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Chapbook

A chapbook based on TED talk by Genevieve 
von Petzinger regarding symbols found in caves.
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There’s 
something 
about 
caves... 
A shadowy opening in a limestone 
cliff that draws you in.

As you pass through the portal 
between light and dark, you enter 
a subterranean world, a place of 
perpetual gloom, of earthy smells, 
of hushed silence.
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There are three main types of 
communication, spoken, gestural 
so things like sign language and 
graphic communication. Spoken 
and gestural are by their very nature 
ephemeral. It  requires close contact 
for a message to be sent and 
received.

And after the moment of 
transmission, it’s gone forever. 
Graphic communication, on 
the other hand, decouples that 
relationship. And with its invention, 
it became possible for the first time 
for a message to be transmitted and 
preserved beyond a single moment 
in place and time. 
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Long ago in Europe,
entered these

As witness to their passage, they left 
behind mysterious engravings and 
paintings, like this panel of humans, 
triangles and zigzags from Ojo 
Guareña in Spain. You now walk the 
same path as these early artists. And 
in this surreal, otherworldly place, 
it’s almost possible to imagine that 
you hear the muffled footfall of skin 

boots on soft earth, or that you see 
the flickering of a torch around the 
next bend.  When I’m in a cave, I 
often find myself wondering what 
drove these people to go so deep 
to brave dangerous and narrow 
passageways to leave their mark? In 
this video clip, that was shot half a 
kilometer, or about a third of a mile, 

could no longer achieve focus on 
the ceiling with his DSLR camera. 
So while he filmed me, I kept 
following the trail of red paint with 
a single light and a point-and-
shoot camera that we kept for that 
type of occasion. Half a kilometer 
underground.

underground, in the cave of Cudon 
in Spain, we found a series of red 
paintings on a ceiling in a previously 
unexplored section of the cave. As 
we crawled forward, military-style, 
with the ceiling getting ever lower, 
we finally got to a point where the 
ceiling was so low that my husband 
and project photographer, Dylan, 

ancient people also 
underground worlds.
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Seriously. 
What was 
somebody
doing down 
there with 
a torch or
a stone 
lamp?

I mean to me, it makes sense, right? But you know, this is the 
kind of question that I’m trying to answer with my research. 
I study some of the oldest art in the world. It was created by 

these early artists in Europe, between 10,000 and 40,000 
years ago. And the thing is that I’m not just studying it 

because it’s beautiful, though some of it certainly is.
But what I’m interested in is the development of the 

modern mind, of the evolution of creativity, of imagination, 
of abstract thought, about what it means to be human. 

While all species communicate in one way oranother, only 
we humans have really taken it to another level.

Our desire and ability to share and collaborate has been a 
huge part of our success story. Our modern 

world is based on a global network 
of information exchange made 

possible, in large part, by our ability 
to communicate in particular, 

using graphic or written forms 
of communication. The thing is, 

though, that we’ve been building on 
the mental achievements of those that came 

before us for so long that it’s easy to forget that certain 
abilities haven’t already existed. It’s one of the things I 
find most fascinating about studying our deep history. 

Those people didn’t have the shoulders of any giants to 
stand on. They were the original shoulders. And while a 
surprising number of important inventions come out of 

that distant time, what I want to talk to you about today is 
the invention of graphic communication.
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bell-shaped signs from the site 
of El Castillo in Spain. The term 
penniform means “feather-shaped” 
in Latin, but could this actually be 
a depiction of a plant or a tree? 
Some researchers have begun to 
ask these questions about certain 
signs at specific sites, but I believe 
the time has come to revisit this 
category as a whole. The irony in 
all of this, of course, is that having 
just carefully classified all of the 
signs into a single category, I have a 
feeling that my next step will involve 
breaking it back apart as different 
types of imagery are identified and 
separated off.

Knowing all this, it seems highly 
unlikely that the geometric signs 
from Ice Age Europe were truly 
abstrWharacters. Instead, what’s 
much more likely is that these early 
artists were also making counting 
marks, maybe like this row of 
lines from Riparo di Za Minic in 
Sicily, as well as creating stylized 
representations of things from the 
world around them. Could some of 
the signs be weaponry or housing? 
Or what about celestial objects like 
star constellations? Or maybe even 
rivers, mountains, trees, landscape 
features, possibly like this black 
penniform surrounded by strange 

Now don’t get me wrong, the 
later creation of fully developed 
writing was an impressive feat in 
its own right. But it’s important to 
remember that those early writing 
systems didn’t come out of a 
vacuum. And that even 5,000 years 
ago, people were already building 
on something much older, with 

its origins stretching back tens of 
thousands of years to the geometric 
signs of Ice Age Europe and far 
beyond, to that point, deep in our 
collective history, when someone 
first came up with the idea of 
making a graphic mark, and forever 
changed the nature of how we 
communicate.
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Why

symbols

all over europe

found in caves

are these 32

Genevieve von Petzinger16 17

So back to the matter at hand. 
There could be no doubt that 
these signs were meaningful 
to their creators, like these 
25,000-year-old bas-relief 
sculptures from La Roque de 
Venasque in France. We might 
not know what they meant, but 
the people of the time certainly 
did. The repetition of the same 
signs, for so long, and at
so many sites tells us that the 
artists were making intentional 
choices. If we’re talking about 
geometric shapes,
with specific, culturally 
recognized, agreed-upon 
meanings, than we could very 
well be looking at one of the 
oldest systems of graphic 
communication in the world.

I’m not talking about writing 
yet. There’s just not enough 
characters at this point 
to have represented all of 
the words in the spoken 
language, something which 
is a requirement for a full 
writing system. Nor do we see 
the signs repeating regularly 
enough to suggest that they 
were some sort of alphabet. 
But what we do have are some 

intriguing one-offs, like this 
panel from La Pasiega in Spain, 
known as “The Inscription” 
with its symmetrical markings 
on the left, possible stylized 
representations of hands in the 
middle, and what looks a bit like 
a bracket on the right.

The oldest systems of graphic 
communication in the 
world Sumerian cuneiform, 
Egyptian hieroglyphs, the 
earliest Chinese script, all 
emerged between 4,000 and 
5,000 years ago, with each 
coming into existence from 
an earlier protosystem made 
up of counting marks and 
pictographic representations, 
where the meaning and the 
image were the same. So a 
picture of a bird would really 
have represented that animal. 
It’s only later that we start to 
see these pictographs become 
more stylized, until they almost 
become unrecognizable and 
that we also start to see more 
symbols being invented to 
represent all those other 
missing words in language 
things like pronouns, adverbs, 
adjectives.
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Europe is one of the first places 
that we start to see graphic marks 
regularly appearing in caves, rock 
shelters and even a few surviving 
open-air sites. But this is not the 
Europe we know today. This was a 
world dominated by towering ice 
sheets, three to four kilometers 
high, with sweeping grass plains 
and frozen tundra. This was the Ice 
Age. Over the last century, more 
than 350 Ice Age rock art sites have 
been found across the continent, 

decorated with animals, abstract 
shapes and even the occasional 
human like these engraved figures 
from Grotta dell’Addaura in 
Sicily. They provide us with a rare 
glimpse into the creative world and 
imagination of these early artists. 
Since their discovery, it’s been 
the animals that have received the 
majority of the study like this black 
horse from Cullalvera in Spain, or 
this unusual purple bison from La 
Pasiega. 

get started on my questions, my first 
step was to compile a database of 
all known geometric signs from all 
of the rock art sites. The problem 
was that while they were well 
documented at some sites, usually 
the ones with the very nice animals, 
there was also a large number of 
them where it was very vague there 
wasn’t a lot of description or detail. 
Some of them hadn’t been visited in 
half a century or more.

But for me, it was the abstract 
shapes, what we call geometric 
signs, that drew me to study the art. 
The funny this is that at most sites 
the geometric signs far outnumber 
the animal and human images. But 
when I started on this back in 2007, 
there wasn’t even a definitive list of 
how many shapes there were, nor 
was there a strong sense of whether 
the same ones appeared across 
space or time. Before I could even 
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So let’s get 
to those 
answers.
Barring a handful of outliers, there 
are only 32 geometric signs. Only 
32 signs across a 30,000-year time 
span and the entire continent of 
Europe. That is a very small number. 
Now, if these were random doodles 
or decorations, we would expect 
to see a lot more variation, but 
instead what we find are the same 
signs repeating across both space 
and time. Some signs start out 
strong, before losing popularity 
and vanishing, while other signs are 
later inventions. But 65 percent of 
those signs stayed in use during 

that entire time period -- things like 
lines, rectangles triangles, ovals and 
circles like we see here from the end 
of the Ice Age, at a 10,000-year-
old site high in the Pyrenees 
Mountains. And while certain signs 
span thousands of kilometers, other 
signs had much more restricted 
distribution patterns, with some 
being limited to a single territory, 
like we see here with these divided 
rectangles that are only found in 
northern Spain, and which some 
researchers have speculated could 
be some sort of family or clan signs. On a side note, there is surprising 

degree of similarity in the earliest 
rock art found all the way from 
France and Spain to Indonesia and 
Australia. With many of the same 
signs appearing in such far-flung 
places, especially in that 30,000 to 

40,000-year range, it’s starting to 
seem increasingly likely that this 
invention actually traces back to a 
common point of origin in Africa. 
But that I’m afraid, is a subject for a 
future talk.
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Over the course of two years, my 
faithful husband Dylan and I each 
spent over 300 hours underground, 
hiking, crawling and wriggling 
around 52 sites in France, Spain, 
Portugal and Sicily. And it was totally 
worth it.

We found new, undocumented 
geometric signs at 75 percent of the 
sites we visited. This is the level of 
accuracy I knew I was going to need 
if I wanted to start answering those 
larger questions.
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An online publication regarding the mysterious 
disappearance of 9 hikers.









Soggetto Magazine - Volume 01 

A sample first issue for a magazine focusing on the 
effects and theories regarding every day objects.











From Finnish saunas and soppy otters 
to grief, grandparents and Kellogg’s 
anti-masturbation pants, Slug is a 
book which holds a mirror lovingly 
up to the world, past and present, 
through Hollie’s driving, funny, 
hopeful poetry and prose. Slug is 
about the human condition: of birth 
and death and how we manage the 
possibilities in-between.

HOLLIE McNISH is an award-winning 
poet based between Cambridge and 
Glasgow. She won the Ted Hughes 
Award for Nobody Told Me and has 
published three other collections.
- Plum, Cherry Pie and Papers.

CATEGORY

 ‘One of the best 
poets we have’

Matt Haig

Lemin Sissay

Bryony Gordon

 ‘Like Pam 
Ayers on acid’

 ‘Gorgeous 
fingering poems’

and other thIngs
I’ve been told to hate

HOLLIE MCNISH
HOLLIE
MCNISH

Hollie McNish - Slug Cover

Hard back sleeve for latest book by Hollie McNish, 
‘Slug and other things I’ve been told to hate’.





BLAD

Re-imagining the history of Falcone & Borsellino for a 
modern audience. Taking inspiration from documents 
that were part of their lives throughout.
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Prefazione  Prefazione

La vita di due magistrati come Giovanni Falcone e Paolo 
Borsellino raccontata attraverso immagini che 
rappresentano, nel bene e nel male, anche alcuni passaggi 
cruciali della storia del nostro Paese. Sono queste le 
motivazioni che hanno spinto l’ANSA a realizzare la 
mostra fotografica Falcone e Borsellino, vent’anni dopo, 
che ha come sottotitolo la scritta comparsa su uno dei 
lenzuoli bianchi esposti a Palermo subito dopo le stragi 
e che sintetizza la ribellione della città: “Non li avete 
uccisi: le loro idee cammineranno sulle nostre gambe”. 

Le foto, tratte dall’archivio dell’ANSA ma anche dagli 
album privati di famiglia, ricostruiscono le vicende 
umane e professionali dei due magistrati antimafia legati 
da un destino comune fin dall’infanzia negli anni del 
dopoguerra alla Magione, uno dei quartieri del centro 
storico di Palermo. La mostra si dipana attraverso una 
serie di capitoli che ripercorrono le vicende salienti 
della lotta a Cosa Nostra: la nascita del pool; il 
pentimento di Tommaso Buscetta; il maxiprocesso; la 
stagione dei veleni; la polemica sui professionisti 
dell’antimafia e quella sulle prove nei cassetti; la 
nomina di Borsellino alla Procura di Marsala e quella di 
Falcone al Dipartimento degli affari penali a Roma. Fino 
ai tragici attentati del ‘92. 

Quelle storie sono rievocate attraverso i volti dei 
protagonisti, dei testimoni e delle migliaia di persone 
che risposero alla minaccia della mafia con le catene 
umane e la rivolta delle coscienze. E scorrendo le 
immagini non si può che condividere quanto affermato dal 
Capo dello Stato in occasione dell’inaugurazione il 23 
maggio 2012 a Palermo, in occasione delle manifestazioni 
per il ventesimo anniversario della strage di Capaci, 
nelle sale lignee del Monte di Pietà di palazzo 
Branciforte: il racconto fotografico ha una forza 
evocativa ed emotiva superiore perfino alle parole. E 
l’ANSA, con questa iniziativa, vuole mettere a 
disposizione del paese quell’immenso patrimonio che è il 
suo archivio fotografico con la consapevolezza che è 
anche grazie a tali iniziative che si contribuisce alla 
crescita della coscienza civile dei nostri giovani. 

Luigi Contu 
Direttore ANSA

15

La Nascita 
del Pool
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Piazza Magione

Capitolo: 01
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Piazza Magione
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 Piazza Magione

Giovanni Falcone e Paolo Borsellino nascono a Palermo 
alla vigilia dell’ingresso in guerra dell’Italia. Falcone il 20 
maggio del 1939; Borsellino il 19 gennaio 1940. Un destino 
sembra accomunarli fin dalla nascita: le loro case distano 
infatti pochi passi da Piazza Magione, nel quartiere 
popolare della Kalsa, i cui palazzi saranno sventrati prima 
dai bombardamenti degli Alleati e poi dalla speculazione 
edilizia. Giovanni, figlio di Arturo Falcone, direttore del 
Laboratorio chimico provinciale, e di Luisa Bentivegna, è 
il terzogenito dopo le sorelle Anna e Maria. 
È un ragazzo studioso che frequenta con ottimi risultati 
prima il Convitto Nazionale, una delle scuole più rigorose 
di Palermo, e poi il liceo “Umberto I”. Ama il mare e lo 

sport, pratica anche il canottaggio a livello agonistico. Paolo 
figlio del farmacista Diego Borsellino e di Maria Lepanto, 
è il secondo di quattro figli, Adele, la più grande, il fratello 
minore Salvatore e l’ultimogenita Rita. Ha un carattere 
gioviale e scherzoso, in famiglia lo descrivono come una 
“piccola peste”. Anche lui ha un ottimo rendimento scola-
stico al Liceo classico Meli, dove si diploma nel giugno del 
‘58 con 8 in tutte le materie e 9 in greco. Piazza Magione 
è il luogo dell’infanzia e dell’adolescenza dei due futuri 
magistrati. Nell’oratorio della chiesa di San Francesco, 
Giovanni e Paolo si troveranno a giocare con alcuni ragazzi 
del quartiere che anni dopo inquisiranno come affiliati a 
Cosa Nostra.

Giovanni Falcone, seduto al centro, con i 
compagni di classe in III media.

FIN DA BAMBINO AVEVO RESPIRATO ARIA DI MAFIA, 
VIOLENZA, ESTORSIONI, ASSASSINII… SONO NATO 
NELLO STESSO QUARTIERE DI MOLTI DI LORO. 
CONOSCO A FONDO L’ANIMA SICILIANA. DA UNA 
INFLESSIONE DI VOCE, DA UNA STRIZZATINA D’OCCHI 
CAPISCO MOLTO PIÙ CHE DA LUNGHI DISCORSI.

GIOVANNI FALCONE
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La Nascita del Pool
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 La Nascita del Pool

Sergio Mattarella, futuro Presidente della Repubblica, mentre sorregge il cadavere del fratello Piersanti, appena assassinato. 

Antonino Caponnetto, capo dell’Ufficio 

Istruzione del Tribunale di Palermo, con 

Giovanni Falcone e Paolo Borsellino.

Leonardo Guarnotta, Gioacchino Natoli e Paolo
Borsellino, componenti del pool antimafia di 

Palermo.

Tra il 1979 e il 1980 Falcone e Borsellino sono impegnati 
nelle prime grandi inchieste su Cosa Nostra. Falcone indaga 
sulle famiglie mafiose italo-americane Spatola-Gambino-
Inzerillo coinvolte nel traffico di droga e nel falso sequestro 
del bancarottiere Michele Sindona. Borsellino inquisisce i 
fratelli Giulio e Andrea Di Carlo, legati al boss corleonese 
Leoluca Bagarella.

A partire da queste inchieste si sviluppa un nuovo metodo 
investigativo, grazie anche all’intuizione del consigliere 
istruttore Rocco Chinnici, basato sulla necessità di dare 
una visione unitaria e complessiva del fenomeno mafioso. 
Nasce così il pool antimafia. Con Falcone e Borsellino ne 
faranno parte, tra gli altri, anche Leonardo Guarnotta, 
Giuseppe Di Lello e successivamente Gioacchino Natoli, 
Giacomo Conte e Ignazio De Francisci.

In quegli anni la mafia non si limita più a narcotraffico ed 
estorsioni, ora controlla anche gli appalti, inquina l’im-
prenditoria e la finanza, influenza pesantemente il sistema 
politico, sfida lo Stato uccidendo magistrati, poliziotti, 
giornalisti e politici.

Tra il 1979 e il 1982 vengono assassinati il cronista del 
Giornale di Sicilia Mario Francese, il capo della squadra 
mobile Boris Giuliano, il giudice Cesare Terranova, il 
procuratore Gaetano Costa, il presidente della Regione 
Piersanti Mattarella, il segretario del PCI siciliano Pio La 
Torre e il prefetto di Palermo Carlo Alberto Dalla Chiesa. 
 
Il 29 luglio 1983 viene ucciso con un’autobomba davanti 
al portone di casa il “padre” del pool antimafia, Rocco 
Chinnici. Nell’attentato muoiono anche due agenti di 
scorta e il portiere dello stabile. Capo dell’Ufficio Istruzione 
viene nominato Antonino Caponnetto, proveniente da 
Firenze, che stabilirà subito con Falcone e Borsellino non 
solo un rapporto professionale ma anche un intenso 
legame affettivo.
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La Nascita del Pool
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 La Nascita del Pool

NON SONO ROBIN HOOD NÉ UN KAMIKAZE E TANTOMENO 
UN TRAPPISTA. SONO SEMPLICEMENTE UN SERVITORE 
DELLO STATO IN TERRA INFEDELIUM.

GIOVANNI FALCONE

30 aprile 1982. Pio La Torre, 
segretario regionale del PCI, viene 

assassinato con Rosario Di Salvo mentre  
sta raggiungendo la sede del partito. 21

L’Attentatuni 
di Capaci

Capitolo: 10

26

Via D’Amelio La Strage Annunciata
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 Via D’Amelio La Strage Annunciata

Alle persone più vicine Paolo Borsellino aveva 
confidato: “Mi sento un cadavere che cammina...”. 
E infatti, 57 giorni dopo la strage di Capaci, un’au-
tobomba esplode il 19 luglio 1992 in via D’Amelio 
e dilania Borsellino mentre si sta recando in 
casa della madre. Con lui cadono cinque agenti 
di scorta: Emanuela Loi, Walter Eddie Cosina, 
Agostino Catalano, Vincenzo Li Muli e Claudio 
Traina. Negli ultimi giorni Borsellino era impe-
gnato a denunciare l’isolamento di Giovanni 
Falcone e i tradimenti di qualche “giuda”. Ne aveva 
parlato proprio nell’ultimo intervento pubblico 
alla biblioteca comunale il 25 giugno 1992. In una 

“terra bellissima e disgraziata” come la Sicilia, 
aveva pure detto, la lotta alla mafia deve essere 
sostenuta da un movimento culturale e morale, 
anche religioso, che abitui tutti a “sentire la bel-
lezza del fresco profumo di libertà che si oppone 
al puzzo del compromesso morale, della indiffe-
renza, della contiguità e, quindi, della complicità”.

L’inchiesta sulla strage di via D’Amelio ha ipo-
tizzato che l’uccisione di Borsellino, decisa da 
tempo come quella di Falcone, sia stata affrettata 
dalla mafia. Dalle indagini sono scaturiti vari 
filoni processuali conclusi con la condanna di 
Totò Riina, Bernardo Provenzano e altri com-
ponenti della cupola di Cosa nostra. Ma almeno 
sette imputati sarebbero stati condannati ingiu-
stamente, e per questo scarcerati, sulla base 
delle dichiarazioni del falso pentito Vincenzo 
Scarantino, un personaggio di modesto profilo 
criminale del quartiere della Guadagna. Una ope-
razione di depistaggio scoperta, vent’anni dopo, 
grazie alle dichiarazioni di Gaspare Spatuzza, 
un nuovo pentito ritenuto più credibile che non 
solo ha smontato il castello delle false verità ma 
ha fornito indicazioni precise soprattutto sulla 
fase preparatoria dell’attentato alla quale ha con-
fessato di avere partecipato.

21 luglio 1992. “Non li avete uccisi” recita 
uno striscione esposto in una via di Palermo 
durante i funerali degli agenti di scorta di 

Paolo Borsellino

Agnese Piraino Leto, moglie di Paol
o 

Borsellino, viene abbracciata dal “
padre” 

 del pool antimafia Antonio Caponnetto 

ai funerali del marito

Quattro dei cinque agenti della scorta 
rimasti uccisi a via d’Amelio: da sinistra 

in alto Emanuela Loi, Claudio Traina, 
Agostino Catalano, Vincenzo Li Muli

I resti di un’automobile colpita 
dall’esplosione in via d’Amelio

MI UCCIDERANNO, MA NON SARÀ UNA VENDETTA
DELLA MAFIA. FORSE SARANNO MAFIOSI QUELLI CHE
MATERIALMENTE MI UCCIDERANNO, MA QUELLI CHE
AVRANNO VOLUTO LA MIA MORTE SARANNO ALTRI.

PAOLO BORSELLINO
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 L’ATTENTATUNI DI CAPACI

SI MUORE PERCHÉ SI È SOLI O PERCHÉ SI È 
ENTRATI IN UN GIOCO TROPPO GRANDE. IN SICILIA 
LA MAFIA COLPISCE I SERVITORI DELLO STATO CHE 
LO STATO NON È RIUSCITO A PROTEGGERE.

GIOVANNI FALCONE

Al telefono i boss si compiacevano di avere 
compiuto un “attentatuni”. Centinaia di chili di 
esplosivo, piazzati sotto l’autostrada che collega 
Palermo all’aeroporto di Punta Raisi, per uccidere 
con un’azione eclatante il nemico numero uno di 
Cosa Nostra: Giovanni Falcone. Il 23 maggio 1992, 
all’altezza dello svincolo di Capaci, si scatena l’in-
ferno. Con Falcone, che rientra da Roma, muoiono 
la moglie Francesca Morvillo e tre agenti di scorta: 
Antonio Montinaro, Rocco Di Cillo e Vito Schifani. 
L’attentato suscita profonda indignazione. Il 
Parlamento, che non riusciva a raggiungere 
un’intesa sull’elezione del nuovo capo dello 
Stato, si ritrova sul nome di Oscar Luigi Scalfaro. 
I funerali di Falcone si svolgono in un clima di 
grande tensione. Urla e spinte accolgono i politici.  
 
All’interno della chiesa di San Domenico si 
leva il grido disperato della vedova di uno 
degli agenti, Rosaria Schifani, che rivolgendosi 
agli “uomini della mafia” li invita a “inginoc-
chiarsi” per chiedere «perdono». L’attentato 
chiude i conti aperti dalla mafia nei confronti 
del magistrato che, con il contributo determi-
nante di Tommaso Buscetta, ha ricostruito 
i nuovi assetti del potere criminale, i moventi 
dei delitti eccellenti degli ultimi vent’anni, gli 
affari e le strategie della cupola guidata da 
Totò Riina e Bernardo Provenzano. Sulla strage 
di Capaci è aleggiato il sospetto che non fosse 
solo opera di mafia e che, con il successivo 
attentato di via D’Amelio, servisse a ricattare 
lo Stato per indurlo ad aprire una “trattativa”. 

Tre filoni processuali hanno individuato solo le 
responsabilità della cupola e dei boss coinvolti 
nell’organizzazione della strage, alcuni dei quali 
sono diventati collaboratori come Gioacchino La 
Barbera che azionò il telecomando per l’esplo-
sione. Sono stati tutti condannati.

Le bare delle vittime dell’attentato di
Capaci all’uscita dal Duomo.

Le FIAT Croma del giudice Falcone e della 
sua scorta ricoperte da un telo dopo 

la violenta esplosione.
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SPD - Competition

A set of opening spreads for a “How To”  magazine for 
young postgraduates regarding digital productivity
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There’s very little you can do using your mouse or touch-pad that you 
can’t do faster using your keyboard. There are exceptions—graphic 
design comes to mind—but most of the time this rule holds true. For 
example: launching a Mac application that’s not in your dock. You 
can open the Applications folder in Finder or Launchpad, then scroll 
until you � nd the app you want. Or you can open Spotlight using 
Command+Space-bar, type the � rst few letters of the app in question, 
then hit Enter. The mouse method takes around 30 seconds; the key-
board method takes less than two. This is the kind of trick that, once 
you learn it, you wonder how you lived without. Raycast is a free Mac 
application that takes this even further. It can launch apps, yes, but 
it can do a lot more than that—like show you your clipboard history, 
organize your windows, and even put your computer to sleep. I’m all 
about customizing how my Mac works—for example, I showed you 
how to give Quick Look new powers. Raycast is the best customization 
app I’ve come across in a long time. Here’s what it can do.

“There’s very little you 
can do using your 
mouse or touch-pad 
that you can’t do faster 
using your keyboard.”

Raycast, once you install it, runs in the background. 
You need to use a keyboard short-cut to use it. By default 
this short-cut is Option-Space, which is easy to trigger 
quickly. The idea is that you will launch Raycast, quickly 
� nd what you’re looking for, then get back to whatever 
it is you were doing before.

A few of the features Raycast includes overlap 
with what Spotlight o� ers. For example, you can search 
for � les on your computer and even do quick calcula-
tions. Other features can’t be found in Spotlight, though. 
For example, Raycast collects an ongoing history of 
everything you copy to your clipboard, allowing you 
to quickly scroll back through everything and paste 
something you’d thought was lost. 

Raycast can also move and resize the currently 
open windows—for example, you could move one win-
dow to take up the left half of the screen and another 
to take up the right. There’s a built-in tool for searching 
your contacts, making it easy to quickly � nd and copy 
anyone’s email address or phone number. There’s even 
commands for quick system changes, like toggling be-
tween dark mode and light mode or putting your com-
puter to sleep. You can even type the word “Schedule” 
to see all of your calendar appointments; if one is an 
online meeting, hit Enter to open the meeting. I could 
go on, but the best way to use Raycast is just to open 
it and start typing whatever it is you want to do. Odds 
are the app can accommodate you, and if not, there’s 
an extension that can.

Raycast can add even more features with exten-
sions, which allow the application to search information 
from other applications. For example, I use Google Drive 
to collaborate with editors. The Google Workspace ex-
tension means I can open any document in my Drive in 
a couple of keystrokes. There’s a similar extension for 
Spotify, letting you quickly � nd and listen to any album 
or play-list. There’s an extension for the password man-
agers 1Password and Bit-warden, meaning you can � nd 
and copy passwords quickly even when you’re outside 
your browser. There’s an extension for quickly � nding 
animated GIFs.

And it gets even nerdier—you can do things like 
install software using Homebrew or even run Terminal 
commands. Don’t worry if you don’t know what those 
things are, though: The point is you can set up almost 
anything you can imagine. 

Installing these couldn’t be easier—just type the 
word “Store” in Raycast, hit Enter, then search for the 
extension you want. You can also browse the store 
online, if you prefer.

You can set up a universal keyboard shortcut for 
anything Raycast can do, which is possibly my favorite 
feature. You can create keyboard shortcuts to launch a 
given app, for example, or to open any � le. It also means 
you could create custom keyboard shortcuts to quickly 
launch di� erent kinds of searches. Open Raycast, then 
type “General” and hit Enter to open the settings. Head 
to the Extensions tab and � nd the speci� c application 
or action you want to create a keyboard shortcut for. 
Click the Record Hotkey option for that item and think 
of a shortcut that won’t con� ict with any other ones.

There are very few applications that have actually 
changed how I use my computer. Raycast is one of them. 
Anything I can think of is just a few keystrokes away, 
meaning my only excuse for not getting more done is 
the sheer volume of distractions on the internet. That 
should be easy to overcome, right? 
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Our group magazine ‘Restore’ is described as ‘an 
optimistic lifestyle publication that celebrates 
community and making from the home’.
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Sashiko

Mending

ArtBorn from the Japanese art of sashiko, 
visible mending enables crafters to 
eschew fast fashion and make 
mistakes beautiful.

 Int

Turning

Words by Meghan Racklin.
Photographs by Toast.
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When Jessica Marquez’s boyfriend 
ripped his favorite jean jacket, he asked 
if she could fix it. Marquez, a “visible 
mending” maker, teacher, and author, 
began researching hand-embroidery 
techniques she could use to fix the 
rip. She came upon sashiko, a Japa-
nese mending technique involving a 
running stitch and geometric patterns. 
As she practiced, she realized that she 
wanted to start using the same tech-
nique on her own clothes. A favorite 
pair of jeans now has four mends, each 
rip patched up with darker denim and 
beautiful square fields of bright white 
cross-stitching.

For Marquez, visible mending “be-
comes a means of self-expression.” In 
mending an item of clothing in a high-
ly visible style, she can turn a rip into 
a personal piece of art. Rather than 
trying to hide a garment’s flaws, she 
tells me, “it’s just something that be-
comes uniquely mine.”

In this way, visible mending is the 
antidote to fast fashion. Instead of see-
ing clothes as disposable, visible mend-
ing values sustainability and suggests a 
different way of relating to our clothes. 
Colleen Hill, a curator at the Muse-
um at FIT whose 2018 show “Fashion 
Unraveled” displayed mended and de-
constructed fashion, explains that, in 
response to the ubiquity of fast fashion, 
“people are starting to dial back and 
think more about what makes clothing 
meaningful, and I would imagine that 
visible mending is part of that.” She 
tells me that visible mending “tells us 
that we can, in fact, have a connection 
to our clothing. And that that connec-

07.

tion can continue. And rather than see-
ing something that is perhaps a little 
shabby or worn out, [and] seeing that 
as a negative thing or something that 
we need to replace, to in fact embrace 
it as something that we love and that 
expresses who we are.”

Hill explains that “when we look 
at clothes within museum collections, 
historically we would see something 
like a stain or a tear, and it might be 
something that is a bit repulsive or that 
we don’t necessarily want to show. But 
I think that, in fact, there’s a different, 
much more positive way to look at that, 
and that is the idea that these clothes 
have lived a life and that they were, in 
fact, important to someone and had 
this kind of moment in the sun.”

A museum show is one way of high-
lighting that, and visible mending pro-
vides a way to do the same in day-to-
day life. Hill tells me that she recently 
organized a visible mending workshop 
with Golden Joinery, a Dutch organi-
zation that uses golden thread for visi-
ble mends. Golden Joinery’s Margreet 
Sweerts tells me via email that “there 
can be beauty in a flaw, a golden scar. It 
is a sign of life, it tells the story and his-
tory of a piece.” It is hoped that through 
Golden Joinery’s mending workshops 
and a mending game that it has de-
veloped, people will “experience the 
beauty of imperfection.”

Sustainability-minded brands are 
also starting to embrace visible mend-
ing as a way to extend the life cycle of 
their clothes and to reach customers 
whose interest in the concept is grow-
ing. Lilah Horwitz, who works on both 

visual branding and garment design 
for Eileen Fisher’s Renew program, 
which buys back customers’ used Ei-
leen Fisher garments and resews, 
mends, and resells them, tells me, “It’s 
just a strong message that we feel like 
we can’t ignore as a clothing company, 
and to be able to look at the product 
that we make and take that kind of 
responsibility and use creativity and 
design to bring that in and offer a new 
type of product offering.”

She also tells me that “we actually 
find it very exciting when a piece comes 
in and it’s just really well-worn, rather 
than when it comes in and is basically 
new, because it means that somebody 
put their life in their garment and they 
wore it out into the world and they 
really lived in it, and that’s exciting.” 
She explains, “We’ve lost this connec-
tion with our goods because they’re 
so disposable, and I think the process 
of visible mending is taking a bit of 
a stab at that, like, wait a second, let’s 
reconnect with what we already have, 
and what can we do to it to make it 
new again.” This suggests that, rather 
than discard things that have ceased to 
serve us, perhaps we should aim to find 
a way to make them beautiful.

This rethinking of disposability has 
an anti-capitalist appeal, as does think-
ing of oneself as someone who is not 
only, always, a consumer in search of 
the next purchase. 
But in the same way that making sus-
tainable clothing purchases is a privi-
lege many cannot afford, it is a privi-
lege to have the resources needed not 
only to mend something but also to 
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With time on their hands and anxiety 
rising, people men, women and children 
– are turning to knitting. We discuss this 
with ‘We Are Knitters’  founders Pepita 
Marín and Alberto Bravo.
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Baking

Better

Birmingham based baker Lucy Scott lets 
people pay what they want for cakes to 
lighten financial burden whilst building 
up her community and spreading joy.
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Community

Written by Kristina Beanland.
Illustrated by Erin Dowling.
Photographs by Lucy Scott and Molly Yeh.

breakdown and that we can connect 
with one another, even in times of 
rupture. That we can all connect 
through our joint desire to challenge ex-
isting norms and to create a system that 
is more carefully considered and more 
thoughtful of its impact on the earth. 
Sweerts tells me that, at Golden Join-
ery, they prefer the word “healing” to 
“repair” because, she says, “it is not only 
a RE-pair (towards a past that was once 
whole), it is also a transformational 
process, not only for the garment, 
but also for your soul. A move into a 
‘new’ future.” Visible mending offers us 
hope that we can transform our broken 
present into something better, not by 
reaching across the aisle or glossing 
over division, but by building some-
thing new from the rubble. It presents 
an opportunity for something good.

Restore Sashiko: Turning Mending Into Art
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Knitters are our priority, and our 
community is one of the key points 
about We Are Knitters. Through the 
years, we have been able to build a real 
network of makers who help each other, 
share tips, comment on their projects. 
Sometimes we don’t even have to come 
back to questions on Instagram because 
another person has already answered 
for us! Since we, as a civilization, are 
not used to making things with our 
hands anymore, once you start seeing 
results the first thing you want to do 
is to post about it on Instagram. That 
makes a lot of people think that if their 
friends, their sister or their colleague 
was able to do it, they can do it too! 
We have always encouraged people to 
share their projects using the hashtag 
#weareknitters (which now has more 
than 250k posts) so that we could see 
how they were doing. 

Can you talk a little about 
your community?

We are really trying to make this as 
easy for everyone as possible. Two 
weeks ago, we realized our sales were 
increasing by the day so we started 
offering free shipping on all orders. We 
also started this huge #StayAtHome 
#ChooseJoy campaign on Instagram to 
encourage people to stay at home. We 
share pics and videos of people knitting 
and having a good time at home so 
people can see they are not alone in this. 
Most of us are confined at home at the 
moment. The message basically is “this 
is what it is. You can either choose being 
sad and blue or you can choose joy.” 

How are you and the knitting 
community coming together 
during this challenging time?

I think the maker community itself. 
This is not just another business. It is 
so special, in the best way. Knitting is 
something people do alone at home 
so when they finish a project, they’re 
very proud of it and the first thing they 
want to do is to share it with the world 
through Instagram. This has made us go 
a little bit viral, which is fun! This is a 
very strong, connected community.

One of our biggest and most 
surprising accomplishments, though, 
is watching people, after knitting their 
own sweaters, realize the real value 
of handmade items. They start to 
understand and appreciate the amount 
of time and effort that goes into them 
and why they’re more expensive. We 
are heartened by this shift in consumer 
perception.

We hope people will find the joy in 
knitting during this time when they’re 
forced to stay home, and will turn this 
into a lifetime passion.

What’s been most surprising to 
you about your business?

Restore The Return of Grandma Crafts
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take the time to make it beautiful. It 
is also a privilege to feel comfortable 
wearing clothes that are visibly worn, 
however beautiful the repair. We need 
to be careful not to romanticize the 
history of mending, a craft that has 
grown out of necessity.

Miho Takeuchi, a traditional sa-
shiko instructor and designer born in 
Japan and based in the United States, 
tells me via email that sashiko, which 
developed in poor communities in Ja-
pan’s Edo period, “was born from the 
necessity of mending and patching gar-
ments, beddings and household items. 
In ancient days, clothing and bedding 
were made from homespun fabrics wo-
ven from native fibrous plants such as 

wisteria and hemp and necessity de-
manded that this clothing be recycled 
for as long as possible.” It was only later, 
she tells me, that the technique evolved 
to include the elaborate surface-level 
designs and intricate patterns popular 
with visible menders today.

Marquez makes sure to emphasize 
this history in her teaching as well. 
“I talk a lot about sashiko as a Japa-
nese technique, and I talk about how 
it was developed,” she explains. “It’s a 
resourceful technique; it’s birthed out 
of necessity and thrift, and we have 
everything.” Whereas mending was 
once the province of those who could 
not afford new clothes, today’s visible 
mending is the province, primarily, of 

“Visible mending 
insists that beauty can 
be built in the wake 
of a breakdown, and 
that we can connect 
with one another even 
in times of rupture”

those who can afford the time and at-
tention it takes to make one’s clothes 
into a statement.

Whilst visible mending is as much 
as about the privilege of connecting 
with one’s clothes, it also builds connec-
tions between people. Takeuchi says of 
teaching sashiko, “Not only teaching 
the stitching but also sharing [the] 
culture of Japan with my students is 
really fun. While practicing the stitch-
ing, students ask many questions and 
I try to answer as much as I can.” She 
adds that the technique is a way to de-
velop cross-cultural connections: “We 
are connected with common interests 
and enthusiasm toward the beauty of 
hand-stitching,” and sashiko, she says, 
“is the bridge for me to introduce my 
country and my culture to the people 
in the US.”

Community building is an im-
portant aspect of visible mending for 
Marquez, too. She explains, “I’m always 
trying to share what I’m doing and 
working on, and I try to build commu-
nity through crafting and making.” Vis-
ible mending is particularly popular 
on Instagram: The hashtag #mending, 
with over 68,000 posts, is filled with 
photos of holes filled in with colorful 
thread or covered up by interesting 
stitching designs.

Jessica Marquez tells me of her so-
cial media followers: “I like that [on 
Instagram], through hashtags and the 
kits, they can kind of see what other 
people are making and doing, and I 
think it’s fun, when you’re working 
on something or you’re excited about 
something, to see what someone else 

has made with the same technique.”
Hill, the curator, also highlighted 

the importance of community in this 
space: “in my experience, the best part 
of the workshop was the conversation 
we had while we were mending.”
This is not the first time that mending 
has been a community effort. Sashiko 
mending, for instance, was tradition-
ally the responsibility of women and 
girls, who mended clothes for family 
members. The technique was often 
passed down from mother to daughter.

In the United States, many women 
took up mending during World War II, 
when it was encouraged as “a govern-
mental campaign in Britain and it was 
a very strongly encouraged initiative in 
the United States,” according to Hill. 
She tells me that “it was considered 
patriotic to do your best and do your 
part to allow things like nylon or any 
kind of material to be put towards the 
war effort.”

Now, while interest in mending is 
resurgent, the meaning has changed. 
Sashiko, which had come to be deval-
ued as a craft associated with poverty 
and with women, was reappropriated 
by high-fashion designers like Issey 
Miyake as early as 1973. For Hill, “the 
idea of visible mending, or kind of 
distressed or deconstructed garments 
in a more general sense, leads to this 
intrigue of disruption in the fashion 
system. And that can be disruption of 
beauty ideals, or appropriate attire, or 
the focus that we often see between the 
fashion industry and wealth.”

Today, visible mending insists that 
beauty can be built in the wake of a 

Restore Sashiko: Turning Mending Into Art
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Can you tell us a little about 
your background?

What was missing in the knitting 
community and what made your 
product different?

We are both 32 years old and are based 
in Madrid. We both studied business 
and met in 2009 when we were 
working as consultants at PwC. We 
became friends and, after two years, we 
decided to quit our jobs and created We 
Are Knitters.

What made you decide to start 
We Are Knitters?

Were you both knitters at 
the time?

While we were working for PwC, we 
went to visit a friend in New York City. 
That was around 2010. We realized 
there were so many cool yarn stores 
with colourful fibres, people knitting in 
cafes and, one day, we saw this super 
hipster girl knitting on the subway. 
Nothing like that was happening in 
Spain. In fact, it was quite the opposite. 
We thought that if it was a trend in the 
US it would become popular in Europe 
in about two to three years. This was 
before Facebook and Instagram.

We were not knitters at all! We tried 
back at home and realized that if we 
could learn with video tutorials we 
found on YouTube, then anyone could! 
So that’s how we decided to start.

At the time, in Spain and most 
European countries, yarn stores and 
knitting patterns were old fashioned. 
Knitting was something that seemed 
to be just for a different generation. 
Also, since we were total beginners, we 

Studies say that around 45 million 
American know how to knit or crochet 
and one third of them buy supplies at 
least once per month. We have noticed 
over time how our customer has 
changed and how they have changed 
their behaviour too. In the very 
beginning they were mostly women 
aged 25-40 who wanted to learn a new 
hobby and thought knitting was cool 
and trendy. Over time, they learned 
they liked it and they have incorporated 
it into their
 daily life. 

Older customers have discovered the 
brand via their sons and daughters and 
what they value most are the quality 
and colours of our yarn. We have 
noticed that more and more men are 
starting to knit and are not afraid to 
show it! That is great, indeed.

What are some of the statistics 
about knitting – who’s doing it 
and how has that changed 
over time?

realized that it was hard to choose the 
yarn, the pattern that would fit that 
yarn, the needles, etc. To have all these 
items included in a kit and not have 
to think about it was very convenient. 
We decided to do it really simple and 
include everything you need in a kit 
so all you have to choose is the design, 
colour and size. We provide all the tools.

Also, our patterns are written in a 
very easy-to-follow way. We do have lots 
of video tutorials on our website, too, in 
case you have not knitted before or want 
to learn new techniques.

The Return of Grandma Crafts

Who is your main customer? What is your most popular knit?
99% are women but we are seeing more 
men trying it. People aged 25-40 usually 
buy kits and people 40 and older 
normally buy supplies. They already 
know how to knit and want to make 
their own designs.

We have lots of bestsellers, but the 
Downtown Snood has been one of 
our most popular kits since the very 
beginning. This kit has just one skein of 
chunky wool, it is made for beginners 
and it’s the perfect kit for everyone who 
wants to start with zero experience.

Well, these are some of our customers’ 
words during these days:

“I hope you realize what a service 
you are providing your customers and 
how much we appreciate it. As someone 
who struggles with anxiety, knitting 
helps calm my mind. Your kit will 
most definitely give me a “break” from 
everything that is going on in the world 
right now.”

For the past two weeks, we have been 
receiving these kind of comments and 
messages on social media all the time. 
Knitting keeps your mind occupied, 
it reduces your stress level and it also 
improves your self-esteem when you 
realize that you are able to create 
something with your own hands.

There are a lot of young moms 
teaching their children the basics. 
It helps kids to be focused on an 
activity for a while and improves their 
creativity and psychomotricity. We are 
happy to learn that knitting is helping a 
lot of people deal with these weird times 
in a more positive and productive way.

Tell us about knitting during the 
time of coronavirus.

As with every new skill, you need to 
be patient in order to learn. In the 
beginning you will make mistakes but 
you can always start over again. There 
are endless stitch options; you just have 
to learn the basics – knit and purl – 
and then start combining them. One 
of the best things about knitting is that 
once you learn, you never forget; it’s like 
riding a bicycle.

How hard is it to learn to knit?

There is not just one way but from our 
experience we think it is always good 
to start with thick chunky wool, big 
needles and a small project that does 
not take a lot of time to finish. This way 
you will see results pretty fast and you 
will feel encouraged to keep going. Also, 
our knitting tutorials are really useful 
for those who have never tried it before 
as they are filmed in a way that you just 
have to mimic what you are watching.

What’s the best way for people 
to learn to knit?

18. 19.

With time on their hands and 
anxiety rising, people – men, 
women and children – are turning 
to knitting. Experts agree that 
knitting is a great stress reducer, 
focusing your attention on the 
task at hand and resulting in 
something tangible you can be 
proud of.

I reached out to the founders of 
We Are Knitters, a beloved brand 
known for its bagged kits and 
vibrant community. Pepita Marín 
and Alberto Bravo, will totally 
change the way you think of this 
age-old craft.

Restore The Return of Grandma Crafts
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Earlier this year, bakery owner Lucy 
Scott was told she was lucky to be alive 
after suff ering a host of symptoms – 
including stomach pain and unex-
plained weight loss – which turned out 
to be a serious and painful infection.

After her life-saving surgery, Lucy 
pulled through – but the experience 
changed her. She knew she wanted to 
do something more meaningful with 
her life.

And so Lucy, from Birmingham, 
turned her bakery, Lil’s Parlour into a 
‘pay what you can’  business – meaning 
that none of her delicious treats, from 
cupcakes to ice cream sundaes come 
with a price tag. Lucy claims that ‘After 
my operation I realised that life can be 
so short. “I wanted to change the way I 
lived, and put another purpose – rather 
than making money – at the forefront 
of my life.”

Lucy had learnt about the ‘pay as 
you can’ economic theory when she 
was studying Economic History. 

She says: “I’m passionate about 
giving back to the community, so I’d 
always liked the idea of pay as you can 
but I’d just never taken the plunge. I 
tried to do my bit though. In the sum-
mer holidays last year I ran Club Trop-
icana, where I off ered local children 
free ice creams.”

The shop has also been used as a 
food bank drop off  point and I’ve done 
work in the community off ering free 
school meals in the summer holidays. 
Lucy’s family and friends weren’t sur-
prised when she decided to turn her 
business, named after her nan, into a 
community interest company (CIC) in 

June this year. “My close friends and 
family are very proud of me,” says Lucy. 
“I’ve always had strong beliefs and I 
don’t think they were surprised.” Lucy 
suggests ‘recommended donations’ 
for each of her items, but there’s no 
pressure to pay it. She explains that 
payments are taken anonymously over 
an app. If people wish to pay cash she 
asks them to bring small change so 
they can pop their donations in our 
pot. They can ask for change if they 
need and there is no judgment in
doing so - and she’s received some love-
ly small donations through the website 
and quite often people who are able 
to pay add £1 or so to their bill. “It’s 
quite rare for people to make no con-
tribution at all. People tend to want to 
make some kind of transaction – even 
if it’s just coppers.”

“Every time someone pays it for-
ward it goes into what I am calling our 
‘winter survival fund’ to make sure I 
can keep off ering pay as you can for as 
long as possible,” says Lucy.

As we head into winter amidst a 
cost of living crisis, Lucy predicts more 
people will be coming to Lil’s Parlour 
– although she’s concerned for herself, 
and others.
– although she’s concerned for herself, 
and others.

Baking a Better Community

“Money has 
never motivated
 me – I don’t think 
I’m a ‘normal’ 
business person.”
Lucy Scott.

She says: ‘People are worried about fi -
nances – us included. Initially, when we 
made the switch to pay what you can, 
the bakery made about the same as it 
did as when it was a regular business, but 
with the cost of living crisis, profi ts are 
harder to come by. ‘It’s quite a worrying 
time, but I have seen an increase in small 
donations through our website, which is 
amazing, and these go directly towards 
buying baking ingredients.

‘As long as people know I’m here, and 
we off er a no judgment service, we can 
help each other get through the winter.’

Lil’s Parlour went viral on TikTok re-
cently when Lucy shared a heart-warm-
ing story. 

She shares: ‘During the summer holi-
days a group of kids came into the shop, 
but they didn’t realise we were pay as you 
can and asked how much the ice cream 
was. When I said they could pay what 
they liked, their eyes lit up. They told 
me it was their friends’ birthday and had 
been looking around for money to buy 
them a treat. “Getting out of bed in the 
morning on a bad day feels a lot better 
when you know you are going to help 
another human.”

Baking a Better CommunityRestore
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Plant

Your

Kitchen

Whether you want to garden through 
the winter or spruce up your cooking. 
Here’s how to from herbs to succulents 
inside your own home.

Words by Ron Finley.
Photographs by Liis Klammer.
Illustrations by Lucia Calfapietra.

“The moment 
you get into 
the garden, it 
kind of even 
changes your 
heartbeat”
Manuela de los Rios

Restore

The positive effects of gardening, 
whether it’s a city window box or a 
larger plot of land, is a list that aptly 
grows. At first, pragmatic benefits come 
to mind. Accessible green spaces are 
undeniably beneficial environmental-
ly, both restorative for the space be-
ing tended to and the wider location 
it occupies. In a health context, the act 
of gardening is therapeutic, physically 
and mentally. With a community focus, 
it can also aid greater social cohesion 
and pair together individuals in a way 
that creates social capital via shared 
knowledge. Skills development is a 
factor too, aiding employment and in 
some cases economic gain, while also 
reducing elements such as anxiety, de-
pression and even food insecurity. For 
the individuals involved, the contribu-
tion often offers a wider personal gain: 
an alternative entryway into creativity.

Nature has of course always been a 
constant source of creative inspiration. 
As kids, the first art classes we take tend 
to involve plotting pieces with sticky 
leaves gathered from the playground 
and given pride of place on the fridge 
once home. The artists we see on those 
early gallery trips often seem to feature 
nature as their muse too, from waterlil-
ies to starry nights. But it’s interesting 
to consider gardening as a creative act 
in itself; where shapes and colours are 
carefully cultivated just as they are in 
a notebook, atop a canvas or a fresh 
untitled document.

For instance, as the Ramsgate-based 
photographer, Jason Evans describes: 
“Creatively looking at plant life is like 
returning to the source.” It’s a realisa-

tion acquired by Jason while volun-
teering at The Garden Gate Project, a 
1.5-acre walled garden in Margate. A 
community garden “by local people 
for local people”, The Garden Gate Pro-
ject aims to promote inclusion while 
reducing prejudice in the act of “bring-
ing people together whilst supporting 
adults with learning disabilities and/
or mental health needs.” Jason himself 
began volunteering while depressed 
and in need of a “commitment to get 
out of the house,” he tells It’s Nice That. 
In time, the community realised Jason 
was also a practitioner and he soon 
began running photographic work-
shops for other gardeners. In fact, his 
practice is now pretty much dedicated 
to community arts.

Open from 10 am to 3 pm, Monday 
to Friday, The Garden Gate Project is 
a garden – not an allotment – divided 
into several zones. A gardener can set-
tle wherever they like, social or quieter, 
dependent on their mood. Some areas 
grow food, others flowers, but both are 
a starting point for learning. This can 
be as simple as making a peppermint 
tea to ease a tummy ache, or through 
photography, woodwork and pottery 
workshops, and other craft activities. 
Recently, gardeners even learned how 
to create thumb pianos with a local 
Guinean musician, Falle Nioke. Ma-
nuela de los Rios, the garden mentor 
at Maxwell Centre, Dundee. says “The 
moment you get into the garden, it 
kind of even changes your heartbeat. 
Everything seems to slow down.” Ma-
nuela first began attending Maxwell 
via a Persian art group still running 
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Wipe the strawberries with a damp 
cloth to remove any dirt. Hull and 
halve, or quarter if large. Tumble into 
a large bowl and stir through half the 
sugar, coating the fruit well. Leave 
them to macerate for a couple of hours.

Transfer to a preserving pan or very 
large high-sided saucepan, scraping out 
the bowl thoroughly. Add the rest of 
the sugar and the lemon juice. Put a 
couple of saucers in the freezer (un-
less you have a sugar thermometer). 
Cook slowly over a low heat until the 
sugar has dissolved, then bring to the 
boil and bubble rapidly for about 20 
minutes or until the setting point is 
reached (see next step).

To test whether the setting point has 
been reached, take the pan off  the heat 
and either use a sugar thermometer 
(once it gets to 105°C it’s ready) or 
spoon a little of the jam onto a cold 
saucer from the freezer. Return the 
saucer to the freezer for a minute to 
cool the jam, then push it with the tip 
of your fi nger – if the jam wrinkles on 
the surface, the setting point has been 
reached. If it hasn’t set, continue boil-
ing for a couple more minutes, then 
repeat the test.

Remove any scum from the surface of 
the jam with a metal spoon and leave 
to sit for 10 minutes so the strawber-
ries are well distributed throughout 
the jam. Spoon into warm, freshly ster-
ilised jars, to within 3mm from the top. 
Top with a waxed disc and seal with a 
lid, then leave to cool.

Step One:

Ingredients:

Step Two:

Step Three:

Step Four:

1.4kg ripe strawberries
1.4kg jam sugar
Juice of 1 lemon

Makes 2 litres.

Takes 15 min to make, 30 min to cook, 
plus resting and cooling.

Classic
Strawberry
Jam Recipe

Restore Foraging for Foodies

Strawberry
Jam Recipe

Future

Grow

Community gardens have long 
offered support to individuals and the 
environment. They’ve even provided 
an alternative route into creative 
practices – something we need now 
more than ever.

Words by Lucy Bourton.
Photographs by Andrew Buurman.
Illustrations by Liana Jegers.
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Liz Knight once stopped short of send-
ing her daughter to primary school 
with nettle omelette in her lunchbox, 
for fear of the reaction of the other 
children. Her husband told her: “Don’t 
you dare.” But Knight, who has been 
teaching courses on foraging in the 
wilds around her home in rural Here-
fordshire for the past 10 years, would 
not be so reticent today.

Attitudes towards foraging – head-
ing out into nearby countryside or 
parks and collecting edible plants, 
mushrooms and fruits – have changed, 
and, she says, “there’s been a real shift 
with the pandemic”.

“There’s defi nitely been a rise in 
interest,” agrees Marlow Renton, a di-
rector and foraging instructor at Wild 
Food UK, which runs courses in Eng-
land, Wales and Scotland. Not only 
was it a bumper year for sales of its 
2019 foraging pocket guide, but the 
organisation’s website has “had over a 
million [visitors] last year – an upturn 
of about 25%”.

During the pandemic many more 
people have been connecting with 
nature on daily walks – and noticing 
local, possibly edible, plants has been 
a part of that. But Knight, who also 
runs courses in wild food cooking at 
the TV presenter Kate Humble’s farm 
in Monmouth, thinks a longer-term 
shift has been happening, with restau-
rants embracing the trend.

Where once British cuisine was 
synonymous with stodgy suet and 
overcooked veg, Knight believes that 
television programmes such as Great 
British Menu have, in the past few 

years, helped to increase appreciation 
for what can be done with ingredients 
available locally. “It’s very diffi  cult to 
fi nd a restaurant [off ering British cui-
sine] that doesn’t do wild food, because 
it’s intrinsic to seasoning and locality,” 
she says.

Restaurants such as the Ethicurean 
in the Mendip hills, where ingredients 
such as hedgerow berries regularly 
get on the menu, have been pioneers. 
While not forcing information on peo-
ple, they try to “have a small amount 
of a foraged item potentially on most 
dishes, with a view to sparking inter-
est in our guests”, says Matthew Pen-
nington, chef and co-owner. He says 
it’s about “encouraging people to get 
out there and start to have a look in 
nature themselves.”

The Michelin Star Guide recently 
launched a green star for “restaurants 
at the forefront of the industry when 
it comes to their sustainable practic-
es”, including the Ethicurean. Many, 
if not all, serve foraged items, helping 
to bring wild food to diners’ attention.

Away from restaurants, Knight 
thinks home cooks are increasingly 
clued up about foraging. When she fi rst 
started selling hogweed, people would 
quiz her, believing it to be a poison. 
Now, “people just take it and say ‘oh 
yes, I know hogweed’.”

Historically we had a much strong-
er connection with wild food. “If you 
look at really old recipe books they’re 
full of edible fl owers,” says Knight. But 
things shifted with the industrial revo-
lution. “All reference to edible fl owers 
in food disappeared because it was seen 
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as being down-at-heel country stuff , un-
sophisticated.” Now, it’s gone full circle.
Renton believes up to 20% of his diet is 
foraged. And the things that go on his 
plate from foraging are, he says, “the 
good stuff ” – “like porcini mushrooms 
and chanterelles, which cost £50 a kilo 
if you’re buying them from Borough 
market [in London]”.

Foraging courses have had a pos-
itive environmental impact, Renton 
notes: “People will go out into their 
local wood and fi nd things, and those 
things come back each year … you 
become a conservator of that wood 
or bit of green, where your favourite 
raspberry bush grows. It teaches you. 
It makes nature really interesting and 
really useful.”

The movement looks set to contin-
ue to grow: the annual Waitrose Food 
and Drink report predicts that foraging 
will carry on enjoying a surge in popu-
larity in 2021, noting an 89% increase 
in social media interest. A number 
of new books, including Knight’s up-
coming Forage: Wild Plants to Gather, 
Cook and Eat, address what to pick, 
where and when.

Knight recommends nettles, which 
“are obviously amazing and every-
where”; garlic mustard, which grows 
in parks and on verges and can be put 
into salads; and three-cornered leek, an 
“invasive but delicious cross between 
a leek and a garlic”.

Pennington says it’s “important to 
go out with people that know a little bit 
more than you. You only need showing 
those two or three things and you’ll 
learn to recognise them.”

Knight urges caution. “Read up,” she 
says, and go slow. When picking wild 
garlic, for instance, “there’s loads of 
plants that grow through it that are 
poisonous. All you have to do is iden-
tify it properly, which is easy to do, and 
then don’t go ripping up clumps of it, 
just do it leaf by leaf, then you know 
you’re getting the right thing.”

How to 
Start a 
Windowsill 
Garden.

Restore Plant Your Kitchen

Since your windowsills most likely of-
fer only a small amount of space for 
plants, you’ll want to map out how 
you will use the space in your contain-
er. Decide which plants you’d like to 
grow—whether that’s herbs, vegetables, 
succulents, fl owers, or a mixture—and 
research which ones can be grown in 
the same container and which should 
be grown separately.  Next, select the 
right windowsill for the job—the per-
fect spot should get at least fi ve hours 
of sun per day. A south-facing window 
is often the best option to avoid harsh 
sunlight during sunrise or sunset.

Soil is one of the most important el-
ements when it comes to container 
gardening, so be sure to choose the 
right soil for your plants. Most window 
gardens will grow best in potting soil 
(also called potting mix), which is light-
er and has even more drainage than 
garden soil. Choose a soil with lots of 
organic matter (or stir your own com-
post into the soil) to give your plants a 
great start with lots of nutrients.

Plan out your space. Choose Your Soil.

Water.

Select Your Containers.

Plant Your Seeds or Seedlings

After you plant your garden, water it 
evenly to help the soil settle in. Keep 
the soil moist according to each plant’s  
individual needs.

You’ll need to decide whether you want 
to start your plant from seed or from 
seedling (young plant). Many plants
like cilantro, leafy greens, microgreens, 
and legumes, do best when started 
from seeds. Other plants like tomatoes, 
alliums, succulents, and fl owers, will do 
best if started from seedlings or even 
cuttings. Plant your seeds or seedlings 
in the container with adequate spacing 
so the plants have room to grow and 
continue to thrive.

There are no hard-and-fast rules for 
the type of containers you should use 
for windowsill gardening—you can use 
terra cotta planter pots, a long window 
box, or anything else you want to grow 
plants in. Choose containers that will 
allow for good drainage—most plants 
won’t tolerate “wet feet” (or constantly 
soaked roots) for very long. The drain-
age can come in the form of drainage 
holes drilled into the bottom with a 
tray underneath for catching excess 
water, or a drainage layer of rocks or 
pumice underneath the potting soil.pumice underneath the potting soil.
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Foraging

Foodies
Wild garlic, nettles and berries … how 
foraging went mainstream. Once it was 
the domain of upmarket chefs. Now 
thousands are collecting ingredients 
when out for a walk.

For

Words by Ellie Violet Bramley.
Photographs by ‘coskuyla ölmek’ and Kasia Kiliszek
Illustrations by Cole Degenstein.

Which 
Plants Work 
Best for a 
Windowsill 
Garden?

Herbs are the most common crop to 
grow in a windowsill garden, because 
most herbs grow well in small spaces. 
Windowsill herb gardens provide 
fresh herbs year-round for cooking, 
and if you grow them in your kitchen 
window, you’ll only be a few steps 
away from fresh aromatics. When 
planting several herbs in the same 
container, try to group them together 
according to their water needs. 
Basil, cilantro, and parsley require 
consistently moist soil, while chives, 
thyme, sage, rosemary, and oregano 
can handle drier conditions. Mint 
and tarragon grow rapidly with wild 
roots and can overtake other plants if 
left unattended, so consider planting 
them in separate containers.

Herbs: 

Tomatoes:
Tomatoes are a staple in any home 
garden because they’re fast-growing 
and only require light maintenance. 
Growing tomatoes on a windowsill 
is more challenging than growing 
herbs or lettuce, but when done right 
can be one of your most rewarding 
crops. To grow tomatoes in an indoor 
garden, choose dwarf varieties and 
make sure to provide a cage or trellis 
for them to grow on. Tomatoes are a 
sun-loving plant that requires full-sun 
conditions (at least fi ve hours a day), 
so avoid adding them to your garden 
if your window doesn’t get much sun.

Tomatoes:

Basil, cilantro, and parsley require 
consistently moist soil, while chives, 
thyme, sage, rosemary, and oregano 
can handle drier conditions. Mint 
and tarragon grow rapidly with wild 

so avoid adding them to your garden 
if your window doesn’t get much sun.

left unattended, so consider planting 
them in separate containers.

Tomatoes are a staple in any home 
garden because they’re fast-growing 
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Alliums like green onions and garlic 
make great indoor plants because 
they require minimal space and soil. 
Each green onion or garlic bulb you 
plant will provide just one bulb, so 
keep refreshing your crop as you 
harvest. Green onions can even be 
grown soilless in a mason jar of water.

Allium-family Crops:

Legumes:

Small Root Veggies:

Legumes like beans and peas are a 
low-maintenance crop that can easily 
handle a windowsill setup. Bush-
bean varieties are a better fi t for a 
windowsill garden than pole beans 
because the plant grows in a compact 
bush form. Pole beans need a trellis 
or wire to grow around.

While small root vegetables like 
radishes and carrots require a little 
more space in your windowsill 
garden, they’re a fun choice because 
they off er two edible crops: the roots, 
which are the standard harvest, and 
the tops (the carrot greens and radish 
greens), which can be chopped up 
and added to salads.

grown soilless in a mason jar of water.

Small Root Veggies:
While small root vegetables like 
radishes and carrots require a little 
more space in your windowsill 
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low-maintenance crop that can easily 

because the plant grows in a compact 
bush form. Pole beans need a trellis 
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out of the centre, before making her 
way into its garden as a volunteer. Two 
years ago, in serendipitous timing, its 
then garden mentor was leaving and 
recommended she apply for the po-
sition. “I thought, I’m not a gardener 
– my background is actually in marine 
sciences – but my career has mainly 
been working with communities and 
the arts so I thought, I can see myself 
here, I fit in here.” 

As a community centre and garden, 
the Maxwell Centre is a broad project. 
Inside you can find food bank referrals, 
visiting school groups but also groups 
of women, largely from Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi communities, learning 
English as a second language, as well 

as sessions which offer legal help. In 
the garden itself there are sessions on 
growing food, harvesting and seed 
collection, and workshops on edible 
flowers. Creative crossover begins to 
appear in workshops such as sun and 
block printing and a cooking group, 
which makes meals for volunteers with 
recipes reflecting each season.
No matter the task at hand, Manue-
la’s aim is to create new opportuni-
ties to gain a new skill. This is usually 
through activities that visitors can 
take home and continue themselves 
– an ethos embodied by the centre’s 
seed and tool library so people “can 
explore in their own way what they’re 
interested in,” she adds. “The whole 
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point of the Maxwell centre is to help 
people feel well and do better in life.  
Although it’s about plants, it is more 
so about the people. The beauty of 
a garden is that it responds to what 
people need from it. If somebody is 
looking for peace and quiet, the garden 
can give them that. If they’re looking 
to socialise, they can do that. They 
might just be looking to find beauty 
and observe, maybe get into something 
artistic. It’s really nice how it works at 
all these different levels. You have a 
variety of people as well, from different 
backgrounds, different nationalities or 
social spheres.”
Jason still practices photography and 
sculpture, while Manuela is also a print-
maker – working directly with commu-
nities is also creatively nourishing. In 
Manuela’s case, the garden provides an 
endless source of inspiration, both in 
items that grow and its atmosphere. “I 
think it helps us connect in different 
ways with who we are and where we 
are. It clears things out of your mind 
to be able to see what you’ve got, to 
observe what is right next to you – a 
tiny insect, or the pattern of flowers 
through to the sound of the breeze,” she 
describes of a day at Maxwell. “Your im-
pulse might be to do a quick sketch or 
record something, or just lay there and 
meditate. I think it’s just the simplici-
ty of it.” The cyclical nature also helps 
when learning. Like any creative craft, 
“you make so many mistakes in the gar-
den and you just keep going which is 
parallel to creativity,” she adds. “That’s 
the way to do it. Keep trying and if 
not this time, tomorrow will be anoth-

er day. The sun will come out again.  
You can try again.”
Similarly, Jason adds how his work 
at The Garden Gate “isn’t totally  
altruistic, I learn so much from it,” he 
says. “I would really advocate it. There’s 
great satisfaction in running a session 
where you’ve got a number of differ-
ent abilities being met simultaneously. 
When you create that balance for your 
constituents, that for me, personally 
and professionally, is the most gratify-
ing thing.” Most recently this has been 
through the Despacito Art School 
programme, open to children aged 
between five and 12, established by 
Ayaan Bulale. Working in conjunction 
with the Speaking in Trees initiative on 
a summer programme offering access 
to a free arts education, learning in na-
ture, “as part of the healing and recov-
ery post-Covid,” explains Open School 
East, an independent art school who 
facilitate the sessions. Facilitating these 
opportunities for creativity at a com-
munity level is becoming increasingly 
necessary in the United Kingdom. 2021 
has been a year of significant cuts to 
arts education from multiple angles. 
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“Keep trying 
and if not this 
time, tomorrow 
will be another 
day. The sun 
will come out 
again. You can 
try again.”
Jason Evans.

13 higher education courses, each be-
gan the academic school year this Sep-
tember with 50 per cent less funding, 
in a bid by education secretary Gavin 
Williamson to save £20m and concen-
trate on STEM subjects. A U-turn on 
the commitment listed in the conserva-
tive’s 2019 election manifesto to invest 
in the arts, there was no mention of 
such a commitment in Rishi Sunak’s 
budget announcement this November. 
Further destructions are in the pipe-
line, with plans bubbling to limit the 
number of students able to study crea-
tive arts (possibly via minimum A-level 
requirements) due to lower salary re-
turns increasing unpaid student loans.

While the conservative government 
hacks away at the creative industries, 
not to mention failingly encouraging 
people to take up a career in “cyber” 
instead, it’s often diffi  cult to see what 
diff erence one individual can make. 
166,000 people signed against the gov-
ernment's cuts to creative education. 
The largest creative names, embodi-
ments of how much this industry con-
tributes to the GDP, signed against it 
and nothing happened. “We’re all ex-
hausted by the powers that be and their 
bullshit at the moment,” adds Jason, 
who favours working in community 
arts to higher education, an area he 
left once fees were introduced. “The 
beauty of this Tory government is that 
they keep throwing bullshit at us and it 
makes us angry, but we have no outlet 
for this anger and internalised anger 
equals depression in the long term. 
Our energy levels dip and then we 
can’t pose resistance. I can’t change the 

government, I can’t change so many 
things in populist 2021, but I can make 
a change in my community.”

Working within community arts is 
a decision the photographer now feels 
is its own “act of political resistance, 
to be honest,” he says.  Not only do 
community gardens make room for 
explorative creative practices, they act 
as a direct example of placing corpo-
rate systems in the hands of the local 
community. Spending time learning 
about growing a garden may encour-
age an individual to shop locally for 
instance, or become more involved 
in environmentalism and the fi ght 
against climate change. In Manuela’s 
case, Cop26 being held in Scotland, 
for example, has brought the topic 
“down to a neighbourhood level and 
casual conversations we’re having in 
the garden,” she says. “There’s a bit of 
a movement locally.” Whereas at the 
other end of the UK, each of these 
positives attributes of a garden off ers 
Jason the opportunity to “work with 
people of all ages and get an intimate 
view of the way people perceive their 
options; part of my role is to show them 
alternative options.” 
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Millennials and Gen Z love 
caring for indoor plants. But 
why? Lindsay Baker speaks to 
the ‘plantfluencers’, and explores 
self-care – and the perennial 
appeal of the houseplant.

Living

Is
Good

Words by Lindsay Baker.
Photographs by Gabriela Swendrowska.

With
Plants

For
You

Disposa    le  
Culture:

When fixing items is actively 
discouraged by manufacturers, 
recycling becomes a political act 
say Repair Cafe volunteers.
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Words by Kate Lyons.
Photographs by Denver Water, Trivalley 
Recyclers, Wordshore and Antony Sojka.
Art by PRS and HJW
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Carving 
A

Old 
 Furniture

Meet Yuan Jinxiang, the carpenter 
breathing new life into old Chinese 
furniture through intricate carvings, 
joining previous generations with 
the future.

Photography by Ti Gong & Jason Henry.
Words by Yang Yang.

New Life
For
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“She never dressed down to garden – 
she’d go out in tweed suits and Ferrag-
amo shoes.” 

Then there is Jamaica Kincaid and 
Alice Walker for their garden writing, 
“which put gardening in the context 
of colonialism and slavery”. Also, Mari-
anne North, an artist who travelled the 
globe painting flora and fauna. And 
Gertrude Jekyll and Beth Chatto, who 
“both took on the patriarchal strong-
hold of garden design and radically 
altered how we plant today”.

Paradoxically, although tending 
plants acts as an antidote to digital life, 
it is the online world that has helped 
the plant-tending Millennials and Gen 
Zers find each other, and to form their 
own global community. Vincent was 
self-taught, but says that she learned 
from more experienced growers and 
gardeners on Instagram. In 2015 she 
started her own account @noughticul-
ture. And there is a whole world of so-
called ‘plantfluencers’ like Vincent. No-
table among them is Baltimore-based 
Hilton Carter (@hiltoncarter) who has 
written several books on the subject 
of houseplants. His latest, Wild Inte-
riors, is a lavishly illustrated volume 
that showcases how plants can enhance 
the home.

Carter has been called a “plantflu-
encer”, “the plant daddy” and “the plant 
doctor”, he tells BBC Culture. Any 
home, he says, is “more calming and 
inviting” with plants in it, “particularly 
in a space that has a lot of hard edges, 
it makes it more breathable and airy 
having green life around”. Featured 
in his book are the homes of, among 

others, an Antwerp-based couple Sofie 
Vertongen and Yannick De Neef (“they 
do an amazing job connecting design 
with plant life,”) and Joel Bernstein 
in London (“he’s a maximalist when 
it comes to art and objects, but a min-
imalist when it comes to plants”).

The love of plants “grabbed” Cart-
er suddenly several years ago, and he 
“went from 10 plants to 50 or 60 plants 
within a few months”. He soon trans-
formed his home into an “indoor jun-
gle” he says with a laugh – a situation 
that his long-suffering wife has now 
accepted, he adds. Can he describe the 
feeling that sparked his obsession? “I 
felt like a kid in a candy store. And 
having this living thing in your home, 
making you focus on the daily caring 
of something that you’re now bonded 
to. There’s something in the caring pro-
cess that’s therapeutic, you can use it to 
meditate or escape, and for two hours 
once a week completely zone out.”

In a sense, having plants is like hav-
ing pets – they bring you joy, but they 
also need love and attention. “Plants 
are not a prop,” agrees Carter. “They 
need light and food. You have to be 
ready to commit to something that’s 
living. It’s like if you visit an animal 
shelter, you don’t bring home every 
puppy or kitten, you bring one dog 
not 10 dogs. If you get a ton of plants 
not knowing how to care for them, you 
end up very sad, and wasting a lot of 
money.” And if he had to give one bit 
of advice for tending plants? “Follow 
the light, and it’ll be easier to become 
a plant parent.”
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The financial viability of the shop  
makes it attractive as a model. In the 
last year, Sophie Unwin, the co-founder 
of the Remakery in Brixton and the 
founder of Edinburgh Remakery is 
setting up the Remakery network to 
replicate the work internationally.

She has had fifty three inquiries 
from groups interested in setting up 
similar enterprises in the US, New  
Zealand, Canada, South Korea, Austria, 
Ireland, Germany, Australia and else-
where in the UK.

The network will provide toolkits 
and advice to groups who want to rec-
reate what she has done in Edinburgh. 
Unwin hopes that these resources will 
allow other groups to do in two years 

Sophie Unwin, the co-founder of the Remakery in Brixton and the founder of Edinburgh 
Remakery has been inundated with inquiries about setting up similar enterprises abroad.

what it has taken eight years of trial 
and error and extremely hard graft  
to achieve.

For repairers, fixing things is a way 
of doing something about an obsession 
with consumerism that Unwin calls “a 
kind of sickness in society and this is 
our little attempt to push a little bit in 
another direction,” says Ward. 
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“To say, we can fix 
this, we can repair 
things, don’t give 

up hope.”   o                   o
    \               __/
     \___          /
         \__    __/
            \  /
 ____________\/____________
/   ____________________   \
|  /__/  \__   \__/  \__\  |
| |    __   \__    __   \| |
| |\__/  \__   \__/  \__ | |
| |    __   \__    __   \| |
| |\__/  \__   \__/  \__ | |
| |    __   \__    __   \| |
| |\__/  \__   \__/  \__ | |
| |    __   \__    __   \| |
| |\__/  \__   \__/  \__ | |
|  \________\___________/  |
|                 _   _    |
|  prs           (|) (/)   |                 
\_________________________/
    “--”           “--”
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“It is a slow, 
physical and 
patience-testing 
activity – all of 
which I find hugely 
relaxing when the 
rest of my life is so 
rapidly paced”
Alice Vincent.

Restore

This is the Reading Repair Cafe, Part 
of a burgeoning international network 
aimed at confronting a world of stuff, 
of white goods littering dumps in west 
Africa and trash swilling through the 
oceans in huge gyres.

The hair clippers belong to Wil-
liam, who does not want to give his 
surname but cheerfully describes him-
self as “mechanically incompetent”. He 
has owned them for 25 years, but 10 
years ago they stopped working and 
they have been sitting unused in his 
cupboard ever since.

He sits down at the table of Col-
in Haycock, an IT professional who 
volunteers at the repair cafe, which 
has been running monthly for about 
four years and is a place where peo-
ple can bring all manner of household 
items to be fixed for free. In less than 
five minutes, Haycock has unscrewed 
and removed the blades, cleaned out 
some gunk from inside the machine, 
oiled the blades, and screwed it all  
back together.

Today, the repairers will divert 24kg 
of waste from going to landfill and 
save 284kg of CO2. Some items can’t 
be fixed on the spot – notably a hunt-
ing horn split in two, which requires 
soldering with a blow torch – but very 
little needs to be thrown away.

Gabrielle Stanley, who used to run 
a clothing alterations business, says 
she was drawn to volunteering at the 
repair cafe to combat the “throwaway 
culture” she sees. “You go into certain 
stores...” - she throws a dark look - “how 
they can sell clothes for that price, 
when I couldn’t even buy the fabric for 

that much? And then you hear about 
things that happen (in the factories) 
in the far east.”

An estimated 300,000 tonnes of 
clothing was sent to landfill in the 
UK in 2016 and a report from Wrap 
puts the average lifespan for a piece of 
clothing in the UK at 3.3 years.

Globally, the amount of e-waste 
generated is expected to hit 50m 
tonnes by the end of 2018. This is part-
ly driven by consumers’ eagerness for 
new products, but there are also con-
cerns about built-in obsolescence, in 
which manufacturers design products 
to break down after a certain amount 
of time and are often difficult or ex-
pensive to fix. In December, Apple 
admitted to slowing older models of 
phones, though it claimed it did this for 
operational not obsolescence reasons.

Repair cafe volunteer Stuart Ward 
says that when fixing items is actively 
discouraged by manufacturers, repair 
becomes a political act. He is vehe-
ment about the “right to repair”, a 
movement opposed to the practices 
of companies like the machinery com-
pany John Deere, which, under copy-
right laws, doesn’t allow people to fix 
their own equipment or take them to 
independent repairers.

Teaching people how to fix their 
own gear is at the heart of the Edin-
burgh Remakery, a store on the main 
street of Leith that is part repair shop, 
part secondhand store, part repair ed-
ucation centre.

“We do the repair in front of a cus-
tomer, not out in the back, not hid-
den,” says Sotiris Katsimbas, the lead 

Disposable Culture: Can We Fix It?

IT technician at the Remakery. To do 
this, Katsimbas and his team conduct 
one-to-one IT repair appointments 
for a small fee, as do their colleagues 
who specialise in sewing and furniture 
repairs.

“It’s a matter of confidence. It’s not 
magic. Someone put it together, some-
one can take it apart, you only need a 
Phillips screwdriver and some knowl-
edge,” says Katsimbas as he shows Dan-
iel Turner how to open up his laptop 
so he can clean out the fluff and dust 
that is causing the machine to overheat.

Since it opened in 2012, the Remak-
ery has diverted 205 tonnes of waste 
that would have ended up in landfill. 
But the Remakery is unique in that, 
unlike much of the repair movement, 
which is volunteer-led, it is a viable 
business, employing 11 staff and 10 
freelancers. Last year the shop had an 
income of £236,000 – 30% from grants, 
70% generated through sales of furni-
ture and electronics, workshops and  
repair appointments.

“You own your 
equipment, 
you’re allowed 
to take a 
screwdriver 
to it and play 
with it, it’s 
something 
fundamental.”
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‘In Cacti We Trust’ is the motto of one 
of the many passionate plant lovers 
to be found on social media. In fact, 
according to a survey by Home How, 
the cactus is the most Instagrammable 
houseplant by far, with an extraordi-
nary 23 million posts dedicated to 
the spiny plant. Following in second 
place is the photogenic Hoya, and 
then the Monstera, also known as the 
Swiss Cheese plant. And not forgetting 
the also popular air-purifying plants,  
notably the Snake plant, the Chinese 
Evergreen and the Spider plant.

This overwhelmingly Millennial 
and Gen Z obsession has exploded in 
recent years. But why do these particu-
lar generations love tending plants so 
much? It’s a question explored in Brit-
ish author Alice Vincent’s recent book 
Rootbound: Rewilding a Life. A ‘nature 
memoir’, which follows real events in 
the life of the author during her mid 
20s. “When a lot of things took differ-
ent directions in my life to that I had 
expected, I found solace in gardening 
and plants,” she says.

The author says she has a “strong 
emotional connection” with plants. 
“There’s something deeply moving 
about seeing something germinate, 
flower or even go to seed,” Vincent tells 
BBC Culture. “There’s a real joy to be 
found in new growth or the return of a 
favourite perennial plant through the 
soil after a long, dark winter. I find the 
seasonal change of plants and the wid-
er natural world around is something 
that helps to guide me in my everyday 
life. Gardening is also something very 
meditative for me.” And Rootbound 

struck a chord with readers of around 
her age, who, she says, “found reso-
nance” with her experiences of “find-
ing the life they were told to achieve 
and expect to be somehow lacking”. 
Vincent says she also received feed-
back from many readers who found 
her book “a solace and a calming read” 
during lockdown.

Both Millennials and Gen Z grew 
up in a landscape that was increasingly 
obsessed with living online, and the 
introduction to Rootbound recalls a 
clear memory of Windows 95 arriving 
in Vincent’s family home. “From then 
on we clamoured for technological 
advance – Gameboys, Tamagotchis, 
mobile phones, MSN messenger. 
Everything was expected to be faster, 
slicker, more connected than its pre-
decessor.” This then continued into 
adulthood. “We took jobs that were in-
creasingly online, and expected instant 
gratification from apps on our phones: 
dating, takeaways, cabs, handymen – 
everything could be gleaned swiftly.” 

And the antidote to that fast and fu-
rious digital life? Tending houseplants 
and gardening, according to Vincent. 
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“With gardening, nothing is instant. 
Nothing is guaranteed. It is a slow, 
physical and patience-testing activity – 
all of which I personally find hugely re-
laxing when the rest of my life is so rap-
idly paced.” And of course there’s also 
the ecological dimension too. “We’re 
a generation increasingly conscious of 
the planet we exist upon and in, and 
how we need to connect and look after 
it. Gardening is as much part of cli-
mate consciousness as using a refillable  
water bottle.” 

Yet she also found out while re-
searching the book that the phenom-
enon of tending indoor plants has a 
long history. “I discovered that my  
generation of Millennial gardeners, 

who are fascinated by houseplants 
and see gardening as a form of self-
care, were the latest in a series of gen-
erations, spreading back centuries, 
who went to ground or tended to the 
earth in times of turmoil or difficulty.  
I found that fascinating, that for all 
of human expansion, industrialisation 
and progress, there was always a move-
ment back towards the ground. For in-
stance, parlour palms that could cope 
with low light and that can be moved 
from home to home, were popular in 
the Victorian era – as they are now.”

Vincent has been inspired by var-
ious plantswomen in history, includ-
ing Katherine White, a literary editor 
who was a gardener in her spare time.  

Living With Plants Is Good For You
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A vacuum cleaner, a hair 
straightener, a laptop, Christmas 
lights, a blender, a kettle, two 
bags, a pair of jeans, a spoon, a 
dining-room chair, a lamp and hair 
clippers. All broken. 

It sounds like a pile of things that 
you’d stick in boxes and take to 
the tip. In fact, it’s a list of things 
mended in a single afternoon by 
British volunteers determined  
to get people to stop throwing  
stuff away.

Disposable Culture: Can We Fix It?
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Yuan Jinxiang, a furniture restoration 
carpenter in Wujing Town of Min-
hang District, has recalled his days as 
an apprentice. “I grew from a tradi-
tional Chinese apprenticeship which 
involved significant master-apprentice 
relations and strict skill learning,” he 
said. “One apprentice followed one 
master throughout his entire life, learn-
ing skills and even washing clothes for 
him, and they formed a coterie which 
was intolerant toward others. It might 
seem ridiculous for people nowadays, 
but that actually proves how the trade 
used to care about its skills in the past.”

The 48-year-old, who came to 
Shanghai from neighboring Jiangsu 
Province in the 1990s as a carpentry 
apprentice, now runs his own furni-
ture plant in Wujing and has become 
an intangible cultural inheritor in old 
Chinese furniture restoration. The 
skill of old Chinese furniture restora-
tion was included in the list of Min-
hang’s intangible culture heritages in 
December 2022.

“I feel myself as a link between 
my predecessors and the future gen-
eration. I know the past well and live 
in a bright era of now, and I am afraid 
that the heritage might get lost and 
stop its circulation from me,” he said. 
Old Chinese furniture restoration, for 
Yuan, is a demanding skill that requires 
its practitioners to thoroughly master 
skills in carpentry, carving, coating and 
bronze accessories making.

“The most difficult part might 
be doing some analysis,” Yuan said.  
He once came across an ancient China 
wooden piece. “Almost all the dragon 

patterns on the piece had five claws, 
suggesting that it belonged to an em-
peror,” he said. “But one detail, a four-
claw dragon foot, revealed the piece 
had gone through a false restoration 
in probably the Republic of China pe-
riod (1912-1949). Because it’s a taboo in 
ancient China that a four-claw dragon 
foot pattern, which was used only for 
an emperor’s brothers, to appear on 
furniture for an emperor. It’s a con-
temporary old furniture restoration 
carpenter’s job to correct the mistake.”

In the 1990s Yuan followed his 
masters to revamp old Chinese furni-
ture pieces collected from areas like 
Suzhou, Beijing, Guangdong and Zhe-
jiang. The renewed furniture pieces 
were then traded to Hong Kong, and 
further to European and North Amer-
ican countries by antique traders. “You 
might find them in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York, the Brit-

Yuan Jinxiang (right) instructs an apprentice in 
old chair restoration at his studio.
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ish Museum in London and the Tokyo 
National Museum,” said Yuan.“But in 
recent years we see a surge of old Chi-
nese furniture from overseas coming 
back. Among the collectors are quite 
a few young people. The purchas-
ing power of our countrymen is ris-
ing. What is more important: Their 
confidence toward their own culture 
is rising.”  The old furniture restora-
tion practice has left Yuan with some  
sweet memories.

One of his clients, an octogenarian, 
sent him a disassembled French-style 
dining table for repair. It was a gift from 
the French consulate in Shanghai to his 
father who used to be a chef there. The 
old man treasured the table so much 
that even when disassembled he still 
kept it. The father and son heard of 
Yuan’s skill in old furniture restoration 
and asked him for help. Yuan fulfilled 
their dream, and the old man, after 

touching the table again, was so moved 
he was unable to sleep for a whole 
night. Yuan is grateful for all the people 
who helped with old Chinese furniture 
restoration to be listed as an intangible 
culture heritage in Minhang.

He says he still has miles to go as 
an old furniture revamp carpenter. 
“I like to restore a good piece of an-
cient furniture when night falls,” he 
said. “When I am carving the curves 
left by the previous carpenter, I can 
almost feel how this ancient craftsman 
was, whether he was slim or stout, tall 
or short, with a boisterous or quiet 
character; whether he was somehow 
suppressed in the court or could ex-
press himself freely.

A carpenter engages himself in carving works.

Carving Out a New Life for Old Furniture






