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Introduction 
 

The aim of Sowing the Seeds was to cooperate with LEADER/LEADER-type partners in the 

UK or Europe in areas with remnants of upland hay meadow, to share experience and 

expertise on:  

• protecting and restoring traditional hay meadows 

• using hay meadows as an educational and tourism resource 
 

Sowing the Seeds built on the success of YDMT’s Hay Time meadow restoration project 

and related education and community involvement work.  

 

This report summarises the activities and events that we delivered or attended in support 

of the project aim. 

 

We sought transnational and inter-territorial partners through contacts of colleagues, 

discussions with partner organisations, and by submitting a LEADER Partnership Search 

Contact Form. Project development was through cooperation with inter-territorial 

partners, specifically the North Pennines AONB Partnership, the North Pennines LAG 

and the Forest of Bowland AONB, and transnational partners the Pogány-havas 

Microregional Association in Transylvania. Initial discussions were also held with the 

North Yorkshire Moor, Coast and Hills LAG but these did not result in any cooperation 

work. 

 

Working with our North Pennines partners led to collaboration on a meadows-themed 

play and linked education work for schools. In addition YDMT also arranged for one 

performance of the play at a venue in the YD LEADER area to be filmed for the 

production of a DVD to enable a wider audience to have access to the play, both 

geographically and into the future. 

 

The education work was delivered by Tanya St Pierre, Flowers of the Dales Project 

Officer, while the Yorkshire Dales’ Sward! tour dates and DVD production were 

coordinated by Don Gamble, Hay Time Project Manager. 
 

Scything events and training and meadow restoration events were organised or attended 

by Don Gamble and Sarah Robinson, Bowland Hay Time Project Officer. 

 

Project development started in September 2010 but actual work took place in 2011 and 

2012. 

  



2011 
 

In 2011 we focussed on the development and promotion of a meadows-themed play and 

delivering educational activities linked to it. 

 
 

Sward! - The story of a meadow 
 

In collaboration with the North Pennines AONB Partnership, Blaize Theatre Company 

and Highlights rural touring scheme, we assisted with the development of a meadows-

themed musical play: Sward! – The story of a meadow. The publicity described it as “a 

magical tale; a love story, with roots in ancient myth, oral records and modern science. 

Through its telling, the complex web of life and history woven into the very fabric (the 

sward) of an upland hay meadow is revealed, along with its extremely fragile nature. In the 

tale, a young farmer called Jason Drysdale is out on his quad bike spraying thistles when he 

spots botany student Jemima Foxley studying the plants found in the grass verge at the 

side of a minor road. Mysteriously, fate then intervenes to take them both on a fantastic 

trip through time, from the Bronze Age into the 22nd century.”   

 

The play and its songs were written by award-winning playwright Simon Corble and 

performed by four professional actors playing several characters each. We attended a 

script development workshop to help ensure 

that the play was accurate regarding the 

botanical and traditional management 

references as well as their importance as a 

wildlife habitat, their cultural connections, and 

their place in the landscape. We also wanted 

the play to fairly balance these qualities of the 

meadows with the agricultural needs of upland 

farmers. The resulting play was funny and 

entertaining but delivered clear messages 

about the importance of hay meadows. 

 

The play toured village halls in the north of 

England between April and June 2011. Of the 

34 shows, Don organised and promoted nine 

shows: Hawes, Darley, Reeth (as part of the 

Swaledale Festival), Arncliffe, West Burton, 

Settle, Lofthouse, Burnsall (as part of the 

Grassington Festival) and Dent, with all except 

the latter being within the YD LEADER area. 

 

The play was aimed at adults, young people 

and children aged 8 and over. Tickets were mostly priced at £7 for adults and £4 for 

under-16s. The play was promoted through an attractive booklet, the Flowers of the 

Dales Festival programme, press releases, posters and word-of-mouth. 
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Each show was accompanied by a superb photographic exhibition by Neville Turner 

showing a hay meadow through the year, together with information about the importance 

of hay meadows and how the Yorkshire Dales is a key area for them, and information 

about Sowing the Seeds and Hay Time. YDMT staff were on hand to chat with people about 

the projects. 

 

A total of 371 people saw the nine shows we organised (283 adults and 88 children), with 

an average attendance of 41, ranging from 110 (Reeth) down to 9 (Lofthouse). 

 

Judging by comments left after the shows, the audience seems to have enjoyed the play 

and understood its messages: 

 

Dent Village Hall, Tuesday 7 June 

‘It was a really good evening ... definitely a professional and energetic show with something 

for everyone in there. I can recommend it if you were thinking of going!’ 

‘Very good, since I am a farmer’s daughter it has made me think about different things.’ 
‘Fantastic production and actors thoroughly enjoyed by all ages – thank for coming to our 

village.’ 

‘Brilliant. Let’s have more of this. If it wasn’t local, children wouldn’t get the experience’ 

‘Excellent, refreshing and different. First class entertainment, well done.’ 

 

Darley Memorial Hall, Thursday 9 June 

‘Come to school and do the play – Ashville College Harrogate – NB Norman Shire is 

Head of English!’ 

‘Great – keep it life – theatre and meadows.’ 

‘Really enjoyed a true portrait of rural life and development. Excellent acting well done.’ 

‘An excellent production.’ 

‘Amazing – the vitality and quality of the acting kept us all enthralled. The message got 

across well too. We look forward to more.’ 

‘Bello. Venite da noi in Italia.’ [Translation: ‘Beautiful. Come to us in Italy.’] 

‘Wonderful acting of a difficult task and we support Keith’s comments to that effect and a 

pity their wasn’t more local support.’ 

 

Reeth Memorial Hall, Friday 10 June 

‘Thank you for SWARD! It was a real Swaledale Festival highlight and very well-received. It 

was particularly good to see dozens of young children in the audience, which was partly 

due to the excellent [educational] workshops they had attended previously. I was 

delighted at the response and I hope you were pleased too. It was a great success. I do 

hope the rest of the tour went well. Please pass on my thanks to all the performers, and 

keep in touch about any future work.’ 

 

Amerdale Hall, Arncliffe, Tuesday 14 June  

‘Excellent, thoroughly enjoyed the production. From a keen plants person and training 

Wild Flower Botanist.’ 
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West Burton Village Hall, Wednesday 15 June  

‘What a brilliant show, we love meadows!’ 

‘Excellent’ 

‘Really cool play, good acting, very funny too!’ 

 

Victoria Hall, Settle, Thursday 16 June 

‘I’d like to know much more about the environmental effects of enclosures and some 

reference to their devastating social effect. ‘ 

‘The whole experience – show/ sales/ display were really excellent and the children we 

brought were captivated throughout. Well done.’ 

‘Brilliant! This play should be performed in schools!’ 

 

Lofthouse Memorial Hall, Friday 17 June  

‘Excellent. Witty, entertaining, performed with zest. It’s just such a pity you had to 

perform to such a small audience. People don’t know what they have missed. Thoroughly 

enjoyed it – Thanks.’ 
‘I went to see Sward on Friday night with my Dad, we both really enjoyed it – except I 

forgot about the audience participation bit and guess who got dragged on stage!!!! To be 

honest I think I was the most able bodied there so it was a bit hard to say no!!! Excellent 

night – very cleverly written.’ 

 

Burnsall Village Hall, Saturday 18 June   

‘Great show, keep up the good work.’ 

‘Excellent’ 

‘Very Good’ 

‘Outstanding!!’ 

‘Keep up the writing’ 

‘Quirky, truly enjoyable!’ 

‘Brilliant, another triumph for Simon Corble!’ 

‘All of our favourite parts were the time travelling’ 

‘Just the right balance between the zany and the instructive for a family show, great, pacy 

delivery!’ 

 
This was YDMT’s first venture into the theatrical world and we think it was a resounding 

success and a great way to celebrate and raise awareness about the area’s fantastic 

meadows. The play featured excellent performances by the actors, humorous songs and 

some good in-jokes for farmers as well. The script cleverly addressed the issues and 

different (sometimes conflicting) interests surrounding hay meadows: their biodiversity, 

landscape and cultural importance countered by their vulnerability to agricultural 

improvement to increase productivity. 

 

Blaize Theatre Company produced an evaluation documentary of the tour which includes 

interviews with several enthusiastic members of the audience. The documentary can be 

viewed at www.youtube.com/watch?v=tStubiK8cx0. 
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Sowing the Seeds education work 
 

Linked to the play, we planned to organise and deliver meadow-themed educational 

activities and hay meadow visits for local primary schools in or close to each of the nine 

villages where YDMT organised Sward! shows.  
 

A total of 382 children from 9 different primary schools in or near the LEADER area 

(Reeth, Gunnerside, Hawes, Bainbridge, Dent, Darley, West Burton, Settle and Lofthouse) 

took part in schools activities delivered by Tanya in June/July 2011. Of these, 228 took 

part in pre-meadow visit activities within their school. During these sessions children were 

given an introduction to hay meadows, they learnt about the different meadow flora and 

fauna, and they found out how silage fields are different to hay meadows.  

 

 
 

Through role-play drama activities the children explored issues related to the use of hay 

meadows by different groups of people – dog walkers, photographers, conservationists, 

bird watchers, picnickers etc. The activities also encouraged children to see how hay 

meadows have changed over time and the effect this has had on biodiversity. After 

learning about the threats and opportunities that face hay meadows the children had a 

chance to voice their thoughts about what they would like to see in the future.  

 
Where possible these activities preceded Sward! performances in their villages so as to 

encourage children to see the local performance of the show – either with their school 

(Reeth and Gunnerside schools took all of their pupils to the Reeth show) or with their 

families – and to be able to have a greater understanding about the play’s content and 

messages. 

 

Tanya introducing the meadow plants to school children 
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126 children from seven of the primary schools then took the opportunity to visit a 

species-rich meadow at Muker, Gunnerside, Dent or Ribblehead. Other sites were 

considered but the sites we used offered ease of access to schools, toilet provision, and 

indoor cover from inclement weather if needed. During meadow visits children learnt 

about the different parts of a plant and undertook meadow surveys identifying and 

recording different hay meadow species. The data collected was then taken back to school 

and children presented this information in table and chart form in ICT, science and 

numeracy lessons. The meadow activities undertaken by Bainbridge school children 

featured in a BBC Countryfile programme on 24 July (the only day we had pouring rain!). 

 

Overall our Sowing the Seeds educational activities proved very successful. Here is some 

feedback: 

‘Super staff, activities, site!’ Jo Eastwood, West Burton School. 

‘Excellent session that the children really enjoyed, the leader was brilliant, her enthusiasm 

and empathy with the children was outstanding. Thank you.’ Mr Moore, Bainbridge School. 

‘A thoroughly enjoyable experience in which the children were thoughtfully engaged 

throughout.’ Miss Dooley, Hawes Primary School. 

 

The success of these educational activities informed the development of our Into the 

Meadows education project, which started in May 2012 and is part-funded by LEADER.  

 

 

Sward! DVD 
 

Don arranged for the Settle performance of Sward! to be professionally filmed, edited and 

a 1,000 copies of a DVD to be produced. The filming involved three cameras to record 

two performances, one in the afternoon without audience and one at night with audience. 

This resulted in the best possible production by enabling more elaborate sound recording 

and shot selection (such as close-ups) and giving two filming opportunities in case of 

problems. The DVD includes a 4-page colour booklet with text and images about hay 

meadows, the importance of the Yorkshire Dales as a key area for hay meadow 

conservation and restoration, and acknowledgments to funders etc. 

 

Apart from £1 to cover p&p, the DVD is free to schools and community groups. For 

other organisations and individuals there is a suggested additional £4 donation. The DVD 
has been widely promoted through the Flowers of the Dales Festival 2012 programme, 

through participating venues, and partner organisations. 
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2012 
 

In 2012 we mainly focussed on delivering or attending events and activities based around 

scything, and this involved making links and cooperating with several inter-territorial and 

transnational partners. We also attended a conference and meetings where sharing 
experience on meadow restoration and management was the aim. 

 

 

Green Scythe Fair, Somerset 
 

This is a rural festival featuring scything training and competition, 

haymaking activities and a haytiming exhibition, as well as live 

music, local produce, children’s activities and craft stalls. 

Although now in its tenth year, up until two years ago there had 

been a separate Green Fair and scything event but the two 

decided to join forces and it has proven to be a successful partnership, as the Fair now 

attracts a larger audience and there are more people available to help organise it. 

 

Don travelled to Somerset to meet the organisers of the Green Scythe Fair and to attend 

the Fair itself on 17 June. It was very useful to see how they organise the scything training 

and competition and how this fits into the wider Fair, and to make useful contacts.   

Competitors in the scything competition 
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Scything training and competition, North Pennines AONB 
 

Don attended this two-day event in Upper Teesdale on 25-26 July. It was organised by 

Neil Diment, a freelance heritage interpreter, and supported by the North Pennines 

AONB. The beginners’ scything course took up the first day and a half and was run by 
Steve Tomlin and Christiane Lecher, both live in Cumbria and were also involved with the 

Green Scythe Fair. The course covered the background to the scythe and differences 

between the English and European models; how to set up the scythe to your size and 

adjust the blade; the ‘tai-chi’ mowing style for more efficient cutting and less stress on the 

body; sharpening the scythe in the field; peening the blade to create a razor edge; and care 

and maintenance of the scythe. 

 

 
 

On the afternoon of the second day was the 1st Northern open scything competition. 

Seven of the ten course participants entered, including Don, along with five experienced 

mowers from around the country. The aim was to cut an 8x2m swathe in the fastest time. 

After two knock-out rounds Don managed to get one of the three places in the final. The 

winner, an accomplished mower from Norfolk, won easily while another finalist and Don 

drew but the other scyther’s cut was better so Don came third.  

 

Besides learning how to scythe, it was very useful to see how the event was organised and 

to further develop links with the tutors as well as others on the course. 
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Scything taster event, Forest of Bowland AONB 
 

Building on our Bowland Hay Time partnership project and our links with the Forest of 

Bowland AONB, we worked cooperatively together to plan a scything taster event. Sarah 

and AONB staff organised the 28 July event. The tutors, Ian Hunter and Tom Branton 
from Littoral Arts, had previously run the Lancashire Scything Festival and similar training 

events throughout the North West. The day was split into morning and afternoon 

sessions and a total of 20 people attended. Sarah was at the event all day, while Don 

attended the morning session. The AONB is organising a follow-up event later this year 

on scythe maintenance and sharing haytiming memories. 

 

Don (second from right) taking part in the scything  
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International Haymaking Festival, Transylvania 

Running from 19-26 August and now in its fourth year, this is a celebration of traditional 

skills and crafts related to making hay and aims to show visitors the traditions and 

customs which support the upland hay meadows of the area. The festival is hosted by a 

local farmer and his family and is organised by the Pogány-havas Microregional Association. 

 

Don had been planning to attend the festival but personal circumstances prevented him so 

Sarah went instead. Here is her overview of her time in Transylvania: “We spent the week 

scything and then raking hay into stacks in the mountains, slept at a mountain top koliba 

(summer farm), made cheese, made the teeth of wooden rakes, and helped the family 

bring the hay down by horse and cart. We took part in the local scything competition, 

initiating the first ever women's competition, for which I took bronze, and ended the 

week bathing in a naturally sparkling 

iron-rich spring. As well as learning 

about the practicalities of making six 

months of forage by hand, the festival 

was a fabulous opportunity to live as 

part of a local family, learn about the 

culture and landscape of the area, 

how land is divided between and 

within families, and the problems of 
land abandonment which threaten 

the meadows.” 

 

All the participants shared their 

different experiences of haymaking 

projects they were involved in, and 

we had some really good discussions 

around different situations. Sarah 

gave a presentation about the Sowing 

the Seeds project and the meadows 

restoration and education work 

YDMT is doing through Hay Time and 

Into the Meadows in the Yorkshire 

Dales as well as Bowland Hay Time in 

the Forest of Bowland AONB.  

 
In order to continue discussions and to act as a focus for information about different 

projects across Europe, the organisers are in the process of setting up a website dedicated 

to hay meadow management discussions. This will be an excellent way of continuing to 

learn and exchange ideas about the subject. 
 

Sarah has written a full account of her visit which describes the activities, experiences, 

lessons learnt and best practices identified. 
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Other activities 
 

While looking into arrangements for the International Haymaking Festival, Don made 

contact with Fundatia ADEPT, a Transylvanian LEADER Local Action Group that exists to 

protect the region’s “unique farmed landscapes, their biodiversity, and the farming 
communities who live within them”. On 2 May, Don had a Skype conference with Ben 

Mehedin who has a farming and enterprise development role at ADEPT. Tentative 

arrangements were made to visit their offices while attending the haymaking festival (the 

two are a few hours’ drive apart). After some reflection on the discussions and due to the 

LAG’s wider remit Don felt that it was less appropriate to meet with them (it might be 

more appropriate for Yorkshire Dales LAG members to arrange an exchange visit).  

 

Don and Sarah attended a two-day national conference named “Restoring diverse 

grassland: what can be achieved where, and what will it do for us?” which was held near 

Oxford on 19-20 June. Organised jointly by the British Ecological Society, the Association 

of Applied Biologists and the British Grassland Society, the conference was focussed on 

how applied ecological research and monitoring is helping to provide new insights into 

soil-plant-animal relationships, new techniques and new guidance on grassland restoration. 

As well as a keynote speech by Professor Sir John Lawton and presentations from a range 

of academics and practitioners, there were also themed plenary and workshop sessions. 

We were able to talk to a wide range of delegates about YDMT’s experience in meadow 

restoration and education work and share ideas with other practitioners. 

 

On 2 August Don met with the Neil Diment, who had organised the scything event in the 

North Pennines, and Gwyn Jones of the European Forum on Nature Conservation and 

Pastoralism to talk about the possibility of setting up a European network of scything 

festivals and events. We agreed to look into working together on developing this 

proposal. 

 

On 11 September Don chaired the final meeting of the North Pennines AONB’s Hay 

Time project. This included discussions about the efficacy of the meadow restoration 

techniques that both regional Hay Time projects have used and the community and 

education work we have delivered, including the recent scything events. 
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Conclusion 
 

The Sowing the Seeds cooperation project has achieved the project’s objectives of 

cooperating with LEADER/LEADER-type partners in the UK or Europe in areas with 

remnants of upland hay meadow so as to share experience and expertise on protecting 
and restoring traditional hay meadows and using hay meadows as an educational and 

tourism resource. 

 

We have successfully made constructive links with inter-territorial and transnational 

partners from the conservation, tourism, arts and education sectors which have resulted 

in shared learning, exchange of working practices, potential formation of new 

partnerships, and support for future innovation. 

 

Several tangible outputs emerged directly from these links: 
 

• the development and performance of Sward!, a professional theatre production, 

which helped raise awareness about the importance and specialness of the area’s 

hay meadows 

• 371 people saw the nine Sward! shows we organised (283 adults and 88 children) 

• 382 children from 9 different primary schools took part in activities focussed on 
using meadows as an educational resource 

• the success of this work consequently led to YDMT setting up the Into the 

Meadows education project 

• the production of a DVD of a live performance of Sward!, enabling future access to 
the show 

• the successful delivery of a scything taster event attended by 20 people which will 

lead to future events 

 

All of the experiences, activities and networks provided by the project will be built on and 

will help inform development of our on-going meadows restoration and education work. 

 


