Celebrating Somerset’s Willow

"We're here to encourage people to investigate and record their local heritage, then to promote and celebrate it," says Local Heritage Initiative Regional Adviser Chris Burke.

And that's exactly what the LHI scheme has achieved with the 'Celebrating Somerset's Willow' project, which was originally inspired by a local artist's interest in a traditional industry.

The project has investigated and recorded the willow industry through oral history interviews with craftspeople, drawings, paintings and sculpture produced by schoolchildren in workshops with professional artists and willow workers, and exhibition displays and leaflets detailing the how, where, when and why of the willow.

But perhaps the project's greatest success is that it has acted as a catalyst to revive personal and professional connections between workers in what had become a quite fragmented industry but now has plans to co-operate and communicate more in the future. A directory is being produced, and there's talk of starting up a Willow Industry' Association.

"Important as it is to preserve and protect our heritage," says Chris Burke, "the most valuable rewards from LHI projects are the links and relationships forged between the people who take part."

"For me," adds Fran Walker of LAMP (the Levels and Moors Partnership), who has co-ordinated the project, "the best part of this has been bringing together people from the same industry some of whom hadn't met professionally for over 30 years. Everyone involved has been able to make lots of new working relationships and contacts in the area."

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

There's evidence of willow being used in Somerset for centuries - for trackways and baskets as far back as prehistoric times, and by the Romans for basketmaking, furniture and even for their chariots.

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

Kate Lynch is the 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.

Kate's fascination with the willow was sparked when she moved house from Castle Cary on the Somerset-Dorset border to a hill above the Somerset Levels, which she describes as "a very different landscape, even though it's only fifteen miles further west."

To Kate, who had been painting landscape for some time, her new surroundings seemed to be less about the land itself and more about what the people were doing in it: "I had heard about the willows and the eels, the elvering, and the peat digging," she explains, "so I took my sketchbook down and started to talk to people, and asked if I could draw them while they were working.

"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 didn't even know what willow beds looked like!"

Having already been involved in some school workshops for the LHI's Somerset Peat-Cutting Project, Kate saw the potential for another LHI  project focused on the county's willow and took the idea to Richard Bradford at LAMP.

"We've found the LHI scheme one of the most user friendly grants available, and it offers lots of scope for the imagination too," says LAMP's Fran Walker. "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.

"Their work was exhibited 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 at Hambridge and Burrowbridge in October 2002."

The success of the Willow Days - which attracted around a thousand visitors - has encouraged thoughts of holding annual Willow Weekends in the future, giving more people a chance to watch expert demonstrations and try their own hands at the various crafts.

"Willow was a marvellous theme for the primary schools' workshops," says Kate, "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 - I remember 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."

In tandem with the LHI project, Kate has worked with the Brewhouse Theatre in Taunton and the Rural Life Museum in Glastonbury to produce a book and an exhibition, 'Willow - paintings and drawings with Somerset voices'. After being seen locally (at the Brewhouse's Phillips Gallery between March 29 and May 10, then Glastonbury's Rural Life Museum from May 17 to June 29) the exhibition is touring to Norfolk, Lancashire and Devon, spreading the word about Somerset's rich willow heritage and contemporary willow industry.

"Following the amazing success of this LHI project and the Peat Heritage project, also supported by the LHI, LAMP are now hoping to develop a new project that could benefit from similar funding.  One idea has been to celebrate 'harvest homes' as we rather like the idea of celebrating a party!" says Fran Walker.
