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Introduction 
 
This zine brings together words and stories found in a much-loved 
corner of Bethnal Green, East London, as part of a treasure trail 
through its gardens and growing spaces. Commissioned by the 
Live Art Development Agency – LADA (a local arts organisation), 
with further funding from Culture Seeds, the aim was to test new 
ways of working in the area and engaging local communities and 
individuals with creative activities. So, in March 2019 we 
(Earthlings – Hari Byles & Linden Katherine McMahon) began 
hatching plans with Saif Osmani from the Bengali East End 
Heritage Society and Margaret Cox of Hollybush and Teasdale 
Tenants and Residents Association, to help facilitate new 
connections locally, between people, projects, pumpkins and 
poems. Having lived and worked in Bethnal Green for a number 
of years we had some knowledge of different groups and spaces 
that meet in and around the Garrett Centre (where LADA is 
based), but we had noticed that these different groups and spaces 
weren’t always that linked up. We were therefore keen to find 
ways of encouraging people to make new journeys in their 
neighbourhood, and perhaps discover something they didn’t 
know was there, or hadn’t felt able to explore before. We had 
always been fascinated and excited by the many hidden 
community gardens and growing projects around Bethnal Green, 
(an echo from its history as a farm / market garden on the edge of 
the city perhaps?) tended to now by local residents who grow the 
most amazing things, with seeds gathered and swapped from 
around the world. So after some conversations with Margaret and 
Saif, we proposed to organise an open gardens treasure trail, 
running a series of workshops in the gardens to gather writings 
and stories which would later become the treasure for others to 
seek out and collect. We worked with the illustrator Soofiya to 
make a treasure map, and collaborated with various individuals 
and groups to make it all happen.  
 



The purpose of this zine is to archive and continue to share all the 
great work contributed by people who took part in the project as 
well as to reflect on the joys of collaboration, and what 
‘community engagement’ means in our current context, 
something we talked and thought a lot about during this project. 
 
We would also like to thank everyone who worked with us and 
contributed their time, stories, energy, skills etc. to help make it 
happen, 
 
Enormous thanks go to: 
Hava and Lis at Simple Gifts 
Tamela and Zelda at ELATT 
Saif Osmani 
Jessie and Jen at St Margaret’s House 
Margaret Cox and the Hollybush and Teasdale TRA 
Ben, Finn and Lois at LADA 
Simon Chambers 
Soofiya 
Michael Smythe 
Gail Burton 
Becky Turner and the Common Ground team 
All those who came to workshops and collaborated on the trail – 
too many to name individually but deeply appreciated! 
 
 
 

 

 

 

earthlingslondon@gmail.com 

 
 



The Project and Trail 

We ran four storymaking workshops in different spaces around 

Bethnal Green for local groups and residents. Each workshop had 

a slightly different focus and different activities (some of which 

can be found in the toolkit at the back of this zine). During the 

workshops we shared experiences and made time to explore our 

surroundings. Participants were then asked to write, record or 

make something to capture what emerged from these sessions. 

This became the treasure, which was hidden or installed around 

the area as part of the trail, which took place on Sunday 25th 

August 2019. 

In addition to this, some workshop participants and others who 

live/work nearby offered to run activities, performances, 

workshops or make food as part of the trail programme. These 

included: 

• Seed sowing, fruit and herb harvesting with Hava and Lois 

• Henna with Hafiza 

• Middleton Meals by Asma and Tahir 

• 10th birthday celebrations in Rocky Park 

• Art table and seed sowing with Margaret, Stacey and 

Yvonne 

• Kids music making workshop with Rachel 

• Tea and wellbeing space with Shumaisa 

• Creative nature connection workshop with Shaira 

• Billboard workshop with Saif 

• Open mic and performances by Gail & Pip Burton, 

Katherine McMahon, Sprite, Rachel Susser and Afia 

Khatun 

• Seed swap with Anna 

• Seed bomb making workshop with Claire 

• Evening Feast by Fadi (Bethnal Greens) 



ELATT & Simple Gifts  

@ the Garrett Centre 
Our first workshop was in collaboration                                                 

with ELATT and Simple Gifts, and took                                                               

place at the Garrett Centre on 20th June.                                                     

We focussed on food and                                                            

describing flavours from the                                                                  

garden – in particular                                                                              

exploring the herbs growing                                                                                   

at the Garrett Centre, and                                                                  

some we had bought with us.                                                                                   

After sniffing and tasting                                                                                

our way through the                                                                                  

                   garden                                                                                     

 

 

 

                                                                      participants made               

poetry mobiles which  

were hung in fig trees. We also sowed  

some seeds and started a new herb & salad 

 bed that day, growing yarrow, ribwort plantain, 

 rocket, and parsley which we feasted on  

over the summer. 

 

On the day of the trail we added 

Cowslip, Marshmallow, shepherd’s 

Purse, and St John’s Wort 

to the herb bed 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Bethnal Green Nature Reserve 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We ran two workshops at Bethnal Green Nature reserve on 13th 

and 24th July. One workshop was a drop in for local residents and 

one was for The Our Place Our Story group, based at St 

Margaret’s House. In these workshops we explored our 

surroundings at the nature reserve and connected with different 

creatures and beings around the site including trees, mushrooms, 

birds, rocks, foxes and rats. We used our senses to imagine a day 

in their lives, to have conversations and think about what stories 

they would have to tell about Bethnal Green. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

                                          In the good old days we were welcome 

 guests in a Victorian house. Bethnal  

Green was full of overcrowded slums  

and rats shared beds and meals with 

 human beings. We were just part of 

 life. My great great great grandparents 

 lived in a backyard on Old Ford Rd.  

They shared it with 6 families and  

plenty of other rats. 

 

They always used to go on holiday  

up the road to the old churchyard  

in the summer – it was nice and cool,  

not so much food to share with humans. 

 

Teresa 

 
.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

I have a big place to live in. 

I have lots of hiding places under rocks,  

under logs and in logs.  

Lots of shady areas to cool down in. 

I share my home with birds and foxes  

but I hide when the fox comes out 

 just in case he’s hungry. 

We eat the berries from the ground  

when they fall off, or we climb to eat 

 them.  Sometimes I see if the fox has  

left a feast for me, or I go out for food. 

Me and my rat friends go for a shower  

or a swim in the ponds and sometimes  

to cool off in the hot weather.  

The frogs and tad poles don’t mind  

sharing their home with us. 

Me and my friends play hide and seek in the bushes, in and under 

logs.  

We do lots of exercising to keep us healthy. 

By Jack and Maggie 
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PIP: what was your first visit like? 

GAIL: I think this was the first one, or this is the first one I 

remember. You were a baby and were just learning to walk and 

you sat over there where the table is in the amphitheatre, and we 

were watching a talk about herbs, and other things, 

And you were pottering about at the edge and the lady sitting 

next to me said she wanted to eat you, because you smelled 

nice…  you were less than two. 

PIP: I remember last year getting taught to dig with a trowel,  

GAIL: was that digging the trenches for the loo? 

PIP: yes, and what was her name? who taught me to dig with a 

trowel? 



GAIL: was it Melissa? You did all the digging with Melissa didn’t 

you? 

HARI: did you find anything in the soil when you were digging? 

PIP: roots 

HARI: any treasure? 

GAIL: there was a lot of brick wasn’t there? Hard lumps, we had 

this funny tool, a long heavy metal thing, whacking the edge of 

the brick, do you remember that? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PIP: that, and digging the trench, and doing the composting in the 

compost bin 

GAIL: I have a lot of memories from last summer because we 

came every Saturday and you learnt lots and lots of things, 

I have memories from the summer before, that was mainly a 

memory of not coming and hearing about it after you’d been. And 

Treasures collected from the ground by Pip during our conversation 



then memories from the year before, and I can remember stuff 

about me and you and your brother, tracked against the summers 

coming here. I can kind of measure time by coming here, because 

I find it hard to remember dates and years, but I can know what 

things happen, relative to coming here and what we were doing 

here. 

Last year I remember you learning the most things, to use 

secateurs, to water the meadow with a hose, to pick herbs 

PIP: to make tea and soup! 

GAIL: yeah and I remember making tea and frying the herbs to 

make, what did I make? 

PIP: soup! 

GAIL: soup 

PIP: I would like to do more of that today! 

GAIL: yeah, I miss picking the herbs 

PIP: can I do that, pick nettles, for nettle tea. 

GAIL: I remember stinging myself on the nettles after I got home. 

HARI: what would you say is your most treasured memory from 

this place? If a memory could be treasure what would it be? 

PIP: picking the herbs 

GAIL: did you like watering them as well? 

PIP: yes 



GAIL: I remember last year trusting you to go 

off and do things with other people, and it’s 

one of the few places I could know you were 

safe to go off and do things. And to learn 

things that most people don’t think are safe, 

like using a saw! 

PIP: and using secateurs! 

GAIL: yeah! And know that you could learn something really 

special [sound of aeroplane overhead] 

HARI: do you have a favourite place? 

PIP: the herb garden  

[we walk to the meadow together and sit in the hut overlooking it and 

the ponds] 

I like that it’s nice and warm on cold days, sometimes 

Gail Burton's performance during Open Gardens Treasure Trail 



GAIL: I like that it’s inside and outside at the same time, it’s very 

relaxing, it’s in the meadow but at a distance, it’s all around you. 

PIP: It’s nice and peaceful, it has sounds 

HARI: what sounds? 

PIP: of birds! 

GAIL: I love the meadow  

because it’s tiny and it’s got  

so many different plants, and  

they’re all chosen. 

 

PIP: I don’t find it tiny,  

GAIL: you don’t find it tiny? 

PIP: I find it ginormous! Coz if you took all these trees away and it 

was a flat land it would be ginormous 

GAIL: do you know what I think, I don’t feel like it is ginormous 

but I feel like, it’s small, but because it’s got so many different 

plants and they’ve all got a reason to be there, they’ve all been 

chosen, that it feels enormous because of that, there’s so much 

happening there, and so much to learn about. And all the plants 

can do so many things, because they’re all medicinal, that it feels 

enormous to me because of that. And my memory is of last 

summer mainly, bobbing down to look at them, and think about 

them or draw them and try to remember which they were, whilst 

you were busy watering or doing something 

somewhere else, and I was just finding 

something to do whilst you were busy. So I 

spent time looking at the plants really down 

low, looking at the spaces in between them, 

and just thinking about things, so it felt like 

a really big place to me. 



HARI: and do you remember Pip, how when you came here, you 

were quite small, really small! And the meadow would have  

changed? Do you think it’s getting smaller as you get older? 

PIP: it’s like I notice that it’s getting a bit more peaceful as I get 

bigger, for some kind of reason. 

HARI: what about things you can taste in the meadow? Do you 

remember any things you’ve tasted and what they were like? 

PIP: I remember eating watermelon down there… 

GAIL: watermelon, I don’t remember watermelon. 

PIP: it was at one of the lunches down there. 

GAIL: mm, we ate loads of different things at the lunches didn’t 

we… 

PIP: and… I can tell you I remember fishing the pondweed out of 

the ponds. 

HARI: what was that like? 

PIP: it was very fun! I found pond weed and I found something a 

bit like, twigs, that sunk to the bottom. I might have seen, I saw a 

fish in it! 

HARI: Did you? 

PIP: Have you ever? 

When I was on my own just looking at it, I saw  

a big one, no one else knows about it, except me. 

 

GAIL: no you never told me about that! I haven’t seen a fish in the 

pond. 



[Hari asks if they can imagine themselves as non-human creatures/ 

beings living in the nature reserve and what they can see and sense 

around them.] 

GAIL: I’m a nettle! And I am a really shrivelled up nettle, and my 

roots can see the other plants near to me, and I’m on the edge of 

the herb garden, so there’s a fence and trees and I’m trying to 

look really hard to see the other herbs. And I’m that one because 

that’s what I (not me the nettle, but I me) I remember drawing 

that one and it was really shrivelly and interesting. 

PIP: was it nice! 

GAIL: yeah, I really liked it. It was in a bit of the ground that had 

dead leaves, and it was still managing to grow even though it was 

a bit more difficult because it was dark. 

It’s sort of seen it all before, and it’s still here, it’s just trying to 

hang on in there! 

PIP: before it gets put into the leaf mulch bucket for compost 

GAIL: yeah, I didn’t think of that 

PIP: I’ve seen you’ve got another one 

haven’t you! 

[We walk to the compost bin] 

HARI: mmm, this is the one, this is where all the good smells are 

coming from 

GAIL: ah! It’s like the bin in our kitchen, we’ve got some little 

friends in our bin.  

HARI: it’s quite alive! 

GAIL: I didn’t realise you had compost in here 



PIP: what’s it like! Can I ask a question? What do you think it 

would be like if you were something in there? 

HARI: I have thought about that a lot! I think it would be a bit like 

a big party, where different guests arrive at different times 

PIP: like, if that leaf went in, would it bring some soil or water or 

something like that? 

HARI: yeah I’m thinking about all the different things that might 

live on the leaf, so all the tiny little organisms, they’re all the party 

guests, and they bring all sorts of different food, and then they 

dance, and they get really active and move around, and then 

people leave and new people arrive, and they make tunnels and 

rooms. It’s like a whole world, many worlds unfolding in there, coz 

there’s so much life in there. 

I dunno what do you think it’s like in there? 

PIP: I agree with you! 

HARI: we can have a dig in there, when it’s composted a bit better 

and we can find out? 

 

400x microscope 
image of life inside 

BGNR's compost pile 
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Gail Burton 

 



Mushroom 

 
 

“The need for sharing deep feeling is a human need”  
(Audre Lorde, Uses of the Erotic) 

 
 
 
I have been having conversations with mushrooms in Bethnal 
Green for a while. Each time one bursts through the soil, or 
appears in my living room, bathroom, or on the path in front of 
me it is saying something.  
 

 
 

I once read that the ground is like a parchment or interface for 
communication between the atmosphere, the earth and its 
inhabitants. We (earthlings) inscribe it, and it constantly moves, 
erupts and throws things onto its surface, transcending its own 
boundaries as well as the made-up ones we draw onto it. One of 
my first conversations with mushrooms was about that, it was in 
winter whilst I was laying bricks for the toilet at the nature 
reserve and I saw tens of large grey-brown and black mushrooms 
bursting through the soil and tarmac which met at the boundary 
between the nature reserve and the school next door. The 
fruiting bodies were so strong and persistent that they enveloped 
the large metal gate that separates the two spaces, shifting it on 
its hinges. Their message to me then, before they turned to slime 
and disappeared, was about rupture. They told me (with the help 
of Audre Lorde, and a local spiritual medium who had been 



helping out each week on site and conversing with my late 
grandmother) to speak my feelings out loud; to let words emerge 
like mushrooms, surprising, sometimes awkward, ugly (but 
beautiful!), and so alive, pushing at the boundaries between here 
and there, life and death, me and you. I did as the mushrooms 
said, and told someone a truth (my truth), and the ground 
disappeared from under me. We fell together like tiny spores in 
the wind, with the possibility of 36,000 different genders (yes, 
mushrooms are queer too). Then, bursting open and out of 
dormancy, hyphal strands reaching through earth, reaching for 
one another, for recognition and togetherness. For a moment ~ it 
was beautiful. 

                          
                          * * * * * * * * * * 

 When it all turned to slime and disappeared (this time late spring 
- early summer, as this project was beginning) I dragged myself to 
a quiet spot in the nature reserve, a sacred spot where previously 
a friend and I had buried a bird and remembered loved ones who 
had passed. I parted the wilted three-cornered leeks, breathed in 
their scent of earth and garlic, shed some tears and put my heart 
in the dry soil, beneath the trees, for safekeeping. I wrote: 
 
“The creature was carrying something which needed to be placed in 
the archive. They weren’t quite sure what it was, but it felt heavy and 
complicated and sometimes it hurt them, like a thorn or a sting, 
lodged on the surface of the skin. It had to come out. As the archive 
squeezed the creature’s body - the thing it was carrying also started 
to leave it. Sticky, salty juices and clumps of matter coming out of the 
holes in its body’s surface, juices the other creatures could feast 
upon” 
 
The image of ink on blotting paper or parchment appeared in my 
mind as sadness and love and shame leaked onto the leeks and 
the ground (to be transformed). I had dreams, fantasies and wrote 
vaguely erotic stories, about crawling into the soil and being 
broken down by the enzymes and mouth parts of worms, fungi, 



protozoa, bacteria, and nematodes. I felt myself being consumed, 
transported and decomposed by underground hyphal networks, 
mycelium ;) With Linden, I gathered herbs for a ‘heartbreak tea’. 
 
Some weeks later, during a poorly attended workshop we had 
organised at the nature reserve (and beating myself up about my 
failure to ‘engage’, but also just feeling like no one came to our 
party!!) I came upon some half nibbled, white-ish mushrooms, 
growing by the edge of the path, not far from where I had buried 
my heart previously. A quick intake of breath, and rush of 
excitement down my spine, the mushrooms beckoned me to get 
closer. And I wrote: 
 
“I kneel beside them, sniffing their caps, they smell like creatures… 
that creaturely smell, of breath and blood and sweat. I glimpse the 
gills through the mushroom mirror that Cedar gave me, and the 
spores rub off on my fingers. They feel soft, and dry and powdery, 
they make a kind of silk on my hands. I wonder what their spore print 
would tell me, what stories from the underground they could share? 
Do they contain any traces of my heart?” 
 

 
 



 

 
 
 
Curious about what this mushroom encounter was telling me, I 
made a spore print and left it for a little too long. When I returned 
a day or two later the print was crawling with larvae and grubs 
that hadn’t seemed to be there before. Creatures! The fungus is a 
creature of sorts too, lying at the boundary between plant and 
animal, it has traces of both, yet it is neither. It is one of our 
ancestors and it has much to teach us. The message from the 
mushrooms felt clear. Remember your ancestors! We are 
everywhere! connecting bathrooms and walls, with feet, paths, 
pavements, gates, soil, tarmac, bread bins, pot plants, hearts, guts 
etc. THAT is ‘community engagement’! that is a relationship. 
Whilst my heart was in the process of letting go of one 
connection, it was also opening up to the possibility of multiple 
new connections and collaborations. The mushrooms gave me 
energy to throw myself back into this work, and to fall in love 
with it. They also advised us to give up on flyering the 
neighbourhood as a way of inviting people to get involved with 
the project. This wasn’t working. Instead we decided to send out 
‘spores’ and hyphae with powers to transcend the real and 
perceived boundaries that carve up the area, and create barriers 
to connection. In some ways it worked, and things started flowing 
more; we posted wild flower seeds and invites through 
letterboxes, worked symbiotically with local groups and 
individuals, swapping, sharing and exchanging time, energy, 
resources and stories. Our collaboration also became stronger 
and deeper, with space within it to hold and attend to all our 



aches, worries, fatigues, excitements, inspirations, hungers, 
questions, dreams and explorations. Projects like this, which are 
labours of love and rely on people to make them happen, need 
stories which account for the real complexity and messyness of 
our lives, because as we seek to bring our whole selves to the 
work we do, that messyness becomes part of the fruit of our 
labours - surprising, sometimes awkward, ugly (but beautiful!), and so 
alive, pushing at the boundaries between here and there, life and 
death, me and you. I recently discovered there is a word for this, 
the word is: puhpowee  
 

 
 
By Hari Covert 

 

 



  



The turning 
 

1 

The big creamy moon frames itself between two towerblocks, and we 

discover ants in the dried fruit. The grass is dry and strewn, the ground 

hard and rough. There are skinned knees from skidding kicks. I tell them 

that a small girl showed me her scabs and declared that it means you’re 

having adventures. The orange ball soars. The sky is purple on one side, 

hazy gold on the other. The moon and sun are opposite sails of a 

windmill, fixed in turning.  

Midsummer full moon 

neon football kicked into 

the last moments of light 

 

2 

An ant colony is farming aphids on my plants, little black aphids that 

cluster like tiny grapes. The attentive line is too fascinating and 

unsettling to figure out how to save the beans. I leave them. It’s so hot 

that everything feels like pin pricks and tickles, salt stickiness. Mats of 

algae take over ponds, weeds rocket and fall. The grass dies. I am afraid 

of what we have done. 

Leaves curl in, blacken; 

flowers fight their way out. The  

heat baffles. The city shines. 

 

3 

Brambles have climbed the elder tree, and there is black-purple shining 

among the unripe elderberries. A vine reaches through the air, vivid and 

delicately prickled. They are surviving the drought, returning to snag on 

our clothes every time we cut them back. 

Thank god for blackberries 

bursting hot and dark / in the 

time of yellow grass 
Linden Katherine McMahon 



Rocky Park  

We first visited Rocky Park for the 

project on a warm weekday evening, 

hoping to catch some growers to find out 

how they might be interested in 

collaborating. Margaret had spread the 

word, and several families came to meet 

us. We chatted with them about the trail 

and the idea of some workshops, and 

they showed us what they were growing. 

The khodus – Bengali gourds – growing 

in almost every bed are a big feature of 

Rocky Park. At this stage they were vines 

climbing all over trellises, with spiralling 

tendrils but no fruit as yet. We set a date 

for a workshop to gather their  stories, 

and the growers promised to spread the 

word. 

On the workshop day, we were joined by 

a brilliant crowd of children, and their 

parents, grandparents, aunties, and 

uncles. We set to work with craft 

materials – pens, stickers, stamps, plant 

pots, wooden shapes – and the children 

told us their stories of growing up around 

Rocky Park. They created things to hang,  

decorated plant pots, and wrote and 

illustrated their stories. Hari brought out 

their microscope and the children enjoyed 



both looking at the things we could see in the Park’s compost and 

making a mess with the muddy samples. 

Teenagers and adults dispersed around the garden to write their 

own poems and stories, including Hafiza, who had been around 

for the opening of the space as a five year old. 

Meanwhile, Saif was chatting to the elders in Bengali, making 

notes and asking questions about the things that were growing.  

By now, the khodus were bearing fruit: gourds the size of my 

head had started to appear, protected by bags so that the 

squirrels wouldn’t nibble them.  

Saif and his father worked together to translate all these stories 

and memories so that we could create a bilingual installation for 

the trail.   

This year was Rocky Park’s 10th birthday, and Margaret and the 

growers had asked us to include a birthday party in the trail. With 

that in mind, we came up with the idea of creating double-sided 

bunting – with words and their translations alongside pictures. 

We found the nicest cotton bunting we could, and spent a busy-



but-happy couple of days pasting everything onto it. Keeping the 

translations right was a challenge as neither of us speak Bengali, 

but thanks to Saif and his father’s numbering system we did learn 

our Bengali numbers!  

On the day of the trail, Hafiza ran a henna stall, while her parents 

Asma and Tahir cooked a birthday feast. The khodus were so 

huge at this point we could hardly believe that the vines were 

holding them! 

Though we had maps available at Rocky Park, most of the people 

who came to celebrate and have lunch together didn’t do the 

whole trail. One really nice thing about the trail was that while it 

encouraged people to explore different spaces, you could do as 

much or as little as felt relevant to you. Collaborating with the 

growers of Rocky Park to celebrate their space felt like a privilege 

– thank you for letting us get involved!  



  



 

How shall I describe the euphoric 

Feeling you give to me oh my 

Beautiful garden. 

 

The contentment and the satisfaction 

Of my hard work seen through 

Your flourishing glee 

 

The green the yellow and the scent of fresh earth 

That resonates into the hearts of those 

Who truly appreciate your beauty 

 

My children, the public, the gardeners  

Stare at you with such amazement 

And dedication as if it’s their duty 

 

So thank you my beautiful  

garden for taking my stress away 

 

Sultana & Fathaya 



  



 

I love gardening because my 

mum forced me.  

The garden has so many things 

in it, 

Including bees. 

I love to water and make mess 

But my mummy’s obsessed, 

bless. 

I go with my siblings. 

All they do is mingling 

The garden our friend 

Till the end. 

 

Haneer Udelin 

 



 

  



Garden poem – Golden memories 

 

The indescribable feeling of wandering through the garden. 

Strolling through the leaves pretending to be an adventurer. 

Reminiscing the past of my six year old self as I explore the midst 

of Rocky Park. 

The nostalgia filled environment fills me with joy as I soar through 

the mind. 

The peace is fulfilling and I’m content with my surroundings. 

As I watch the garden grow the ethereal beauty is overwhelming 

as the beautiful nature is forever enduring and continues to fill me 

with everlasting happiness and excitement. 

The golden memories of the past ten years as I remember the 

opening day of Rocky Park. Whilst staring at the big crowd ahead 

of me as I eye the hot cross buns. 

The garden is full of long lasting memories that I’ll never forget 

Hafiza  



 
  



  



Keddleston Walk 

Keddleston Walk Community Centre 

is a hub where a whole range of 

community events happen and 

groups meet. We attended a Tenants 

and Residents’ Association meeting 

there, as well as leaving flyers, seed 

packets, and a box with requests for 

contributions to the trail. The Arabic 

supplementary school came up 

trumps with drawing and writing 

about their Eid celebrations. We 

turned these into another string of 

bunting for the garden at the centre 

(which also has a fabulous collection 

of gnomes), and on the day of the 

trail Claire ran a seed bomb making 

workshop (you can find the recipe 

later in the zine). A few of Linden’s 

poems appeared there too, including 

a poem about a goldfinch on the big 

windows looking from the centre into 

the garden. 

 

 

  



 

  

Found Poems 

We wanted to join up the 

spaces in the trail and 

have a few things that 

people could find 

incidentally, even if they 

weren’t following the trail. 

Inspired by the kind of 

posters that include tear-

off strips with contact 

details or websites, we 

decided to make our own 

poetry version. Each 

poster featured a poem 

from the trail in English 

and Bengali, with choice 

phrases as tear-off strips. 

Treasure hunters could 

then join Linden for a 

found poetry workshop in 

the Nature Reserve later 

in the day, to create their 

own poems out of these! 

 

 

 



 

  



  



 

 

 

  



  



 

  



 

  



 

  



 

  



 

 

 

 

  

Billboard 

Bethnal Green Nature 

Reserve has a huge billboard 

on the Middleton Square 

side, which displays artworks 

by different artists 

throughout the year.  

During the trail, Saif ran a 

workshop collecting ideas for 

a new billboard, chatting to 

people as they came round 

and creating sketches. He 

then worked on a design over 

autumn, collaborating a well 

known Bengali song with 

imagery of khodus, buildings, 

and residents. 

The billboard on the day of the trail, words by 

Gail Burton, painted by Michael Smythe 



 

 

 

 

 

 



Some thoughts on  

Collaboration and community 

 

We failed at community engagement, but we made community 

collaboration instead. 

In the course of the project, we talked a lot about collaboration 

on different levels – with each other, with other people involved 

with the project, and between organisations. Both of us have 

been involved in ‘community engagement’ work before, and both 

of us have complicated feelings about it. We want to reflect here 

on the things we’ve learned about collaboration and community, 

and why the ‘engagement’ part wasn’t the most important (or 

successful) part of the project. 

EarthLings  

In 2018, we worked together on a project that Hari was running 

as part of Compost Mentis, a co-op working on soil care and 

alternative sanitation in urban spaces. We enjoyed that project a 

lot, and got a lot out of it. We met up later in the year to make a 

zine and think about what we could do next – winter plotting 

yielding lots of exploratory ideas for Spring. We both valued the 

way that ideas could flow freely between us, and the feeling of 

growing ideas together. We wrote some applications, and were 

awarded the Garrett Centre commission.  

At the very beginning of the Open Gardens project we sat down 

to talk about how we wanted to work together: the ways we 

wanted to communicate, our vulnerabilities, needs and worries. It 

was a good thing we did, because we both had some tough things 

happen over the summer – depression, relationship stuff, work 

stress, financial instability – and we were able to be open about it 



and offer each other support, which grew into friendship as well 

as a really solid working relationship. We were able to bring our 

full selves right from the beginning, and that’s so unusual and 

powerful. You never get to do that when you start a job! We 

never had to leave behind a part of ourselves when we came to 

work together. We’re both inspired by the power of this 

approach, and we both want to use it in other contexts in the 

future. 

This also helped us to feel safe to throw out all sort of ideas, and 

to disagree and re-shape and come up with new ones together. 

We created a magical-feeling idea-space – an environment for 

ideas to grow in. We had a lot of trust that they would be caught 

and that we could develop them together. It felt like composting 

– creating the right conditions for a process to happen in a good 

way.  

We checked in with each other a lot. We’d both be a bit stressed 

or overwhelmed, and then we’d meet and figure it out and feel 

calmer. And it was often stressful and overwhelming – our 

different and changing capacities, and freelance life with lots of 

other projects going on at once. Linden sometimes worried that it 

was unbalanced so they checked in a lot about that. We have 

different skills and backgrounds, so in reality the division of labour 

worked out well, and a lot of the stuff that Hari was doing (and 

Linden was worrying about) were things they wanted to do 

anyway to develop the way the nature reserve connects with the 

people who live around it. 

Timing was difficult sometimes. There was a lot of waiting on 

things, and things taking longer than we thought. Our whole 

selves and real lives were very present here – our lives, and the 

lives of our other collaborators. But being able to meet each other 

in our whole selves allowed us to do the same with everyone else 

– we could share that with the people we were collaborating 



with. This mostly looked like making time to just chat with 

everyone, in low pressure ways. One of our collaborators, Shaira, 

brought a beautiful lunch to the nature reserve for a meeting, 

whilst Hari was puppy sitting for Margaret’s lively Kerry Beagle, 

and it turned into a lovely moment of connection much more than 

a meeting about running a workshop.  

During workshops, Hari’s role was organising, publicity, and set 

up, and they were able to be a shy co-facilitator and rest into that 

and be part of the workshop. Linden planned the sessions and 

lead the facilitation. There were times when one of us was having 

a tough moment, and we were able to hold the space for each 

other – it was refreshing not to have to be 100% all the time 

(though sometimes we worried about that!). 

While we were talking about collaboration, we came up against 

some interesting feelings about what to call it. To Linden it felt 

strange to call it work, even though it was very much hard work in 

the sense of time, effort and focus. For them, it came from a 

deeper space than ‘work’ often does – a space of what is 

important to us collectively and the care we have for each other. 

Hari really wanted to call it work because this is how they felt 

work should be! It was really interesting to explore where these 

feelings came from, and we came to the conclusion that this is 

what work feels like when we’re not alienated from it. The fact 

that we enjoyed it and felt a great deal of emotional connection 

to it makes it not “just a job”, but it’s radical to call this kind of 

deep collaborative work WORK, loud and clear, and demand all 

that comes with it: fair pay, rights and recognition.  

Community collaboration 

LADA’s commission was really open, and gave us lots of scope. 

The aim was “to contribute to our engagement with our local 

neighbourhood, with individuals and communities in Bethnal 



Green, and to further our role as a Centre for Live Art… [to] 

explore and test ideas for new ways of working within/around 

our building, and new ways of engaging with local publics and 

partners.” In addition, we secured extra funding from Culture 

Seeds, who provide grants for “community-led arts, culture and 

heritage projects and activities.” 

The idea of the project as community-led was really important to 

us. We didn’t want to create something and then expect people 

to give their time and energy getting involved in it – we wanted 

to co-create it with them. This is a difficult thing to do in the 

context of arts funding, because it wouldn’t have been practical 

for us to spend a lot of time co-creating something without 

knowing if it would be funded or not. That’s quite a lot of unpaid 

labour! But funders usually want to see an idea which has some 

substance to it, so “we don’t know what we’re doing yet but we’ll 

tell you once we get going” probably wouldn’t have cut it. 

Even so, we wanted to work in an emergent way: making the 

conditions for things to emerge rather than forcing a process to 

happen in a certain way. And that was the great thing about the 

Garrett Centre Commission – connection was the aim, rather than 

numbers.  

The idea of engagement is a problem, though.  

When does someone count as being engaged? So often funders 

just count this as getting someone in the door once (though for 

LADA and Culture Seeds, thankfully, this wasn’t the main 

outcome they were looking for). 

Folks in a given community are already engaged – with the things 

that matter to them. The idea of ‘engagement’ turns communities 

into a passive audience, and assumes that they will be interested 

in whatever you’re doing if only you pitch it right. Taking a 

collaborative approach rather than an engagement approach can 



make the relationship two way – instead of “I’m engaging you” it 

becomes “what shall we do together?” It becomes an opportunity 

to ask what an organisation or artist can do for a community on 

the community’s terms. 

Engagement doesn’t always take into account accessibility. If 

people aren’t getting involved, rather than assuming that people 

are ‘not engaged’, it’s important to consider that maybe they can’t 

access what you are offering. Are there different entry points or 

pathways that we can find together? Or ways to improve access 

around existing ones? 

As an artist you have to accept that people might not want to get 

involved with your artform. This is hard in the context of life as a 

freelancer – accepting this means that you might do yourself out 

of a job sometimes. As a poet, Linden faces this often. Although 

it’s often in part because formal education ruins poetry for many 

people by making it dry and uninspiring, and this is incredibly 

frustrating, real collaboration means listening when people say 

they’re not into it. As a result, this project evolved from a poetry-

based idea to broaden into storytelling and storymaking more 

generally. 

Perhaps coming in with an artform in mind is not the best 

approach to collaborative work in this kind of context. A 

community connector could put together a project in 

collaboration with a group of people, and then invite an artist in 

depending on what they’re collectively interested in – and 

perhaps this would be a more collaborative way of working. 

Which begs the question: are artists, as such, the best people to 

be doing this work? 

Community connection is a skill. Not all artists have a talent for it, 

though some very much do. This needs to be recognised as a job 

in and of itself, and as an ongoing one: there is a limit to how 



much genuine connection can be made in a one-off project. For 

community collaboration, as opposed to engagement, this needs 

to be woven through everything, year round – rather than 

outsourced to one-off projects, where the next set of artists need 

to almost start over. Arts projects can then be based on 

collaboration with community, instead of vice versa. Making this 

as internal and local as possible makes it both easier and more 

effective.  

If we were to do this project again, we would have talked more 

with LADA about what community means to them, what they’ve 

been doing already, and what’s been difficult. We didn’t know 

about the existing politics around their relationships with the 

folks living around the Garrett Centre; and the dynamics of their 

space. During this project – even with the extra funding – we 

didn’t have time or resources to do this properly.  

In the end, the project was about making connections between 

communities and individuals in the area, rather than with LADA 

specifically – This brought in the work of other community 

connectors in the area, including Hari’s previous work at the 

nature reserve. We shifted the power dynamic to think about 

making roots and lines between different spaces, without 

positioning LADA as the most important or central, of these. The 

folks at LADA seemed very happy with this! 

We found that we needed to be able to change what we were 

doing based on the collaboration. We had to be able to change 

timelines, themes, even artforms – you can’t know the answer 

before you start or you’re doing it wrong. We want to call on arts 

organisations looking to make connections with the communities 

around them to invest in this kind of flexibility. 



We need to change the funding models to be able to admit that 

things might fail, or you might not be liked, or your idea might not 

be liked.  

Funding for these kind of projects needs to take into account how 

much work community connection takes. This would have been a 

much smaller project, the connections much less deep, if we 

hadn’t secured extra funding from Culture Seeds. Funders tend to 

ask, what do you need to make art? Rather than what do you 

need to make connections? There is so much work in a project 

like this beyond what’s considered art-making, and seeing it as a 

skill and a job in itself begins to make some of this visible. 

We were not the only ones in this project investing in community 

connection. We wanted to recognise that by paying the folks we 

were working with to run workshops on the day of the trail – we 

felt it was essential to value the work of artists and the work of 

community connectors, who often do a great deal of incredible 

work unpaid. 

The labour of engagement from the community side needs to be 

acknowledged. It’s a gift for someone to give their time and 

energy in getting involved with your project! And when you see it 

as a collaboration rather than engagement, it makes sense to 

share money and resources with your collaborators. 

So our challenge for arts organisations is this: can you use your 

social and monetary capital to empower communities to engage 

with artists on their own terms? Create connections with local 

artists and commission them, or give a grant to a community 

organisation so they can decide what they want to do with it? 

Can you put community collaboration at the heart of your work? 

Can you hire community connectors as permanent staff members 

(recognising the ongoingness of this work) rather than as 

freelancers who do one off projects? 



How do you measure success of a project like this? Is it the 

number of people who showed up, or the quality of the 

connections? How do you measure connection? Was it the 

feelings that we all had: the buzz of working together to create 

something complex and messy and beautiful? 

This project wasn’t that successful in getting hundreds of people 

to turn up. But we are proud that we were able to nurture 

successful and supportive collaborations with each other, and 

with the wider communities we worked with. The learning from 

this feels valuable, and is something we’d like to keep sharing.  

Hari & Linden 

 

  



Write your own 

These are some of the 
activities we did in the 
workshops, in case you 
would like to have a go 
yourself! 

Plants we use 

Find some herbs in your 
garden or kitchen - they can 
be fresh or dried. Use all your 
senses to explore them, and 
write a sentence describing 
what you can see, smell, 
taste, feel and hear. 

What do the herbs remind 
you of? What memories do 
they bring with them? Write 
them down, or tell someone 
a story about them. 

What herbs do you use to 
cook? Think of a time you 
cooked a meal that is 
important to you. Why was it 
important? Who was there? 
What did it taste like? Smell 
like? Look like? 

 

 



How we grow 

Choose a plant that you love to grow, and write a sentence 
describing it looks, smells, tastes, feels and sounds like. 

Is there a story about why you grow that plant? Or a story about 
how you have grown, cooked or eaten it? Write down your 
stories, and include the feelings that go with them. 

Write a letter to your plant. What would you like to say to it? 
What questions would you like to ask? Then write a letter back 
from the plant!  

A day in their paws / roots 

Find a space outdoors - a garden, park, or even just your street - 
and spend some time looking around for good textures and 
colours. If you’re working with someone else, take each other on 
a tour of the things you have found. Write a description of one or 
more of the things you have found - use sight, smell, touch, and 
sound, and add what it makes you feel. 

Pick one of these beings or spaces, and imagine a day in its life. 
This could be in first person (“I”) or third person 
(“he/she/they”).  What would they feel, what would they think 
and say? What would be important to their daily life? What 
stories might they have to tell of what they’ve seen and heard?  

Go through and underline all the best bits in what you’ve written. 
What’s the most effective description? Is there 
anything surprising or different? Take those 
good bits and put them together to make 
a story or poem, combining the 
physical descriptions with the day 
in the life imaginings. 

 



 

 

 

 

  

Rat’s eye view 

Imagine that you are a 
rat living in the 
neighbourhood. What 
would you see and do? 
What stories would 
you have to tell?  

How has your area 
changed in the time 
that you and your 
family have lived here? 
Using some of that 
knowledge… what 
legends do you think 
rats would have to tell 
about the 
neighbourhood?  
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