Artists Felicity Bristow and Susie Wilson have known each other for many years, and their first
collaborative project was a residency with Art Walk Porty at Meadows Yard Nature Reserve in
Craigentinny in 2017. Genevieve Fay spoke to them about their current project, Plot 55b at
Craigentinny Telferton Allotments, to find out how it’s going and how it has evolved since
lockdown started.

How does working the land intersect with art-making for you?
FB: This residency with Art Walk Porty wasn’t going to be an allotment plot to start with, but it escalated. We
learnt from our project at Meadows Yard that we loved working outdoors both enjoyed the process of
slowing down, that people can get a lot from being in nature, taking that time to be outside, and making
something together.
SW: While people are making things, they talk, conversations emerge. People open up about all sorts of
things. When we were first given Plot 55b, some of the other plot holders didn’t quite know what we were.
They knew we were artists, and they were keen on having artists involved at the allotment. When we told
them that we were going to work the plot and document what we do, I think they thought that was quite
strange. They themselves do that, but don’t see it as an artistic practice.
FB: Yes people asked what we were going to make, whether we were going to build a sculpture. But we’ve
been really well supported by the other allotment holders. There’s a real sense of sharing. The working group
have taken us under their wing, made us some bunting, given us a bird box, and lots of advice.

So a sense of continuity and community is really important to you both?
SW: They’re so supportive, their kindness, and the fact they’ve really included us, has been amazing. At the
moment I have three journals, which are all the minutes of the Allotment Committee meetings since 1927.
FB: It’s really lovely, and shows lots of similarities across the years, incidences like wheelbarrows going
missing, tropes of allotment life which repeat themselves. They are celebrating their 100 year anniversary in
2023, and because it’s quite a contentious site, a developer keeps trying to build on it. There’s a whole
contemporary history of the site. They’ve had to protest and prove their validity to the community. Each time,
so far, they’ve been successful.

GF: Allotments are a labour of love, a commitment that can take years of work. How are you feeling about
the project, ten months in?
FB: It feels like we’ve only just scratched the surface. We never said we were gardeners, our own gardens at
home are quite weedy! Prior to lockdown, we were getting into a routine and loving working together there,
digging together, tidying out the shed, seeing what was left by the previous owner. We were about to start
workshops, and lockdown has changed all that, so we have decided to extend it for another year. Once our
time there is over, the plan is for it to become a community foraging plot, because it’s in quite a dark and
shaded area.
SW: We aren’t able to get to the allotment in lockdown, and it feels sad to be separated from it. Felicity and I
were really on the cusp of planting, it doesn’t feel like we’ve got very far. That’s why we need to extend the
project.

How has the project evolved since the lockdown started?
FB: We’ve both been developing a growing project with local primary schools, where we will be leaving seeds
in our local village shops for children to plant at home.
SW: Those people who want to be involved will be able to pick up the seeds. We’ll ask participants to measure
how tall they are, then measure the growth of the plant. We encourage people to respond in some way,
whether it’s writing or taking photos, to document the growth and the experience.
FB: In terms of working together, we’re sending each other things in the post now.
SW: Sending each other seeds that we would have planted at the allotment, for us to plant at home. I never
post anything normally, I’ve really enjoyed posting things and receiving things as well. In the first few weeks of
lockdown I didn’t feel very creative at all. So having the project, having to make things to send to Felicity, has
given me a focus.
FB: Our postal conversations have resulted in a number of responses, letters, books, and prints. There’s
almost an exhibition in that. We’re working towards making an artists’ book that is likely to be one of a few
different legacies of the project. In an abstract sense, the plot has become a book, and the shed is a container
of that book.

What have you learned from the process of tending to plot 55b, and has that impacted your other art
making projects or processes?
SW: Taking time, slowing down and digging the earth has made me look at my own work and realise I couldn’t
rush that either. In the same way as growing something, when you’re making an artwork, it starts off as one
thing but then develops into something else. I can see those connections more clearly now.
FB: I agree. Making artist books is quite a slow process, but we often talked about how other aspects of our
lives left us feeling rushed. In terms of my own practice I’m still using tools, looking at nature, counting things,
recording things in similar ways. But being able to respond to Susie’s packages, of different artists’ books,
games and seeds has been grounding – it’s been keeping us going during lockdown, a survival tool really.

Are there any ways people can get involved?
SW: We’ve started a seed exchange, and have lots of different plants, flowers and herbs suitable for planting
in a garden or flat, an allotment, a window box or a sack at the front door. We would love for anyone who
wants to get involved with that to contact us.
FB: The only thing we would ask is that you share occasional photos of growing progress, with any tips or
written words about how you are feeling, or how growing something has helped you during lockdown.

If you would like more details about the seed exchange, you can message Felicity and Susie via the @Plot_55b
Instagram page. Alternatively please email susie.wilson2@yahoo.co.uk
To find out more about Art Walk Porty, subscribe to our mailing list. The ‘Plot55b’ Residency is part of the Art
Walk’s ongoing ‘LandMark’ residency programme funded by Creative Scotland.
Genevieve Fay is a volunteer with Art Walk Porty. She writes about art and reviews exhibitions on her blog and
on Instagram.

