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AN EXHIBITION FROM WE FEED THE UK: THE NATIONWIDE 
CAMPAIGN TELLING GROUNDBREAKING STORIES THROUGH 

RADICAL COLLABORATION, TO CELEBRATE THOSE NOURISHING 
PEOPLE AND PLANET 

THE PARTNERS
Johannah Churchill is a portrait and documentary photographer based in the 
northeast. Her work centres around people and social issues – care, connection 
and health are frequently referenced and often interwoven with her history as 
a nurse. Churchill’s work has been exhibited and published widely and is held 
in collections including the National Portrait Gallery. Johannah is a Lecturer of 
Contemporary Photography at Northern Centre of Photography, University of 
Sunderland. 

Kate Fox is a poet, spoken word artist and broadcaster. A regular on BBC Radio 
3’s The Verb, she’s made two comedy series for Radio 4, been Poet in Residence 
for Glastonbury Festival and completed a PhD in standup comedy.
 
We Feed The UK is a national storytelling campaign, grown by The Gaia 
Foundation with over 40 arts and environment partners, pairing award-winning 
photographers and poets with custodians of soil, sea and seed. Through ten 
unique collaborations, We Feed The UK is a hopeful celebration of the inspiring 
food producers who are sowing grassroots change. Explore all the stories at 
wefeedtheuk.org
 
NEPN (North East Photography Network) was established in 2009 to 
develop photography in the North East of England and beyond. Working with a 
wide range of artists and cultural partners, they aim to create a lively and informed 
context for photographic activity and to encourage new audiences. NEPN is 
hosted by University of Sunderland. 
 
The Sill: National Landscape Discovery Centre is a multi-award-winning 
building built in 2017 with accessibility at its heart, it offers opportunities for 
people of all backgrounds and abilities to connect with landscape. The Sill’s broad 
learning and engagement programme works with schools, groups, and individuals 
to provide opportunities for people to connect with landscape, nature and the 
environment through arts, heritage, and culture.
 
Nature North, Environment Partner for Unearthed, is a cross-sector collaboration 
of organisations and businesses working for nature recovery in the north. Their 
ambitious plans to draw investment are inspired by the vision of a thriving 
environment where nature is acknowledged by policy makers, the public and 
businesses as key to the prosperity, wellbeing and resilience of communities. You 
can join the Nature North Community, and add your voice to the nature recovery 
debate, at naturenorth.org.uk/join-the-nature-north-community.

UNEARTHED:
SOIL RESTORATION IN NORTHUMBERLAND

THE SILL: NATIONAL LANDSCAPE DISCOVERY CENTRE

Johannah Churchill 
Unearthed: Soil Restoration in Northumberland
9 November 2024 – 12 January 2025  

There are more living beings in one teaspoon of healthy soil than there are 
people in the world: restoring this diversity is the secret to a resilient future 
for farming 

Incentivised by the increasing cost of artificial fertiliser, Northumbrian farmer 
Stuart Johnson started to naturally restore the soil on his family farm. By 
brewing up compost teas, introducing mob grazing and planting over 250 
in-field trees, Stu reduced the chemicals, and his costs, by 90% and won Soil 
Farmer of the Year 2023. 

Unearthed: Soil Restoration in Northumberland  features 
photography by Johannah Churchill, who has observed both macro and 
micro farm life at West Wharmley Farm for the past twelve months. She 
includes two series in this exhibition: 

Down to Earth  documents farming and family life and the ongoing care 
for worlds both above and below ground. 

In Constellations , Churchill photographs specimens from the natural 
world. Scanographs and microscopic images celebrate the overlooked 
magic of soil: worms, weeds and waste that are so essential to restoring soil 
health at West Wharmley and beyond. 

The exhibition includes a new poem by Kate Fox, The Soil Speaks, inspired 
by the regenerative practices at the farm. 

Churchill was commissioned by We Feed The UK, a national storytelling 
campaign connecting photographers and poets with our most inspiring food 
producers, to raise public awareness of their positive solutions to climate 
change, wildlife recovery and social justice. The commission was produced 
with NEPN at the University of Sunderland and is presented in partnership 
with The Sill.

With thanks to: The Johnson and Furlong families; Michael Daglish; 
Northern Centre of Photography and Glass & Ceramics staff at University of 
Sunderland; Tyne Rivers Trust; Stuart Ramm.

Principles of Soil Health 
The farm applies several approaches to improve soil health, such as minimising 
soil disturbance (mechanical and chemical); maintaining living roots in the soil 
as long as possible during the year; keeping soil covered; maximising plant 
diversity and introducing a healthy reciprocal relationship with livestock.  Using 
a holistic approach to these principles helps minimise soil erosion and surface 
run-off, controls moisture retention, heat distribution, sequesters carbon, attracts 
insects and biodiversity and maximises healthy soil biology.  For farmers, the 
key to all of this is understanding the context in which to apply what (such as 
risk tolerance, financial decision making, as well as environmental challenges 
and soil types etc), but the impacts can be incredible – such as Stu’s experience 
in the return of curlews to the farm.  

The Power of Weeds       
Red clover is rich in nutrients such as vitamins A, B3, B12, C, E, K and minerals 
such as calcium, magnesium, chromium, iron, manganese, potassium and 
selenium as well as trace amounts of zinc.  Chicory contains vitamins A, B, 
K protein and includes minerals such as calcium potassium and iron.  Soil 
aggregates are composed of tiny mineral particles, used as indicators of 
nutrients properties within the soil.  Different weed depths and plant activity 
contributes to the formation of soil aggregates that start to alter the structure of 
the soil.  Healthier soil leads to healthier plants and ultimately healthier more 
resilient cattle and crops.  

Intergenerational Knowledge 
The farm is practicing regenerative farming for the food security of future 
generations. Respecting a wealth of generational knowledge, whilst also 
embracing new technologies and techniques, it allows for a hybrid future 
approach to the future of farm management and soil restoration. Enhanced 
cyclical grazing strategies provide year- round forage grazing for sheep 
and cattle meaning there is minimal need for additional supplementary feed 
throughout the year. Stuart has eliminated fertiliser on his grassland, and both 
fungicides and pesticides in the arable crops, instead utilising AMP grazed 
livestock, compost teas and an integrated systems approach to grow what is 
needed on the farm. The farm is currently in a seven-year rotation consisting of 
a five-year legume/herb mix fertility building cycle, which allows two-years of 
arable cropping with substantially lower inputs. This approach also allows life in 
the soil to flourish, in turn providing further nutrition and nourishment from hard 
working contributors such as earthworms, dung-beetles, bacteria and fungi.

Soil is fundamental to sustaining all life on earth, whether crops or curlews. It is 
also irreplaceable. Without intervention, it is predicted that we have less than 
60 harvests left. Healthy soil is alive, it’s dynamic, it’s diverse, and practices 
that were once promoted, such as ploughing, using chemicals or growing 
monocultures, are in fact destroying our soil’s ability to survive. As a result, 
12 million hectares of agricultural soils are lost globally every year. It matters 
because healthy soil is the foundation of our farming, livelihoods and food 
security. Beyond that, it also filters the water we drink, captures more carbon 
than all terrestrial plant life on the planet, and supports biodiversity. There are 
small pockets of farmers trying to be better, which hopefully this exhibition can 
help people see and understand, whilst also offering hope to farmers stuck in an 
imperfect system.



I’m treated like dirt,
something people’ve trod in,
stuff on the bottom of their shoe.

But I’m in the food you eat,
I’m part of you.

You try not to look down,
but the world is at your feet.

Do you know I contain more living organisms in one teaspoon
than there are people on the planet?

But scientists know more about space
than they do soil,
even though I’m the liquid gold,
not oil.

After the war,
bomb factories switched to nitrogen fertiliser.

After all that scarcity
and uncertainty

growth exploded.
Everything was new! 

Everything just grew!
What could possibly go wrong?

Well, I became an addict.
The more you gave me,
the more I was thirsty.

No one cared what was beneath,
all fur coat and no knickers
malnourished underneath,
in eternal need
of more and more and more
artificial feed.

Farmers used to know,
as above, so below.
Where there’s muck there’s brass!
But now the earth was sterile
and things would still grow!
We’d got maths and chemistry.
Who needs nature and biology?

Kill the bad stuff, crack on,
agriculture’s a battle to be won.

But something changed.

When Himself wanted to escape
fluctuating fertiliser prices,
future-proof against the next global crisis, costs increasing by the ton.

He’d thought the generations-back
flat cappers were past it,
silly old sods looking at soil roots,
but they knew we weren’t done with dung.

So he’s learning that, unlike corrupt politicians,
I thrive when I’m full of manure!

Which brings microbes to exchange sugar with plants,
feed fungi,

turned over by dung beetles.

We’re his army,
we’re all on the same team.

He’s learning the need to
armour my skin,

do less, stop ploughing, stop disturbing

this cycle of good stuff
which starts with grazing.

Good crap out,
good food back in.

He rushes round less,
I see a change in him,

he’s a guiding force,
a steward

not a boss,
and it’s led to gains not loss.

“Curlews are back” he says
“Not that I’m bothered about curlews.”

“Grey partridge have returned.
I’m not happy because I like pheasants.”

It’s alright lad, I want to say,
we know you’re not turning hippy.

These are the signs
you’d sped up too much to read,

that I’m finally getting what I need.

I feel springier,
you’re walking on air,

all these cyclical processes
resilient, self-sufficient, true self-care

and now I’m not humiliated
by my humus lack,

I’ll humour you
and give it back.

(Did you know the word Human
comes from “Humus” which means earth?

We should have more humility
but I know my worth).

There’s more powerful nutrients in your food,
when I’m deep-fed.

You humans are more alive
when I’m not half-dead.

The best of all worlds,
traditional wisdom, modern tech,

working with each other,
mutual respect,

allows my perpetual rebirth.
Come on folks,

let’s all come
back down to earth.

The Soil Speaks - Kate Fox


