance on BBC Gardener’s World, when I spoke of how being out in nature is not only calming but gives me ideas for my art. People seem to like my story and why I started making collages from discarded scratchcards. I’m glad my art can also make others feel happy.

When I was younger, my autism used to cause all kinds of learning and communication problems. However, now I am able to stand up in front of groups and talk about my art and interests in the environment. I speak about being a ‘Force for Nature’ Ambassador for The Tree Council and, because of this, I was invited to 10 Downing Street and to COP26 Glasgow as a ‘One Step Greener’ Ambassador. My art has given me a voice.

I would like to thank everyone who has helped me write this book, including Russell, the editor, for all his guidance and support and Andonis Georgiou for his input with the writing. I would have found it difficult to put everything into words. I hope my message comes across through my art instead!

I also want to mention Pat, a special friend I made when I was about four years old who was the manager of the amusement and outdoor activity centre of Paradise Park, Newhaven. When I was told that he sadly died at the beginning of 2024, I thought back to the times I used to look forward to seeing him every Sunday morning for some years. Because of my limited speech when I was very young, my name for him was ‘Man’, later becoming ‘Pat Man’. He didn’t mind and we became good friends. He was a grandfather-figure to me as my own grandad died when I was only three years old.

Pat and I didn’t need many words to communicate. He was only too pleased to let me collect litter with him at the amusement park when I arrived there early to help him. We used litter-pickers to clear all areas of the gardens and a special friendship developed between us. He knew I was enthusiastic to help and we used to look at the nature in the gardens together. He said we were like the dynamic duo – ‘Pat Man and Robin’! Pat and I kept in touch over the years through Paradise Park. He was told in 2023 that I wanted to include his name in my book. I think he would have been happy to know I will always remember him and that he deserves being here in my introduction. The encouragement he gave me will not be forgotten.



[image: An older man and a young boy are standing on a bridge in a park.]


Pat Man and Robin – the dynamic duo.



Sticking pictures into books has always been a favourite way of mine to learn and remember. Art then became my best friend when I was at secondary school and college and it has stayed that way ever since.

James Owen Thomas


 


INTERVIEW WITH THE ARTIST


How did you first become interested in nature?

Nature has been something I’ve found very therapeutic for as far back as I can remember. As an autistic child, I had difficulty expressing my thoughts and emotions verbally, but I learned visually by watching the birds and looking at the trees in our local park, where I enjoyed feeding the ducks in the pond. And in a world that didn’t make any sense to me, it was very comforting to be so close to nature and its beauty. I would get very annoyed if I saw litter strewn on the ground and feel the need to clear it up and put it in the bin. That was the beginning of a life-long habit and the discarded items I find now are recycled in my art.

I also enjoyed visits to the seaside, but my mother less so as she had to stop me throwing stones at people. And having once jumped in the lake in a park, I was clearly a high-risk liability on the beach as well!


How did your love of art come about?

When I was a small child, my mother used to take me to The Towner Art Gallery in Old Town, Eastbourne as she realised it calmed me down. By looking at art on the wall, no matter what the subject, I would become physically more relaxed and it also stopped me from yelling and screaming. When I started special school aged 4½ in Hastings
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