Kate Lynch is an artist whose own work originally inspired LHI to celebrate Somerset’s willow. She is also a trained teacher, and worked with children in schools’ workshops as part of the project.

At the beginning, we moved from Castle Cary to a house where we could both have studios for our painting. So I found myself living on a hill above the Somerset Levels, and it’s a really very different landscape around here from the Somerset/Dorset border where we were before, even though it’s only fifteen miles further west.

I’d been painting landscape for a while, and when we moved I lost my landscape. I’d heard about the willows and the eels, the elvering, and the peat digging. And it seemed to me that this new landscape was more about what the people were doing in it than it is just about landscape.

So I took my book down and started to talk to people, and asked if I could draw them while they were working. At that stage it was an entirely personal discovery within my own artistic journey.

I drew quite a few of the elver fishermen, and I met an old peat-digger, and then a willow sculptor I knew suggested that I should go and see Reg Hector at North Curry. He’s 80 years old now, and he’s been in the willow business a very long time and loves telling stories. 

It now seems hard to believe that I had lived only fifteen miles away from this willow-growing area for fifteen years, and yet I hadn’t got a clue that willows were being grown nearby, or that baskets were made from them.

I made drawings of Reg, and started to make paintings, and then it was the time of year for cutting the willow - and Reg suggested that I go down and watch it happening, which I’d never seen before. I didn’t even know what willows looked like! 

The first time I actually saw a basket being made, it was amazing, and visually very exciting. It’s really dramatic to see a basket-maker sitting on the floor with willow wands towering five feet above his head, contained inside a hoop that’s designed to stop the wands from falling outwards, but looks a bit like a halo! You would think that he’s making a chimney, but the wands actually start off that high to make the kind of basket that you might go and get your shopping in. The height of willow required seems disproportionate to the end result. 

I realised that I was building up quite a log of local craftspeople, and I started to take my tape recorder with me and record what they were telling me. Then I heard there was an oral history archive at the Somerset Rural Life Museum, and I suggested that they might like to include the willow workers in their recordings. That’s how I came to meet Ann Heeley, who works as a volunteer for the Rural Life Museum. I would go out to paint and draw the people, and later Ann made recordings with them.

I realised that there was potential for this to become an LHI project - I’d already been involved in some school workshops for the LHI’s Somerset Peat-Cutting Heritage Project. Then Sue Isherwood, who’s the County Arts Officer, suggested it might be worth approaching the Levels and Moors Partnership.

I got in touch with Richard Bradford at LAMP and we had several meetings. He hadn’t been aware that there were so many willow growers and workers still active in the area. There used to be much more of a community in the industry, but since the 1960s it had become fragmented.

Richard identified three ways in which LAMP could celebrate the willow industry, and that became the basis of the LHI project. First there were the Willow Days, to raise the profile locally, so that people like me who had lived so near for so long would have a chance to find out about it.

Then taking workshops into local schools seemed really exciting - there’s something very appealing about using charcoal that’s made out of locally-grown willow to make drawings of the willow workers. It sort of brings it full circle.

And thirdly there’s a leaflet. I was already getting quite passionate about the history of willow - I’d discovered, for example that guard’s helmets have a willow framework - and Richard suggested that I could do some more research and be involved in producing a leaflet to give people more information about why willow is such an important local industry.

In tandem with the LHI project, I’ve carried on painting and drawing people, and with the Brewhouse in Taunton and the Rural Life Museum in Glastonbury I’ve produced an exhibition and a book that draws on the oral history recordings.

As a result of all this, the willow growers have all been brought together again for the first time in many years. A directory is being produced, and there’s talk of starting up a Willow Growers’ Association again.

Willow was such a marvellous theme for the primary schools’ workshops, because it involves a locally grown resource that can be used in three completely different ways: to make sculpture, to make baskets, and as charcoal to make drawings. 

I thought it would be a great idea to take a basket-maker into school, so the children could talk to him, draw him and experiment with using the charcoal. We featured an exhibition of their work during Somerset Art Week last autumn. The children were also able to have a go at making a basket, which of course was a lot more difficult than they thought!

Then we also offered the schools a “willow day” that involved a sculptor as well. The LHI funding made it possible to take not just me and the basket-maker but also a willow sculptor. It was either Sophie Courtiour or Stefan Jennings, who are both marvellous at working with kids. At North Petherton school, the children and Sophie used the willow to make a life-size horse in a day. At Hambridge school, Stefan and the children made a wild boar out of willow. 

Without the LHI money, the schools could never have hosted such an event - they might just about afford to bring one person in for a day, but it would be unlikely they could afford two, and certainly not three. Children aged 9 to 11 are at a very receptive age for this sort of work, they remember these workshop days as something very enjoyable and special. 

With the National Curriculum and all the modern rules and restrictions they can’t get out into the community as much as they used to, so it’s really important that artists like me can go into the schools and inspire them, and LHI encourages and enables us to do that.

LHI is a really important source of funding, because it responds directly to people within the community who want to protect and celebrate what’s important to them locally. And that includes encouraging and inspiring the children so that they will feel really interested and involved in their own heritage.
