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June 2020 – Dune Drifter, Luskentyre Beach, Isle of Harris.Judges’ Favourite. (David Brown)
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INTRODUCTION

JOHN CRAVEN

What’s not to love about heading out into the countryside with camera at the ready hoping to capture an image that will forever remind you of how fortunate we are to live in, or close by, the rich and diverse rural landscapes of the United Kingdom? For several hundred people the satisfaction of actually doing that was then topped – when their special photograph was selected to appear in one of the nation’s best-loved calendars and helped raise millions of pounds for a children’s charity.

The calendar in question is the one that has been compiled for more than 20 years by the BBC’s Countryfile programme from pictures submitted by viewers who enter our annual photographic competition. I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that Countryfile is the UK’s leading rural affairs programme and goes out every Sunday evening of the year on BBC One. Its family of presenters cover everything from farming issues to wildlife, country crafts to social isolation and it is regularly the most popular weekly factual show on UK television.

When Countryfile first invited its viewers to take part in a competition that would showcase the best of our countryside, it attracted just a few thousand entries. For the 2020 calendar the judges faced the daunting task of choosing from more than 40,000 – a staggering response! That calendar raised £2.5 million for the BBC’s Children in Need appeal and the grand total has now reached around £20 million.

Countryfile calendars brighten countless kitchen and office walls with their kaleidoscope of rural images taken across every season and in every weather condition. But, because of their very purpose, come the end of December they get taken down and often binned to be replaced by another collection of stunning pictures.

[image: Image]
Judging 2003 Patrick Lichfield, Radio Times editor Gill Hudson and I sift through entries in Patrick’s London studio. (BBC Countryfile)



Yet surely those winning photos are just too good to be forgotten – so why not give them a new lease of life and let them raise even more money for BBC Children in Need? That is the reasoning behind this book. For the very first time, pictures from the past two decades have been gathered together. Hopefully, they will now have a much longer life than in a calendar and be a lasting tribute to the skills and patience of the amateur photographers who take up Countryfile’s challenge.

Turning these pages and admiring all the talent on display just confirms how hard it has been for the judges over the years to pick the top twelve – one for each month – and the best of the rest. For me it also brings back many happy memories because I’m privileged to have chaired every one of those judging panels since the competition began.

Along the way I have been joined by a long list of really talented people with a passion for photography: top professionals like Patrick Lichfield and Charlie Waite, television wildlife experts and cameramen like Chris Packham and Simon King, and keen amateur snappers such as writer Janet Street-Porter, Deborah Meaden (not nearly as dragonish as she is in the Den) singer/broadcaster Cerys Matthews and the comedians Bill Bailey and Jo Brand. “It’s my favourite day of the year,” said Jo, “except of course when I get to lie in bed all day.”

Chris Packham commented: “Photo competitions are like a lucky dip. It’s great when you turn 50 standard photos over and then see a unique, spectacular photo which makes it all worthwhile. It’s best when they’re really simple, as you think: ‘I could have done that, if only I’d thought of it.’”

Deborah Meaden, no stranger to making difficult choices, admitted in 2016: “It was incredibly hard to decide which ones would grace the pages of the nation’s favourite calendar. When I looked at the chosen images, from the beautiful to the fun, the poignant to the comic, all skilfully executed, I could see the calendar was going to be very special. I’m in!”

The big question that has forever faced our judges is: “What makes a really good photograph that we are happy to look at every day for a whole month?” Searching for the answer has led to hours of lively debate, with each of us offering differing views and pitching strongly for our favourites. We want photos that leap out at us because of their composition, technical mastery, originality and not least their commercial appeal – there’s no point in producing a calendar if it doesn’t sell because its contents are not attractive.

In fact, we could produce a dozen different calendars every year from the shortlist of around 1,000 photos. That list is handed to us by a team of volunteers, made up of previous winners and finalists and more recently of local independent photographers, who’ve completed the mammoth task of sifting through every entry.

Over the years the competition has given viewers and judges specific themes to work on – among those that spring to mind are The Four Seasons, Wild and Wonderful, All Creatures Great and Small, Animals in Action, From Dawn Till Dusk, Beauty and the Beasts and some ‘pinched’ from song titles like River Deep, Mountain High and Seasons in the Sun. They’ve all left plenty of room for interpretation when the shutters start to click but as guidelines the judges bear them very much in mind on the day we meet to decide the winners.
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Judging 2005 Absorbing as a game of chess – Chris Packham and Jo Brand join me for a break from judging in Berkshire. (BBC Countryfile)



And we’ve met in some pretty impressive surroundings, from the headquarters of the Household Cavalry to the Royal Observatory at Greenwich, the medieval splendours of Eltham Palace and the fine library of the Linnean Society in London, where Charles Darwin’s theories on evolution were first presented.

[image: Image]
Judging 2009 Spurring us on – this year’s setting was the officers’ mess of the Household Cavalry in Kensington. (BBC Countryfile)



For the 2020 calendar our setting was the magnificent gardens of Woburn Abbey on one of the hottest days of the year and the current judging team of Simon, Cerys and I literally sweated over the choices we had to make.

Every year, we are staggered by the sheer quality of the entries. As Simon remarked: “Another extraordinary year, with the standard of imagery up there with the best. I was particularly thrilled to see so many people interpreting the world from their own, unique perspective and sharing that with us. It was a real treat to see natural beauty and the challenges faced by the wild world in their eyes.”

And Cerys added: “It’s a total joy to look through the photographs – the range and imagination behind this year’s entries was absolutely stand-out, so thank you all round.”

As ever, compromises were made, some personal favourites jettisoned and eventually we came to an agreement on the final twelve. I’m happy to report that over the years, without exception, every judge has been delighted with the result when we’ve assembled those images on a large table and given ourselves the first impression of what the new calendar will look like. Then it’s over to the designers to work their magic and create the finished product.

For the rest of us, boggle-eyed after hours of closely examining so many photos which we would have been more than proud to have taken ourselves, it’s time perhaps to sit back and ponder on the wonder of the camera. It has the unique ability to create in one single image a specific moment that will last for eternity. One of our judges, Charlie Waite, who is renowned for his landscape pictures, put it like this:

“From the moment of photography’s birth it’s diverse evolution has been astonishingly rapid. Through television and cinema and our own ‘home movies’ moving film has permeated into all of our worlds, yet the still image, the ‘photograph’, remains mysteriously sacred.

“The pursuit of the single image still captivates us with its power to move and affect us. The single image was after all Mother Photography’s ‘first-born’ and it has earned a certain reverence as a result. Photography is easily accessible to all of us and this competition makes it abundantly clear that the people of this small nation of ours rejoice in its landscape and revere its staggering diversity.
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Judging 2010 Maybe not one for the calendar, Jo? (BBC Countryfile)



“With just one press of the shutter release we are hoping that we may be able to convey our wonder (both spiritual and aesthetic) of the world around us. If our photography can do that successfully, then I say: ‘Long live photography’.”

Every year a fine crop of favourite subjects emerges – robins, red squirrels, puffins, deer, poppies and lambs, to name just a few. But in many cases the photographer has added her or his unique perspective to the shot and made it memorable. That’s what the judges are looking for – an image that instantly stands out from the rest and can propel a photo of a squirrel or a puffin from amid hundreds of others into the final. When we judges spot such an image it makes the heart soar. We always wonder and worry whether we will find a dozen show-stopping pictures, and we always do.

Looking back, I remember that the 2001 competition was unique in two ways – it was the only year when our theme focussed specifically on rural people and it was also the only year when taking photos was made extremely difficult for our viewers because for many months the countryside was virtually a no-go area due to the disastrous outbreak of foot and mouth disease. When we launched the theme we had no idea the disease would spread so rapidly but despite the odds we still received thousands of great photos – and there were few images of despair. Instead what we saw was pride and perseverance and hope for the future.

[image: Image]
Judging 2011 Still a long way to go – the final judging in its early stages. (BBC Countryfile)
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Judging 2012 A new judge joins for this year – writer and country-lover Janet Street-Porter casts her expert eye over the entries. (BBC Countryfile)



The cover of the 2002 calendar (for the most obvious reason, the calendar is always one year behind the competition) featured a brilliant black-and-white study of a couple of gnarled old Yorkshire farmers having a good laugh while leaning on a gate. It made me smile every time I saw it. Another memorable shot was taken by one of our youngest-ever winners Harriet Spiers, who was aged six at the time. Harriet captured the look of absolute frustration on her dad’s face when his combine broke down at harvest-time.

Another very popular theme, for the 2007 calendar, was the weather – after all, the weather forecast for the week ahead is one of the most anticipated sections of our TV show. The judges sifted through images of the elements in all their moods, from ice melting on slopes of Kinder Scout to a very misty, miserable picnic on Bridlington Beach.

One entry was simply a sheet of blue – no clouds, no birds, just nothing but blue sky… a great example of the many head-scratchingly quirky photos that get sent in. In recent years we have used the two penultimate pages of the calendar to showcase a selection of some of the funnier and sometimes poignant entries that didn’t make it onto the main pages: a hen climbing a ladder, a pheasant examining a warning notice about shooting, a seagull apparently out-flying the Red Arrows. Some of the images didn’t merit a whole page and others were technically poor, but they deserved their place in the calendar.
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Judging 2014 The paintings on the walls of the grand National
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