The Brownsbank Experience November 2002-2005
Linda Cracknell

| offer this as a general reflection on what th&dency at Brownsbank Cottage over
the last three years has meant to me, and whateiiite | feel it has made. 1 will

look at how it has helped me to develop as a waitel teacher/literature development
professional; what some of the satisfying outcolrse been; my relationship with
Brownsbank as a place; and things that helped atdimave helped. The detail of
events and initiatives can be found in my bi-moptieports to the committee.

My creativelife

| had completed the first draft of a novel duringeaiod of support from a Scottish
Arts Council bursary in 2001. For the first 18 rttenat Brownsbank | focussed on
this as my creative project, completing three fartthrafts. | am still not happy that
the novel is publishable/readable. This is a futyBrownsbank as it reduces the
number of concrete public outputs of my residendpwever, in terms of the creative
process and my learning, this has been an incyed#dliable experience which |
almost certainly would not have had without thequeof concentrated work which
the residency allowed. | also think there is gowaterial in the novel and | propose to
reconsider it fairly soon. | am now inclined tantkiof my decision to write a novel
as a poor artistic judgement — i.e. it arose frarceived pressure to write a novel,
rather than short fiction, in order to be takencaesly.

| have returned thankfully to what seems to be noyamatural form in short stories,
and writing for radio and this has been productiveave had four short stories, a 10-
part abridgement ofFhe Rainbovand two plays broadcast by BBC Radio Four during
my time at Brownsbank. | have also scripted a paogne for Radio Scotland,

written a set of wildlife poems for children pulbledd as part of a pack by Scottish
Natural Heritage, and was short listed for ‘Evo\eeprogramme run by Playwrights’
Studio for a new stage play. | have also complatedcond collection of short

stories. The manuscript @he Searching Glanae currently with an agent, and |
hope it will find a publisher before too long.

It is also worth noting that whilst | have not beay visible in terms of publication
during my residency, Brownsbank has definitely bdlfo increase my profile as a
writer. | have no doubt that it led to invitatiotwsread at Wigtown Book Festival in
2004, to New York in 2003 and 2004 for readings wodkshops, and to publish
work in the first issue (this month) of a new lggr magaziné&outhlight.

Professional development in teaching/literature development

Although | am an experienced teacher and facilifab® Brownsbank residency has
given me a great opportunity to develop my skillschnmore fully in the context of
helping others to enjoy and develop their creativiéng. | have been able to work
with a great many different types of audience great many forms. This has
included giving feedback to individual writers; grding workshops and workshop
series for writers’ groups and collected individueither myself or through invited
literature professionals; working with school greugs all ages from P2 to Advanced
Higher; working with literacy and essential skiioups; running two professional
development days for English and Drama teacherSdath Lanarkshire Council;
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running a weekend residential course ‘Writing Natucontributing to a librarians’
professional development day; editing a small ssimty anthology; and working
with a Museum Education Officer to run creativepasse workshops with young
children and original art in ten schools, leadingi exhibition at Lows Park
Museum,Picture This.

There has been an element of experimentation iryrogtnese projects, and time to
reflect on the process and outcomes which | hawedenvaluable to my
development as a teacher and facilitator. Thereoftes been an opportunity to try an
activity or idea out again with the benefit of henght. Contact with professional
organisations such as the Scottish Book Trust,0NatiAssociation of Writers in
Education and LiteratureTraining, as well as thachers and Writers Collaborative
in New York has also enhanced this developmentiinguhe residency, some of
these organisations have also asked me to writdearteflecting on my experiente

| have channelled experience gained from workintp wiriters in South Lanarkshire
into a national project as a member of the steegingp for the Scottish Book Trust's
words@workproject. This initiative provides professional dlpment opportunities
to Scottish writers and helping to guide it hasrbeery rewarding, as well as
providing opportunities for myself e.g. writing &nbusiness context, writing for stage
workshops.

My teaching experience has been a stepping stookaéo work such as mentoring
African writers on the British Council/Lancasterildersity Crossing Bordergroject.
It has helped me secure freelance work post-Broamsincluding working on the
Scottish Executive/Scottish Arts Counaiits across the Curriculurmproject in
Dumfries and Galloway, and an invitation to conitédto an Arvon Foundation
course at Moniack Mhor for the first time.

Brownsbank has given me the skills and confidenaedke the transition between a
writing life that was an adjunct to a demanding jabd making my writing life my
work. |intend to depart from Brownsbank as altteee writer and creative writing
teacher. (Cue: tighten the belt!)

Highlights
Some of the particular highlights | look back onlude:

» People telling me they were stimulated to seek dppdies, submit work to
competitions, etc through the quarterly BrownsbBoKetin.

* Over the three years | had time to see a numberitdrs growing in skill and
confidence and achieving success. For examplecent months there have
been winners from South Lanarkshire writers inEildon Tree short story
competition, McCash Scots language poetry compatithe Scottish

! Speaking funny, seeing afrestr Teachers and Writers magazine, New York isaussion of my
creative writing residencies in Scotland and Newkyalanuary 2004;

First steps to Publicatiorfpr ‘The Directory of Publishing in Scotland 200&¢ottish Publishers
Association;

How Did | Get HereZor publication orwww.literaturetraining.com2005
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International Poetry Competition, and the Northeamo Short Story
Competition. Several writers have also had wodepted for magazines and
anthologies of serious literary merit in Scotlamdl ghe UK includingCutting
Teeth, the British Poetry AnthologgndDance the Guns to Silencn
anthology to commemorate ten years since the add€bn Saro-Wiwa.

* Witnessing the delight taken by children in writiagd having their work
recognised. The excitement of two girls at TinfteASchool Club when they
wrote the line: ‘I wish | could touch the gallopin§flowers’, and the
confident and lively work of several young writémsBiggar Little Stories’.
(This more than compensates for occasional comnfigatd hate writing’ or
‘I don’t know what to put’)

* Afeeling of a writing community developing from &&ilbride to Biggar, as
demonstrated by convividloetry, Prose and Pintgpen reading evenings
monthly since February 05 which have drawn in pedmm different areas
and groups.

* The development of writers’ groups and growth igitinumbers across the
region to eight. The consolidation of some grosipsh as the Biggar one
grown considerably from its two members; Clyde ¥lfinding new ways of
mutual support and a platform for their work oretim number of groups
undertaking ambitious publication projects of tream work.

» The poetry boards in Biggar High Street have predid satisfying way of
giving a public platform four times a year to sééecwork, and has involved
members of the wider community e.g. library, boajstetc in the selection
process.

* Brownsbank involvement in the Biggar Little Festilaas provided an
excellent focus and a platform for local writingdabgh publication (poetry
postcards, ‘Biggar Little Stories’) and public et®nin particular the
consecutive stages - a stimulus workshop for sehaadl community; a
‘competition’ or call for entries; selection foulplication; and a launch event
- have created a momentum and sustained interesigim a six month period.
The high quality of the ‘Biggar Little Stories’ hagen particularly gratifying
given the difficulties of the short story form.

The place

Brownsbank Cottage has been an iconic and intrggpiace to be attached to for the
last three years. | enjoyed the sense of beingpbaenumber of people connected to
a creative life there. Staying there as muchdid in the first half of the residency
made it familiar and | enjoyed a sense of being &its legacy and passing this onto
visitors. The Doors Open Days, workshops at thtage for writers’ groups and
small school groups, and visits by bodies like 8slotPEN and the Scots Language
Society were particularly rewarding, especially whigey also involved local writers
and volunteers from the Biggar Museum Trust. Invieyv the two nights of
storytelling in the cottage as part of the Biggdtlé Festival and Scottish
International Storytelling Festival in 2004 and 3pfthade particularly good use of
the venue and its special atmosphere.

Although there was no requirement to produce worknected to Brownsbank, | was
quickly drawn to Valda’s story. The process ok@@shing, imagining, writing and
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producing the radio plaJhe Best Snow for Skiihgas been a very significant
creative event for me. It gave me a way into theaBisbank story that | have found
fascinating and accessible. Professionally, thogept enabled me to forge closer
links with writers and publishers of MacDiarmid'sagthe literary community in
Cornwall, and the world of theatre, which would ntterwise have been possible. |
think it will also have helped me secure a repatatvith BBC Radio Drama which
will serve me well in the future. 1 still hope th&ay will appear on stage one day.
This connection between my imaginative life andabttage has consolidated for me
a tangible and memorable sense of place whichl retain with great affection.

Thingsthat (would have) helped

» The Brownsbank Committee have been wonderfully sttpje, creative and
hard-working. They have also been flexible andttng in their attitude to the
way | have run the fellowship.

* Funds fromLive Literature Scotlandbr events involving visiting
writers/publishers were invaluable as washarards for Allgrant which made
a series of workshops and publication projectsiptesgn 2003-4, and a
donation fromOpeninkwhich paid for the printing of Biggar Little Stosien
2005.

* The legacy of the previous fellows meant there alesady in place a network
of interested people, groups and institutions,aodnsiderable wealth of
skill. It was easy to build on this expectatiom amerest. The existence of
‘open doors’, meant that a number of people, placesnetworks became
instrumental in adding value to my efforts, or raélteirs, at different times
including Lanark Library, clydevalley.net, HamiltGmown House, Low Parks
Museum, Wiston Lodge, local newspapers, Atkinsoye®Bookshop,
Wyndales Hotel, etc.

* The use of e-mail for communication helped enorryoursbuilding audiences
and a community of interest of a considerable size.

* The expansion in the number of writing groups axtbg region meant that
intensive work with all of them became impossibiastering the groups’
autonomy and sustainability seems to me a good dime. bulletin helped to
communicate news between groups, and various eaboiged for members
of different groups to come together. Howevetill wonder whether the
residency might feel more effective for some of @lneliences if the geography
were more constricted, thus allowing for more istea involvement by the
fellow.

* Alonger planning cycle after the first year miglatve helped with the
development of some projects, as opposed to yegeancontracts. It would
also have been useful to have had a more clediilyediebudget in addition to
the sums raised from LLS etc to allow for planngagh year.

» Greater continuity of staff and contacts within #gres team at SLC might have
enhanced the collaborative possibilities there.

* More communication with other writers-in-resider@eoss Scotland, and
knowledge of their programmes and projects mighehsimulated interesting
ideas and allowed for more collaboration and slgasinnformation. After a
very interesting gathering of writers-in-residemt®ctober 2002, there
seemed to be little clear method for facilitatingst Hopefully the proposed

2 Broadcast BBC Radio Four 14/7/05
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development of a Scottish network for the Natiohsdociation for Literature
Development will go some way to providing this.

* | would have liked to have provided more opportiesifor creative use of the
cottage and its history by other people and grodpss sometimes felt
difficult due to space restrictions. | think a pase-built study centre nearby
would be an excellent development!

LJC 8/11/05

5 Linda Cracknell — Brownsbank Experience



