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Introduction
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The countryside is the place we call home. There among its rich tapestry of wandering valleys flush with ancient woodland, leaning crowds of fenland reeds, patchworks of fields glowing in all hues of green and blushing meadows lush with seasonal colour, we find our inspiration and passion for life. Although we grew up on opposite sides and terrains of the British Isles – Angus in the flat lands and broad skies of East Anglia and Lilly in the vast hills of North Wales – we have always lived in the countryside. Its abundant nature, diverse landscape, regional and seasonal food and rural communities have always been part of our everyday life.

We met at university, where we found a shared love for the countryside and rural life. Although we studied in a city for three years, our yearning for life back in the country never waned. And so it was decided: as soon as we finished our degrees, we would move – back, in Lilly’s case – to North Wales together. There, amid its rolling hills and winding rivers, we set up our food company, which produces and sells seasonal products based on the wild foods we forage sustainably from the surrounding landscape. Each year we travel a lot with the company, attending fairs and country shows all over the British Isles. Every time we step out into the countryside, whether to a familiar or different part of its expanse, we immerse ourselves as much as we can in its landscape and nature, community, crafts and traditions.

[image: Image]

Through the years of constant travel over the British countryside, we have gained a broad knowledge of its rural scope, identifying its distinctive landscapes and beautiful nature, and meeting its rural communities, which teem with remarkable lives, skilled crafts and rich traditions. It was this growing knowledge and experience of the countryside and its people that led us to the idea of founding the Our Isles project, a way to explore the countryside through art, evoking its landscape and nature, community, crafts and traditions for others to enjoy and reflect upon. The poet Edward Thomas noted in his 1913 book The Country that perhaps the purest way to enjoy the country was through an art, and Our Isles is a platform for enjoying rural areas through the arts of poetry, printmaking, photography and prose. It is a collection of work that aims to stimulate and encourage the consideration and protection of the countryside.

This book is a collection of work that explores rural life in Britain, and more specifically the remarkable ways of life that exist within the rural community today. There are some truly inspirational individuals who have devoted their lives to sustaining our rich rural heritage and preservation of the land. Through their passionate adherence to traditional and sustainable values, these are the characters who, for us, evoke the life of the countryside most fully. They are the guardians of our landscape, the ones who shape our rural way of life.
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This collection of prints and poems has taken the last few years to complete, and we created it all based on our own experiences of meeting and taking time to know these particular individuals. Forming part of the Our Isles project, the book follows thirty people who are embedded in the countryside, many of whom we are now proud to call our friends. Each life – from artisan food producers to craftspeople, naturalists, farmers, cooks and writers – has been evoked through text and image. Each poem is meant to give the reader a feel for the individual’s routine and the rhythm of their day-to-day life, while each print offers a snippet of their surroundings. They come together to capture the essence of the subject’s life. We want this book to encourage people to visit the countryside, to look after it and view it from another angle. That is to say that this book is an ode to the countryside and its rural communities.

For the rural lives in food, such as artisan producers, farmers and cooks, we focused on those who were supporting sustainability, were certified organic and used locally sourced produce. The research for these people took us to the furthest corners of the British Isles. The food producers we visited were artisanal, making products that are unique to our country, from specific county cheeses and special-breed meats to harvested salts and regional wines. The majority of the food producers were award-winning or included in the Protected Designation of Origin scheme set up by the European Union to guarantee and highlight food’s geographical and traditional importance. The cooks came from all walks of life and all had the same ‘field to fork’ ethos as us – not forgetting to mention our mothers, of course, who were our inspiration when growing up. The farmers we came to know well were all local, organic or regenerative farmers. Each of them focused on low-impact farming, prized the quality of their meats and breeds and planted nature-friendly meadows on their land to reintroduce endangered wildlife and ensure future sustainability.
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The majority of the craftsmen and women were renowned in their craft. We met, watched and, during most visits, tried our hand at their particular crafts. We travelled to a bakery in Orford where in the early hours we baked alongside esteemed bakers; we harvested white flakes of sea salt on the shores of the Menai Strait; we met several cheesemakers to help in the making of some acclaimed Suffolk and Shropshire cheeses. We ascended hills to help dry stone wallers build new walls with traditional means and rebuild old drovers walls back to their original state; we met blacksmiths who weld benches that would adorn the summits of Welsh mountains and met thatchers who came from a long dynasty of thatching or were completely new to the craft.

We also wanted to capture the lives of people who had a great understanding of the landscape and its nature; their knowledge was their craft. For example, the birdwatcher, shepherd, gardener, beekeeper and poet all have a strong connection to and observation of the countryside. We visited many beekeepers, from novices to masters; gardeners tending to their own patches to head gardeners managing large estates. We have included the gamekeeper in this as well. We have had good relationships with gamekeepers who have a deep understanding of the land and wildlife and take as much care to support them as they do for their own game; these are the gamekeepers we celebrate.
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We want Our Isles to be not only an artistic celebration, but also a support to the continuation of rural heritage and practices within the British Isles. It is not meant to be seen as a collection of work that looks back nostalgically at past endeavours, but one that looks forward to the recognition and sustainability of the crafts of the country. We all need a connection to the landscape that surrounds us, whether that be the sea, river, stream, mountain, hill, field, fen, woodland, village green, town or city park. To know the land and the people that work on it is a sure-fire way to respect and sustain it for our children and their children. We owe it to them and to the land, so let us enjoy and cherish these rural lives now and in the future.
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At Home

The heart of home is where they flee

Amongst their thoughts to unwind and see,

At one with self, content to be

In space to find and wander free.
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THE

Beekeeper

See those that choose a life to keep

Watch the land for knowledge deep;

Come first sign of blossom light

They set their hive to take in flight.

From winter’s depths they’re quick to rise

To greet the spring and glittering skies,

When nature carries all colour and song,

The bees will line her meadows long.

In summer time, with little doubt,

With careful hands they venture out;

All keepers know when best to take,

Listening to the sounds their bees will make.

Knowing to miss the flight of bee

They’ll singe a rag for smoke to see,

And pump the bellows to start the flow,

Dressed in cotton from head to toe.

Passing guards ’mid masking scent

They find the hive in calm content,

Then slide each frame with gentle hand

To miss the bees that care to land.

Come harvest sun, the nectar’s set,

Gathered in from a thousand met;

The keepers press to start the strain

And watch the wonder of honey drain.

Once the care of ancient monk

Who took the hive from hollow trunk,

And downed the honey for keeping well,

To rid themselves of ache or swell.

Whether honey comes in golden hue

Depends on land and flora too,

For an early bud in blackened thorn

Will see its tinge like an autumn corn.

Keepers of bees are craftsmen too,

That mend and make their hives anew.

Such thoughtful minds who tend our bees –

How dearly we need some more like these.
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THE

Gardener

They make such places,

A home in the outdoors,

Where walls are thick with blackthorn or box,

Where the robin sings and the cat explores.

For this kind is special:

Those who side with floral care,

Trim and tender to their bounded havens,

Near flicks of wren and wandering hare.

Come the rains that shine and fall,

And frosts that burn the backs of throat,

They who muddy their weathered hands

Brace each season with faithful coat.

Many will aim for a sculpted lawn

Where weeds are seen as a plague of sort;

Yet others leave a world so wild

For bees and bugs to roam and court.

Pray throughout our cherished lands

For those who lust for the life of wild,

With meadows set in scented flowers,

Who try and show all soul and child.

Such folk that choose to grow their own,

Feed our birds and plant for bees,

See them as among our island greats

That help upon their hands and knees.
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THE

Henkeeper

The light is just, the morning young,

The sky yet filled with the thrush’s lung;

When most still lie in the splendour of sleep,

These folk arise each day for hens to keep.

See her wade through quiet land

To feathered friends with caring hand,

Where beneath the quivers of aspen tree

She creaks the door to bolt them free.

Come fluttered flight, her ladies sing

With shakes of head and beating wing

That cues the dawn to burst in call

When nature’s chime wakes one and all.

With daily feed and straw to clear,

The keeper comes like mother dear,

In time to gather the eggs that lay,

Soon to be fried to start the day.

Yet ’fore her call of breakfast comes,

She mends the fence and tends the runs,

To guard her hens from prey and fright

That sulks amongst the blackened night.

Then through the day in pleasure still

She sees them worm and dust at will,

’Mid clover flowers and stags of tree,

They’ll come when called and perch on knee.

Too well she knows their daily greet,

Their hungry cries, their rushing feet;

How folk alike with caring mind,

Find a charm in each of kind.

Till dusk arrives to take them in

From lea to coop and warmth within,

For like her brood, by routine led,

She soon will lie her heavy head.
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THE

Idler

The truth be known

Of those, it’s said,

Who flaunt their lives in idleness led;

For whom time abounds

In blessed kind,

Passing it by in frivolous mind.

For come he must

To meet the day,

And rise in usual listless way.

At first to flounce

On shingled beach

With toe to wet, come tidal reach.

Then off he roams

’Mid hive of bees,

Hearing their drone amongst the trees.


















THE

Poet
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