Fran Walker is the Project Officer for the Levels and Moors Partnership (known locally as LAMP), a partnership of 86 Parish Councils and Communities working with District Councils and Agencies whose work affects the Levels and Moors. When the local communities asked LAMP to co-ordinate and host the Celebrating Somerset's Willow project, Fran took on the role of Co-ordinator & Treasurer.

This project started because of a local artist, Kate Lynch, who was very enthused by the willow workers and was out on the moors painting them. Kate chatted with the people and got to know them, and the LHI project grew from that.

Willow is such a unique industry to Somerset, and in particular the Levels, around Stoke St Gregory, Kingsbury Episcopi and North Curry. The industry is still quite a substantial source of employment here, though on a much smaller scale than it used to be, with about a hundred people making their living out of it.

Records show that there's evidence of willow being used here in Somerset for centuries. It was used in prehistoric times for trackways and baskets.  The peat lands of the Somerset Levels and Moors have preserved some of this rare evidence. Willows have been found in prehistoric wooden trackways in the Brue Valley. The use of willow for making baskets can be traced back to two late Iron Age fragments of basket found on the site of the Glastonbury Lake Village. The Romans cultivated willows for basketmaking, furniture and even for their chariots. 

Today it is used to make hurdles, willow charcoal, baskets, furniture, cricket bats, hot air balloon baskets, and more recently for sculptures like Serena de la Hey's famous Willow Man near the M5 - and for coffins!

Art has been a major part of the project. We've held eight workshops in local schools, mostly primary, using locally-produced artist's charcoal to draw traditional basket-makers at work. These were exhibited in September 2002 at the Willows and Wetlands Visitor Centre in Stoke St Gregory, the heart of the willow growing area. The children also had a go at willow sculpture, producing pigs, people and horses that were shown at  two Village Willow Days in October 2002.

I had formed a working group, including representatives from the willow industry and from the local community, to organise these Village Willow Days at Hambridge and Burrowbridge. They generated a lot of very good ideas, and their hard work paid off  with around a thousand visitors to the two events. They've all said that they would like to be involved again, and we're hoping to make Willow Weekends an annual event.

The Willow Days featured demonstrations of basket-making and sculpture, and opportunities to have a go at charcoal drawing (nice and messy!) and weaving. Weaving is reasonably easy if you're going in a straight line, but baskets are a very complex structure that can last for 30 or 40 years, and there's real skill involved in making them. We've also made a portable display with photographs and explanations of the willow-growing cycle of the year.

For me, the best part of the project has been bringing together people from the same industry, some of whom hadn't met professionally for over 30 years - quite an achievement! We've made 30-40 oral history recordings, and we have a distribution list of about 60.

Everyone involved has been able to make lots of new working relationships and contacts in the area. The LHI has helped to provide a catalyst for what had become a fragmented industry to start working together more in the future. Celebrating Somerset's Willow has also generated ideas for future projects for the communities of the Levels and Moors to be involved in.

I've found the LHI scheme one of the most user friendly grants available, and it offers lots of scope for the imagination too.

