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Living and learning on a Spanish 
eco farm  

Alison Piasecka 

We have also created our own OST website, www.opensourcethinking.org.uk, which contains more 

information about our journey from there to here, and which conjectures about what might lie beyond.  Our 

project is only too well aware of the United Nations’ International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s most 

recent findings on the imperative to limit global warming to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels by 2030, and 

that this will require drastic and immediate action. So basing ourselves on a Spanish eco-farm this year has 

been timely. 

About this special edition of e-O&P 

At this stage in the development of our thinking and practice, we thought it might be interesting to compile our 

responses to the 2018 OST Gathering, and share them with the wider AMED membership and others, 

through this experimental edition.  It’s experimental in the sense that we have encouraged contributions from 

the 2018 Gathering participants in differing forms and formats.  We’ve invited them to share their own 

‘moments of significance’ with a wider readership, according to their individual preferences.  Each contributor 

has chosen their own topic and their own way of doing that. Hence, here, you can see a variety of 

photographs listen to a soundscape of human and natural life in an olive finca (Spanish farm) over a long 

weekend, read some poems, reflect on a self- and a recorded interview, and consider some thought-pieces 

concerning the experience and relevance of OST as a particular form of 21st century organising. 

  

 

‘Open Source Thinking’ (OST) is our current shorthand for how better 

to contribute to, work with and learn from each other’s thinking and 

experience within and across different generations, countries and 

cultures.   

Since 2013, a group of us has been gathering together to experiment 

with creating temporary communities for learning and exchange to take 

place, somewhat within a zeitgeist that embraces the spirit of Creative 

Commons.  

We have, variously, and with AMED’s support and help, explored some 

of these ideas and beginnings in their journal e-Organisations and 

People (e-O&P), as well as at our annual OST gatherings - initially in 

Brighton, then twice in France, and this year, 2018, in Spain.  

http://www.opensourcethinking.org.uk/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-06876-2.
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-06876-2.
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/
http://www.amed.org.uk/
http://www.amed.org.uk/page/our-lively-and-engaging
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Most of us are not normally writers who write ‘for publication’.  So on this occasion, you won’t find as many 

footnotes or references as you might expect in a ‘typical’ edition of e-O&P.  Taking advantage of the online 

nature of e-O&P, however, you’ll find plenty of visual images and hyperlinks. 

We hope that readers will find this edition a bit of a surprise, and also, that it will prove enjoyable and 

engaging as we introduce you to our story of creating a temporary OST community on an organic off-grid 

farm deep in the Alpujarras in Southern Spain. 

Why La Burra Verde in 2018? 

The choice of OST2018 in Spain goes back to 2017.  In 2017, in our second year in Tostat in France (and 

our 3rd annual OST gathering), two important themes began emerging in our discussions and working 

together.  We realised that we were, as originally a group consisting mainly of members of Generation X or Y, 

beginning to discover younger, NetGen people in their 20s who were – gratifyingly - interested in working and 

being with us.  And we realised that we were all, youngsters and oldsters alike, passionately concerned about 

environmental issues such as food, climate change, community generation and more humane forms of 

organising. 

 

View from Casa Luna, one of the eco-buildings at La Burra Verde, OST2018. Photo by Alison Piasecka 

  

https://laburraverdeblog.wordpress.com/blog/
https://laburraverdeblog.wordpress.com/blog/
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Anna Fairtlough, an OST participant in all of our Gatherings so far, offered us the idea of finding a way to ‘live 

our idea’ by holding the 2018 Gathering at her sister Kate’s organic, off-grid organic olive farm in Andalucia, 

Southern Spain.  And we were immediately grabbed by the idea of being able to do that.  You can read the 

full story of Kate’s rejuvenation and creation of La Burra Verde in the Summer 2017 edition of e-O&P. 

What you will find in this experimental edition 

We thought it would be good to start this edition with Tim Whitworth’s piece, which is actually about the 

very last session of the OST2018 Gathering.  Tim has also chosen to write about his immediate reactions 

and responses to arriving at the farm, so this seemed a good place to start from a reader’s point of view.  

Tim’s article offers more on the principles of Ikigai, inviting us to reflect on our very reason for ‘being’.  This 

challenge blew some of us away as it gently unpicked some of the more conventional stories we carried of 

ourselves. 

 

Casa Luna, La Burra Verde, OST2018. Photo by Alison Piasecka 

Hosting an OST Gathering is a really key activity – encompassing all the before-during-after considerations - 

and involves elements of planning and organising all the housekeeping essentials to enable a group to begin 

to be together, as well as facilitating and supporting the emergence of the programme for the Gathering, and 

assisting session leaders to create the conditions for exchange and learning.   

Anna Fairtlough and Shelagh Doonan, in conversation with Steve Dilworth, expand more on the 
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experiences of hosting and holding OST together as a temporary community.  Steve, who participated in the 

first Brighton Gathering, was not with us at La Burra Verde, but we all felt Steve’s ‘outside eye’ would help 

Anna and Shelagh to reflect on their local hosting experiences in a rewarding and enjoyable conversation, 

which turned into their article. 

Providing for ourselves – aiming to be as self-sufficient as possible - brought us to cooking and cleaning in 

ways we would never have thought of far from the ease and comfort of our modern fitted kitchens and 

electric-powered domestic gadgets.  Tanya Fairtlough was an inspiring chef and organiser of our meals 

together, as well as being a vital and engaging new younger member of the group.  Tanya’s article takes you 

close to what she did and how well she took care of us all. 

The silence of the 

landscape at night was, 

at first, disconcerting for 

those of us living in 

towns, but soon we 

realised that this apparent 

silence was full of 

sounds.  Phil Di Palma 

came with his passion for 

recording and the 

significance of natural 

sounds as sensations we 

often fail to hear.  Listen 

with wonder to Phil’s 

soundscape for a sense 

of how complex and 

beautiful the sounds were 

when we paid them due 

attention … 

Light and shade in the 
spring forest, La Burra 

Verde, OST2018.  
Photo by Alison 

Piasecka  
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Sleeping in various small eco-buildings around the farm, using basic but functioning eco-toilets and washing 

facilities, we all experienced the long, rough, dusty paths as we walked back and forth across the farm for our 

meals and sessions together.  We gave our voluntary garden-working back to the farm as very partial thanks 

for our experience of being there.  

 

Building the new garden, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo by Alison Piasecka 

I have never before felt so close to the planet as I did at OST2018.  At the same time, the shaping of our 

modern urban world around convenience, speed, consumerism and the easy way in which we access our 

resources without effort, seemed very damning and dangerous by comparison.  Dangerous to the planet and 

to our future as human beings.  Kate Lake’s article on parasitic plants, and subsequent reflections, expands 

more on this, challenging us to start with knowing where we are personally with the demands of saving the 

planet. 

As a group, we once again found ways in which younger and older people could be together, think together, 

experience together, sharing passions, energies and laughter.  The optimism created by such co-existence is 

undeniable and almost palpable.  Beth Davis was our first younger OST member three years ago, and she 

has been a lynchpin in helping us reach other younger people to connect with.  Her article takes us on her 

journey towards OST in the form of a self-interview.   
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Straw bale house and the vegetable garden, La Burra Verde, OST2018. Photo: Alison Piasecka 

Walking was an essential daily activity: it could take 

10 minutes to wind your way from one part of the 

farm to the other, and this gave us repeated 

experiences of the incredible landscape, and also 

some scheduling difficulties in rounding us all up for 

group sessions.  Cue Andy Piasecki to lead us on a 

meditative walk through the farm landscape.  His 

poem, ‘Primitivo’ captures some of that experience.   

Getting ready for meditative walking, La Burra Verde, 
OST2018.  Photo by Tim Whitworth 
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Rosemary Cairns has been a key member of the OST family since before 2013, although this year she was 

unable to join us in Spain.  As part of the core OST curating team - the team who hold the principles and 

emerging understanding of OST on behalf of us all – she has contributed some reflections that she wrote 

initially in preparation for OST2017.  We think they serve as a good reminder of what we are trying to do 

when we host gatherings, including next year’s OST2019 in Yorkshire. 

Finally, Barry Oshry’s epic poem on Encounters with the “Other” is hugely appreciated by Alison Piasecka 

and Bob MacKenzie, especially in the context of the raison d’être of International Holocaust Day and the 

worrying rise of nationalistic and xenophobic sentiment. 

What next? OST 2019 

It feels to me that Open Source Thinking (OST) is becoming, in its own small but significant way, something 

that is beginning to draw more and more people - younger and older - towards it.  For me, OST affords a 

deep, thoughtful experience that fosters communality and generosity, and creates an environment in which 

we can learn from each other.  I am so grateful for the encouragement and support that OST offers.  In a 

world that is increasingly fraying and divisive, we OST-ers stand for taking the time to allow reflections and 

connections to emerge in a way that can strengthen us to action, personally and locally.  I really like that. 
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Off the grid: finding Ikigai 

Tim Whitworth  

Switching off … and on 

Of many memories of OST 2018, the one 

that stays uppermost in my mind is the 

absolute shock and difference in this 

experience compared to any other sharing/ 

learning or indeed holiday I had 

encountered. Driving into the mountains from 

Orgiva, surprisingly populated by hippies, to 

a tiny dusty hamlet with more cars than 

houses was the first sign of difference. With 

snow still on the Alpujarras peaks, the long 

walk to La Burra Verde alongside olive 

groves and ancient water channels was a 

hint of things to come.  

This place is off the grid – in every way – and 

doesn’t show up on maps, has no mains 

electricity or water. One might think that here 

you’d be unaffected by any of the turmoil in 

European politics, mass migration and 

disruption and war or environmental 

changes. So, the venue was likely to 

generate different responses if not reactions. 

 

View of La Burra Verde from the mountain, OST2018.  
Photo by Tim Whitworth 

  

 

Up the ridge as the sunrises, the black droppings on the track, already 

attracting flies, slimy but of a vegetarian – wild goat perhaps? 

The whole site viewed for the first time, stretching up the valley, the houses 

and buildings barely visible – off the grid – not on the map – no address – 

not visible – unknown - but so real. The house very present but unseen. 

The warmth of early summer sun in a cool morning. 

Returning – to Ikigai 

Tim peeling potatoes, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo by Alison Piasecka 
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The knowledge that I would be challenged by a mostly vegan diet along with compost loos and communal 

living with a group, few of whom I knew, would be nothing if not a new experience!  

 

Non-electric washing machine, La Burra Verde, OST2018. Photo by Tim Whitworth 

Encountering diversity 

The diversity of the group was another surprise, not that I didn’t know in advance that there would be young 

people and some older rather like me. However, we were all there to see what we could experience together, 

learn from each other and share in this extraordinary place with varying degrees of anticipation, openness 

and anxiety.   

I really think that this combination allowed or caused me to think and experience differently. Getting used to a 

different rhythm and timing – everywhere on the site took longer to reach than I was used to or expected – 

was a far stretch from the beautiful, comfortable and organised venues that I use in my (corporate) work 

elsewhere. And the converted donkey stable that was my shared bedroom and the walk to one sort of outside 

loo or another was just fine, once I’d adjusted to all of this. 
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Door to La Casa Parra, where Tim stayed, La Burra Verde OST2018. Photo by Alison Piasecka. 

Living longer – and better? 

I wanted to share with the group a recent discovery based on my own realisation that I might be living, with 

luck, rather longer than I had previously expected and that I might also be working many years more than my 

own parents or that I had planned or hoped. A book recommended to me last year (Ikigai, Garcia & Miralles 

2017) served as an introduction to a rethinking in this way: if I am or have to work to a greater age, what do I 

need to do make this rewarding and enjoyable and how can I avoid the horrors of old age, poor health, 

dementia and a sense of being past it.  

Whilst this may sound like Peter Pan, it is not this that occupies my mind.  What does is that, if I am likely to 

live over 100 and still feel a useful member of the human race, what do I need to do to be able to enjoy this 

as much as possible? And what does it tell me and others about how we might live our lives differently? The 

idea of rushing at life, working hard like crazy to 65 or so, and then moving into retirement (endless travel and 

holidays if well pensioned; not a lot if not) for another 40 years or more no longer makes the same sense. I 

add that to the knowledge that I am part of the first generation in which the job for life began to disappear and 

I’m now looking at the millennials with their freelance futures, zero hours contracts and little future job 

security.  
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The Ikigai way   

OST2018 participants had opportunities to 

share some of their ideas through facilitating 

occasional group sessions.  I elected to 

introduce the Ikigai process.  For various 

reasons my session was retimed and 

reshaped to cram this exploration into a mere 

hour as the very last themed morning session 

of the Bayacas gathering. The facilitation was 

gratefully shared (thank you Andy), making 

links to some of the other work we had 

undertaken at Bayacas, and was attended by 

the whole group, with the exception of Jill, who 

was preparing our lunch. It offered the 

potential for very different experiences for the 

broad age range represented in the room.   

 
Ikigai - Penguin Books 

Ikigai – a summary 

Implications of longer life expectancy 

Research tells us that we are in a phase in history that is likely to see (much) longer life spans in our 

developed economy, due to a combination of better diet, relative lack of death through war and improved 

knowledge and techniques in health care. We also know that for some, longer life carries with it the possibility 

of many years of relative inactivity, whether because of societal changes in family/ community living, or poor 

health such as infirmity, dementia and other debilitating diseases of the brain. So, a reasonable aspiration for 

this longer life may include wishing to continue to be a useful member of society (and maybe family).  But 

most of all we want to be healthy and able to enjoy what we can.   

Lessons from other societies 

What can we learn from other societies around the world that helps with this? We can look to the five blue 

zones.  According to Beuttner (2015), blue zones are places sustaining the conditions that seem to foster 

healthy, productive and rewarding lifestyles into old age.  For Beuttner, the five best known and documented 

blue zones are Sardinia, Loma Lima in California, Nicoya Peninsula in Costa Rica. Ikaria in Greece and 

Okinawa in Japan.  Okinawa is reputed to be the island with the most centenarians in the world.  

Whilst many of the blue zones are islands, there is a much bigger point, which concerns the rapidly shifting 

age demographic across the entire developed world. For example, a piece in The Guardian (14/9/18 ) 

focuses on the whole of Japan, and makes reference to Switzerland and Australia as well.   It includes  

 

https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/1112754/ikigai/9781786330895
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/1112754/ikigai/9781786330895
https://www.bluezones.com/press/okinawas-longevity-lessons/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/sep/14/japanese-centenarian-population-edges-towards-70000
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this picture of Respect for the Aged 

Day, and – elsewhere – reports the 

Japanese Prime Minister, Shinzo Abe, 

as saying that: 

'The key to Japan's 

sustainable growth is how 

we respond to the ageing 

of the population, which is 

the biggest challenge to 

Abeconomics'. 

People exercise during an event 
marking Respect for the Aged Day in 

Tokyo, Japan. 

The Guardian: 14 Sep 2018 

Photograph: Franck Robichon/EPA 

 

Characteristics of blue zones 

Research tells us that blue zones share four common characteristics:  their people have in common: 

1. A healthy diet e.g. little processed food or meat and eating until 80% full 

2. Regular exercise 

3. Strong social ties – connected for life – with bonds (Moya is an informal group of people with common 

interests who look out for one or another) and feelings of mutual and identity 

4. Ikigai     

Of these characteristics, the first two – a healthy diet and regular exercise - are fairly obvious and have been 

the focus for health prevention campaigns in many countries for many years. More surprising perhaps are the 

social and mental characteristics - what gives us resilience, place and purpose. This comes as a shock to a 

western society where many of us have turned away from extended family life and the ties into organised 

community or religious life. More striking, though, is what each of us seeks and finds in believing that there is 

purpose in our (hopefully) long lives  

Ikigai  

And then there is Ikigai.  Put simply, Ikigai is what gets us up in the morning.  According to the Japanese, 

everyone has an Ikigai, a raison d’être, even if we haven’t all found it yet. In Okinawa, few people actually 

stop working; rather, their work changes, their place as an elder in society is valued, giving purpose to their 

life. 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/sep/14/japanese-centenarian-population-edges-towards-70000
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Contemplating Ikigai raises a number of important questions:  

1. Have we got things in place for good diet and 

regular exercise to prolong healthy life?  

2. If Moia (social bonds) are important, how 

much effort have we and are we putting into 

ours? Not just when we need it in older age, 

but in younger life as well.  

3. How can I help myself and others be valued 

and feel worthwhile as I get ever older?   

… essentially … do I know what my Ikigai is?  

The drawing shown here was the basis of how 

each of us at OST2018 questioned, thought and 

talked about what makes up our own Ikigai. 

Fig 1:  Contemplating Ikigai, Mark Winn 
  

10 principles we distilled at Bayacas 

The work around Ikigai produces 10 principles that can help us in achieving these characteristics.  I’ve 

simplified them here in summary:  

1. Stay active, don’t retire 

2. Take it slow 

3. Don’t fill your stomach 

4. Surround yourself with good friends 

5. Get in shape – maintenance and movement 

6. Smile 

7. Reconnect with nature 

8. Give thanks (daily) 

9. Live in the moment 

10. Follow your Ikigai 

Some reflections on OST2018 

Whilst OST 2018 at Bayacas met some of these ‘classic’ characteristics, including an unusual environment, it 

was clear to me that making and maintaining good friendships is a good start. We can all test ourselves on 

how we measure up against the components of Ikigai, and work towards the others.  And, if we are going to 

live longer, does this suggest that the linear approach to working life, starting after college and carrying on 

flat out until ‘retirement’ is really necessary? Perhaps Ikigai gives us permission to alternate between going 

fast and going slow throughout our whole lives, to stop work, explore, rediscover.  And, through this, we may 

empower ourselves to change our own rhythm and place on the planet, and in community and family alike? 
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About Tim 

Tim is a systems enabler, working on small- and large-scale change projects across agencies in the public 

sector.  A qualified executive coach, sometime accountant and chief officer, he facilitates leadership and 

organisational development programmes as well as a long running community for bereaved dads.   

E:  timwhitworth8@gmail.com 

mailto:timwhitworth8@gmail.com
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Reflections from La Burra Verde  
 

Anna Fairtlough, Shelagh Doonan and Steve Dilworth  

 

This contribution brings together a range of 

thoughts arising from a three-way conversation 

between Shelagh and Anna, who were leading 

lights at Bayacas, and Steve, who attended the 

launch of our OST project at Brighton in 2013, 

and who had not been able to travel to Spain on 

this occasion.  

Anna.  Photo by Alison Piasecka. 

Three months on from the event, the 

conversation between them helped to 

crystallise some thoughts regarding OST 

2018.   

Anna and Shelagh described their 

experience at La Burra Verde … 

 

Shelagh.  Photo by Beth Davis.  

 

… while Steve listened for ways in which their 

descriptions sounded familiar, in the sense of 

being similar to other gatherings he had 

attended, and where there were differences that 

could be particularly described as Open Source 

Thinking (OST). 

Steve 
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Context 

 
Early morning, Casa Luna, La Burra Verde.  Photo by Shelagh Doonan. 

Shelagh recalled how she had: 

 “slipped out just after six one morning, drawn by the light and the dawn chorus - nightingales, 

blackbirds, a thrush, and sometimes an unfamiliar fluting call which turned out to be a golden 

oriole. 

 The earthy joys of using the compost toilet were enhanced by the thought of being part of a 

circular chain: the resulting mulch would, in a few years’ time, be helping to fertilise Kate’s olive 

trees which will produce olive oil.” 

Anna commented on how she had prepared for the three-way conversation by asking herself a series of 

questions that she wanted to explore. At the top of her list was ‘What is Open Source Thinking anyway? 

Addressing this question was a major theme for all three of us, and our collective answer is summarised in 

the following section. 
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What is our view of Open Source Thinking? 

One of the purposes of the conversation was to think out loud about a definition or description of OST.  To 

Steve it sounded as if this is essentially an emergent group process can only be fully appreciated through 

experience.  Trying to explain in conceptual language is like attempting to convey the taste of Guinness by 

telling someone about it. 

Anna and Shelagh agreed that over the long weekend together there was a crystallising of what OST is 

about.  Whilst OST itself sounds a bit grand, as we thought about how we would kick off the 2018 event, we 

developed a loose working definition.  We used this form of words to describe the purpose of our event to 

others: 

“Each time we meet, we ... create a temporary community, where we can learn with and from 

each other, and from the place we are in.”  

Shelagh and Anna both thought that abstractions are not always helpful. In their different ways they offer 

stories and concrete examples of how the ideas were brought into existence. For them, one essential 

component of the temporary community that we create is to have two-way intergenerational conversations 

and connections. 

Whilst the definition we arrived at provides a really good description of what we were trying to do, the 

question remains about the abstraction involved in attempting to define defining OST.  This may be grounded 

in or influenced by some of the ways in which it has been talked about in different issues of the journal, for 

example trying to define it by making some link with the ‘commons technology’ and more generally ideas 

about the ‘commons’ and various discussions in the first OST meeting in Brighton that took place in 2013.  

Anna comments: 

“One idea was about challenging ‘critical thinking’.  I remember I was quite critical of the idea that 

we shouldn’t be critical. But what I did take positively from this idea - how we in a conversation 

and as a community and how we as people in the ‘commons’, in small or big communities how we 

should listen to each other, respect each other’s ideas, build on each other’s thinking. Not using a 

kind of House of Commons debating chambers kind of style where you are trying to insult or 

overpower each other. 

I think that is a very important principle of what we are trying to do in OST and how we behave 

when we meet.  But I still think we should be critical of power structures and critical of ideas and 

critical of ways of thinking and doing things that are abusive or have negative consequences for 

each other or the environment.” 
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Shelagh expresses the impact of being part of the gathering in Spain thus: 

“It was the day after the close of OST 2018, and I felt that I and we had been through something 

very dense and rich. It was exhausting, but in a satisfying way. I had a palpable sense that we 

had been into, through and out the other side of a memorable experience.”  

The OST2018 Space 

The impact of the space in which the group gathered seemed to be a microcosm of the ways in which space 

has impact on human beings and in which we human beings impact on the places in which we live.  The 

importance of the particular location of our gathering at La Burra Verde shone out of the conversation, and 

the detail of this was obvious in the later reflections of Anna and Shelagh. 

Anna focuses in on the lived experience of being part of the la Burra Verde gathering: 

“I think that one of the things that hasn’t really come out in this conversation is the amazing place 

that we were in. The beauty - the mountains - it had been a fantastic spring - the variety of the 

wild flowers - at times it was ecstatically beautiful.  The power of being somewhere where you shit 

in a compost toilet, and you know, and you can see where it goes. You know that in seven years’ 

time it is going to be used to fertilise the trees that are providing the olive oil that you are using.  

You know that if you leave the electricity on all day you won’t have any electricity at night because 

you have wasted it. You know that the water comes from the mountains because you can see the 

snow on them and the importance of not wasting this precious resource. And we can see that 

climate change may very well destroy this beautiful place whose traditions and technologies go 

back hundreds of years to the Moorish times.  If there were a fire it would all be gone. 

We can see across the world that people’s lives and cultures and traditions and technologies are 

being destroyed by fires exacerbated by climate change right now. It feels very important to me 

that we heed this and that we value the beauty and the wonder of what we have and what we 

could destroy - that’s what I want to communicate about what I have learned from being in this 

place.”  

Reasons from coming together at OST gatherings  

There was some musing on the ‘social’ reasons for attending an OST event.  Both Anna and Shelagh are 

firm in their commitment. 
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Anna says: 

“It’s quite clear to me that I do want to go. Partly it’s a social thing - it’s fun - it’s a chance to see 

my friends and make new friends and feel connected with people from different backgrounds and 

at different ages. Of course, it’s not always the same group. But it’s definitely more than that. After 

the event I described it as amazing, exhausting, inspiring - the intensity of life lived in those four 

days is incredible.”  

Whilst Shelagh describes the centrality of preparing and eating food: 

“An integral part of the time together also 

revolved around our meals.   Led by Tanya, 

we literally had a taste of what it takes to 

source, prepare, cook and eat our food, 

especially when you are living off the grid. 

Tanya was undaunted by cooking a 

béchamel sauce and a rice pudding on a 

solar cooker, with clouds approaching! 

Living off the grid also faces us directly with 

the wider questions of how we use life’s 

basics of food, water and energy.” 

One of Tanya’s wonderful meals.  Photo by Alison Piasecka  

OST roles and functions 

In listening to Anna and Shelagh during the three-way conversation, Steve detected several inter-related 

themes about who does what at an OST gathering, as follows:   

The Art of Hosting (artofhosting.org) 

The use of the facilitator role was striking - the massively rich variety and depth of connecting exercises 

used meant that some facilitation was necessary, especially when a new model, approach or concept was 

being suggested, e.g. the SALT model (see Figure 1 below). 

http://www.artofhosting.org/
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Facilitation was a revolving role, not embodied in one person.  

At times group time was not formally facilitated, the expectation 

was that all present were responsible for creating and holding 

boundaries.   

Steve adds: “I wonder whether some gravitated towards being 

facilitative, if so, could this be shared more explicitly.” 

These sub-themes were picked up by both Anna and Shelagh.  

Anna asked herself what it was like to host an event: 

“Afterwards I don’t think I’ve ever been so tired - I 

was also trying to recover from being ill and it 

returned at the end of it, which was perhaps why I 

was particularly exhausted. One of the things for me 

was that it was a version of looking after people and 

trying to make things all right for people. There was a 

lot of that in the hosting - possibly I was doing it in an 

over-parental way, I don’t know - that’s interesting to 

me. 

But I was worried about people’s physical safety and 

their comfort. I knew that some people might find it 

quite challenging.  And it is.  When I wrote the 

introduction to what the event was about, one of the 

things I highlighted was that being in this place, on 

this farm, it does take you right into yourself, your 

emotions. It can strongly challenge you to face things 

about yourself.  I think it is true. Being there gives 

you a heightened emotional experience. I was trying 

to communicate what it feels like to be in it.  So I 

think I was right to be concerned about these things.” 

Figure 1: The SALT Model 
 

Shelagh offers a glimpse of the link between planning for the event and what actually happened.  She also 

highlights the particular importance of communication between those present: 

“As in previous OST gatherings, I had been very struck by our numerous connecting 

conversations. This time, I was particularly aware of the rich range of our conversations and 

practical activities, both informal and in workshops. There was also a stronger inter-generational 

element at this year’s gathering. 
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Our offers and requests planning session 

At the initial on-site planning session (there had also been a considerable amount of pre-planning), based on 

our offers and requests, between us we created a four-day programme for learning with and from each other, 

and from the place, which included: 

▪ hula-hooping 

▪ intercultural learning 

▪ the SALT project planning and review tool 

▪ yoga 

▪ wild flower survey 

▪ surviving war 

▪ sustainable growing on the finca - producing olives and olive oil, permaculture vegetable growing. 

(During our stay, we also planted up a garden for Kate and the staff in their dining/sitting area). 

▪ a sound diary 

▪ art work 

▪ mapping your Ikigai/life purpose (see Tim Whitworth’s article in this issue). 

Who are we as an OST community?  

This is a question that Anna mused on during and after our three-way conversation: 

“This is a question that came up at La Burra Verde event in relation to the ‘SALT’ model of 

community development that Beth and Anastasia presented.  One of the aspects of this is the 

importance of having conversations about who ‘we’ are in any community.  But I remember 

feeling very ambivalent about getting into a lot of abstract conversations about ‘who we are’.  

Some people had only just arrived, and didn’t have any idea of what it was all about - so how 

could they contribute to a discussion of 'who we are’?  Also, it seems to me that ‘who we are’ only 

emerges through what we do together and through our practice.  

But I still think this is an important question and maybe a question for the future. Who are we? 

There is a limited degree of openness of who we are - for instance we didn’t advertise this event 

very widely. There was a limited amount of space and the number of people we could have. It’s 

not like a conference centre for a hundred people. There was not enough space or 

accommodation or resources for that.’ 

But there are questions about who we are and how we want to take this forward.  Are we just a 

group of people who meet occasionally or are we part of some bigger movement? How do we 

capture what we are and what we do and continue to learn about how to do this?” 
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Anticipating OST 2019 (opensourcethinking.org.uk) 

Anna’s words raise many questions that could be recycled into the next steps, before during and after the 

2019 gathering.  Further deliberation could include difficulties and learning picked up by Steve who noted 

that: 

“There was something about the organisation of the space with little time to be solitary and a 

sense of tiredness, during and after the event.  This led me to wonder if this could this impact on 

the sustainability.  The sense of being a microcosm of life, laced with an intensity, a heightened 

awareness and deep experience of the way we are all connected, socially, psychologically and 

ecologically.  Since the conversation I have been invited to the next event, in Yorkshire (2019) 

and have gladly expressed my interest in being there.  The conversation with Shelagh and Anna 

has definitely been part of my decision making, their description of the intention of the OST 

gathering feels very attractive to me.” 

As we look ahead we wonder how we might get the right balance between structure, facilitation and a natural 

flow to the interactions and conversations.  As Anna commented: 

“A particular issue that came up for us in this event was about what structure to use to enable 

everybody to speak and participate.  It raises questions about whether some people dominate if 

you don’t have a structure but I also wanted to see a human and natural sense of interaction to 

mirror how humans create communities of conversation and learning that feel organic and rich 

and natural without a lot of tight rules about who and how you can speak. We have had some 

challenges about that in this event and that may be something to reflect on in the future.  

There was a mixture of more tightly planned and facilitated sessions and also looser and more 

open ones, without a clearly designated ‘facilitator’, though Shelagh and I did, I think, have a kind 

of ‘helicopter’ eye on this even in those sessions. Perhaps some of the challenges became more 

evident in those sessions but still they were amazing, rich, spontaneous sessions. That’s what is 

important in what we are doing.” 

Shelagh adds a note of gratitude: 

“Thanks to all who contributed time, energy, ideas and resources. The people and the place 

offered us an optimistic microcosm for connection and learning that we can take beyond those 

four days. There is already talk of next year’s gathering, where we can particularly strengthen the 

intergenerational aspects of what we do.” 

  

http://opensourcethinking.org.uk/ost2019
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About Anna, Shelagh and Steve 

Shelagh has worked in learning and development for forty years.  She relishes being part of the AMED 

Writers’ Group and OST for the adventurous thinking, conversations, writing and learning.  

shelaghdoonan2010@btinternet.com  

Anna has spent her working life in social work practice, education, management and research. Alongside her 

sister Kate she was one of the hosts of the 2018 OST event in La Burra Verde. She found this to be an 

inspiring, creative, intriguing, sobering, moving, and sometimes challenging experience. Nonetheless she’s 

very glad she did it. a.fairtlough@talktalk.net  

Steve is deeply interested in the process of facilitation, and in particular in what helps/hinders facilitator 

presence. Most of his work is currently in the public sector, often supporting staff in areas where there is a 

high degree of emotional labour, e.g. end of life care, custodial settings and mental health.  

steve.dilworth@gmail.com  

mailto:shelaghdoonan2010@btinternet.com
mailto:a.fairtlough@talktalk.net
mailto:steve.dilworth@gmail.com
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Flavours from a sustainable kitchen  
 

Tanya Fairtlough 

 
Tanya Fairtlough with Phil Di Palma, La Burra Verde OST2018   

Photo by Alison Piasecka 

Food matters  

Late last year I started running supper clubs in London to try out what it was like cooking for other people on 

a larger scale, and to see if I could turn it into some sort of career, as I’d always loved cooking and coming up 

with recipes. Initially I planned to focus on world cuisine with a healthy eating twist, but as I got into it, I 

became more and more interested in sustainability, particularly in locally grown, organic food from 

independent producers and in sourcing ingredients without plastic packaging. So, when my mum and her 

partner (Anna and Shelagh) started planning the weekend at La Burra Verde, they asked if I would be in 

charge of planning and organising the food.  
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Talking vegetables with Chloe, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo: Alison Piasecka 

For me one of the highlights of the weekend was a tour of the vegetable gardens with Chloe, a long-term 

worker on the farm and chief gardener. Her knowledge and passion for permaculture and food-growing was 

so inspiring and educational. Kate and everyone else living on the farm are working hard towards becoming 

self-sufficient.  Their dedication to sustainability at every step, combined with how clear it was that this is one 

of the front lines of global warming, made it a responsibility to think as sustainably as possible about our food 

choices while we were there.  

 

As well as being a responsibility, it turned out to be a 

privilege.   Mostly, we used only ingredients from the 

farm and other local farms, as well as organic dry 

goods bought in bulk.  This, alongside cooking as 

much as possible on the solar cookers, meant that 

we had to think creatively and work together, and to 

me it made every meal feel more special.  

The solar cookers, La Burra Verde, OST2018.   
Photo: Alison Piasecka 

As it linked in with what I’m working on back home, it was such a learning experience for me, and I hope to 
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take some of what I learnt at La Burra Verde with me into my work in the future.   

 

Shelagh, Anastasia, Chloe and Kate in the vegetable garden, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo: Alison Piasecka 

A recipe for conviviality 

One meal that sticks in my mind from the weekend is the lunch from the first day. Cooking spinach picked 

straight from the garden and homemade oat milk béchamel sauce on the solar cooker to be mixed with 

pasta. Alison crushing almonds (the previous year’s crop from the farm), that Anna had cracked from their 

shells the day before, to powder using a pestle and mortar and frying them with La Burra Verde olive oil, 

rosemary, a little salt and nutritional yeast to sprinkle on top. Everyone, including the workers on the farm, 

sitting around to enjoy it together outside under the shade of the trees. Another thing that sticks in my mind 

was making a rice pudding on the solar cooker from leftover rice with local oranges, rose petals from the 

plant outside the main house and a little honey. 
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Our first meal, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo: Alison Piasecka 

About the interviewee 

Tanya is from South East London and has been travelling and living abroad for most of her twenties. Now 

she's settled back in London, and runs a sustainable food business and has recently trained as a yoga 

teacher.    

  @tanya.fairtlough 

  @tanyafairt 

https://twitter.com/tanyafairt
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Soundscape of La Burra Verde 

Phil Di Palma 

 

For those who would enjoy an image to help 

with the listening, wherever we can, we have 

attached some images relating to the 

particular recordings. 

Click on the link below to listen.   

The counter numbers, in minutes and 

seconds, relate to different elements of the 

soundscape. 

https://soundcloud.com/phil-di-palma/la-

burra-verde-sound-collage 

0m 00s: Nightingales and birdsong 

Photo: Alison Piasecka 

Editor’s note 

This is a 15-minute listen, and there 

are notes below to help listeners to 

follow the different sounds.  You will 

hear some background noise at 

various points.  

Phil’s approach to recording is that 

background noise forms part of the 

soundscape itself and adds 

authenticity to the piece.   

 

Phil Di Palma with Tanya Fairtlough, La Burra Verde OST2018.  
Photo by Alison Piasecka  

https://soundcloud.com/phil-di-palma/la-burra-verde-sound-collage
https://soundcloud.com/phil-di-palma/la-burra-verde-sound-collage
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Photo: Alison Piasecka 

1m 46s: Voices discussing permaculture, local conditions and charcoal burning 

5m 00s: Water rushing 

5m 30s: Water and distant voices, birdsong 

Photo: Tim Whitworth 
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.  Photo: Alison Piasecka 

6m 28s: Distant voices, crops and carob trees  

7m 20s: Insects, feet crunching on the ground, dry leaves, water, bees, distant dogs barking 

10m 20s: Sound of radio in English, feet crunching, voices 

 

11m 05s: Finding the way 
back, birdsong 

Photo: Alison Piasecka 



 

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, AUTUMN 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 3 PAGE 34 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

 

 
Contents 

 
.  Photo: Beth Davis 

12m 21s: Voices singing 

13m 40s: Birdsong and water  

Photo: Tim Whitworth 

About Phil 

Phil is a musician and Green Party activist from 

Norwich who makes field recordings to capture 

soundscapes in nature, and focus on the musicality 

of background ‘noise’.  He is interested in the ways in 

which climate change is affecting the ecology of the 

planet's soundscapes.  (Bernie Krause: The Sounds 

of Extinction.) 

E:  phildip@hotmail.com  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KnpsMG0PWRY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KnpsMG0PWRY
mailto:phildip@hotmail.com
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Knowledge, attitudes and behaviour  
Biodiversity lessons from our stay at La Burra 
Verde 

Kate Lake 

Following this, I really appreciate Kate’s gauntlet, gently but firmly positioned here, in asking us what will it 

take from us to really knuckle down and confront climate change and environmental damage?  At OST 2018, 

we really wanted to learn what that might mean, and the inspirational experience of La Burra Verde gave us a 

close-up chance to think about that, and to consider what different choices we can make in various ways to 

change our own behaviours, starting with Kate’s provocation. 

Part 1:  Highlighting plant relationships: natural ways of interacting and co-existing 

Taking time to study and identify wild plants at La Burra Verde, and on a trip to Hungary in May, has opened 

my eyes to more of the myriad ways by which plants (and – by extension - humans?) interact and live 

together. Those that ‘simply’ feed themselves by photosynthesis, getting minerals from the soil, are not as 

ubiquitous as you might think.  Here are several examples we came across. 

Near the entrance to the finca (farm) was Dodder - a fully parasitic plant with no leaves and many thread-like 

stems that it weaves all over the host plant, and which put out suckers called haustoria that withdraw 

nutrients from the host’s stems.  In the photo below of Dodder, the host is a Sedum and the small white pom-

poms are the Dodder’s flowers.   

  

  

Photo: Tim Whitworth 

Editor’s note 

Kate’s contribution falls into two related parts.  The first reflects her 

interest in relationships between different plants; the second 

challenges us to think about what we can do reduce our negative 

impact on climate change. 

In the first part, following her own particular interests and passions, 

Kate seems to me to contain some very apposite points.  She 

challenges our usual definition of ‘parasitism’, for example, 

introducing us to an understanding of how these relationships can 

work, and I found myself wondering whether this wider understanding 

can also be part of our human landscape of intentions and 

behaviours.  Implicitly, Kate seems to raise questions about the 

human world, as well as drawing attention to the mysteries of the 

plant world that she uncovers.  
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On our walk along the acequia we saw Broomrape, another full parasite - this time on the host’s roots.  Their 

seedlings put out a root-like growth and once attached, the Broomrape ‘robs’ its host of water and nutrients 

(no negative connotations implied). 

Shades of parasitism 

There are degrees of parasitism.  A very common plant in the finca was a type of Bartsia or Mediterranean 

linseed.  It came in two different coloured varieties – pink/white or yellow.  This is hemiparasitic, in other 

words, it can do both. It has green leaves, and so can photosynthesise if it has to, but under normal 

conditions, it obtains water and mineral nutrients from its host plant, and possibly organic nutrients too.   

The Bird’s Nest Orchid that I saw this year in Hungary has another relationship twist, challenging 

preconceptions of how a plant can be defined. With no leaves and no chlorophyll, its survival depends on a 

single species of fungus that also forms an association with nearby trees. The trees supply the fungus with 

sugars and extract minerals from it a symbiotic, mutually beneficial relationship.  The orchid’s roots, shaped 

like a bird’s nest, link to the fungal network and take its nutrients - a complex ménage à trois called 

mycoheterotrophy, where the orchid’s role is somewhere between parasite (if it causes harm to its host) and 

commensal (if it causes no harm). 

Dodder 

 
Photo: Alison Piasecka 

Broomrape 

 
Photo: Alison Piasecka 

The dazzling spectrum of relationships between plants (and fungi) shows us how organisms evolve alongside 

each other and become inter/dependent.  The terms we use to describe them are generalisations and 

change as we learn more about their incredible intricacy and variety and try to categorise them.  Here I’ve  
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identified a few examples of the extraordinary convergent interactions that evolution has thrown up over the 

millennia. Biodiversity is so fundamental and precious.  But – like co-existence between people and 

communities – it is fragile.  We need to celebrate, investigate and protect/recreate the habitats it requires. 

Bartsia trixago 

  
Photo: Kate Lake 

Bird’s Nest Orchid 

  
Photo: Kate Lake 

Part 2:  Thinking about climate change 

When I was saying goodbye to my namesake, our host, Kate, I said staying at La Burra Verde had made me 

think.  She said, with a smile, ‘everyone says that’.  That response stayed with me.  I claim to care about the 

environment.  I volunteer for a wildlife charity, work with children in the local nature reserves and advocate 

wildlife-friendly gardening.  I engage with ‘Citizen Science’ projects monitoring wild populations of birds and 

butterflies.  I believe there is overwhelming evidence that human-induced climate change will have immense 

and damaging impacts on ecosystems and biodiversity and human populations and societies.   

We can know how to live in a more environmentally friendly way, our attitudes can be environmentally sound 

but it’s changing our behaviour that’s important; shifting further along the spectrum away from the end that 

damages the earth.  Reflecting on how I live my life - I’m already doing all the ‘green’ things that I enjoy or 

that are easy.  But some changes feel like they would require more effort.  

For example:  Do I need a car and if so what car?  Could I make even more local journeys by cycling or 

public transport?  Will I actually get around to making the effort to switch my energy provider to one that deals 

only in renewables?  Shall I get solar panels on my roof even though feed-in tariffs have stopped?  Am I 

flying more than I need to when taking holidays?  Could I become an active member of the local Friends of 

the Earth group?  

To quote Alison, staying at La Burra Verde can bring realisation of ‘how closely tied I am to modernity and 

some measure of consumerism’.  If I just leave it at the realisation stage and don’t take any further action, it’s 

an empty lesson.  Watch this space? 
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Kate Fairtlough’s house, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo: Tim Whitworth 
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Solar electricity, water conservation and frogs to 
eat the mosquitoes, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  

Photo: Tim Whitworth 

Compost loos, La Burra Verde, OST2018.  Photo: Tim Whitworth 

  

Photo: Tim Whitworth 
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About Kate 

Kate has been a biology teacher and manager working in London colleges for 35 years.  Now retired, she’s 

keen to become an all-round naturalist and to pass on her enthusiasm for maintaining biodiversity in the 

natural world through informal environmental education settings.   

E: katemlake52@hotmail.co.uk 

mailto:katemlake52@hotmail.co.uk
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Reflections on Open Source 
Thinking, 2016-2018  

Beth Davis 

What did we do?  

 

Our emerging OST 2017 programme, Tostat, France 

Photos: Bob MacKenzie 

  

 

How did I get there? 

Alison emailed me during my final year of university and asked if I would 

like to come to the Tostat gathering that year. I really appreciated being 

asked! It sounded like a great project, an adventure, and 'meaningful' 

travel. I can't remember having any worries or suspicions, although I 

realised that it wasn't a common thing for people of my age to be part of.  
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How did OST make me feel? 

My introduction to OST, 2016 

My first OST in particular was special for several reasons. At that moment, I had just finished my university 

education after struggling with it, becoming disappointed with regards to the quality of teaching, community 

and personal support. I was already looking forward to building for myself a programme of working and 

learning experiences, and the first tOSTat gathering confirmed to me that I was right to search for a more 

meaningful, social and relatable way of learning.  

 

 Beth, OST2017, middle right, Tostat, France. Photo: Bob MacKenzie 

Tostat 2016 was an incredible connective experience which isn't easy to forget. I found it to be a very 

connected, balanced temporary community and our workshops and activities were wide-ranging. There were 

several exercises which I didn't believe would 'work', but which I found meaningful and taught me a lot about 

how we experience relationships and long-distance events, and how these feelings affect us. I really enjoyed 

the 'silent' walk in the Pyrenees, where we were liberated from the social expectation to speak and instead 

focussed on our environment and body language towards one another.  

Another special aspect about this trip was staying with local (French) hosts, adding another layer to the 

community and placing our learning experience in context. A memorable, and unexpectedly emotional, 

moment was our goodbyes and final 'news', symbolically marking the event with a bell. It showed me the 

importance of celebration or ritual in community relations, for which there need not be logical or traditional 

reason. 

Subsequent experiences  
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I have had emotional moments during each OST experience. Living Tostat 2017 together supported the 

strong bond of friendship with a someone I had invited and was travelling with, as well as with other 

participants. Andalusia 2018 was a moment of much-needed peace, focus and reflection during a hectic, 

physically and mentally challenging year; an important moment of re-connecting with myself and my 

environment.  

 

La Burra, 2018.  Photo: Beth Davis 

How to explain OST to other people? 

In trying to persuade some of my friends to join us, I ended up explaining it in the following way: 

What is Open Source Thinking?  

A question we regularly ask ourselves! 

For me, it's about co-creating a supportive and engaging environment in which to share our individual 

experiences and knowledge. It's an opportunity to develop your own ideas (professional or social), voicing 

them to a receptive community and benefiting from critical friendship, as well as considering alternative 

practices and perspectives. Anyone can be an Open Source contributor! 
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The residential long weekends very much mix practical communal activities (cooking, cleaning, eating) with 

physical activities (gardening, walking, tai chi) and discussion sessions, valuing each aspect equally. All 

contribute to a creative, reflective social experience. There is conscious interaction with the local 'hosting' 

community: previously, for example, we have visited a local chateau, observed a French election count, and 

helped with gardening public space in our host village, Tostat. Previous workshops include Constellation work, 

Reciprocal Relationships, Catalysing Conversations, Nodes of Governance, the Translation of Solidarity... to 

name just a few of our discussions/workshops! 

I also think that it is a valuable experience to explain to employers. I include it on my CV under 'networks', 

and can be relatable to any type of job. It's international, intergenerational, stands as proof to ourselves and 

others of good communication, collaboration and motivation.  

Delights and challenges of OST 

Realising some of these strengths and skills through the OST experience has helped build my personal 

confidence, particularly at a time when I am transitioning from full-time formal education to searching for a 

path of 'meaningful endeavour' (discussed by Tim in the Ikigai session, Andalusia 2018; see his article in this 

edition of e-O&P) which is fulfilling and makes me happy. 

Delights 

I would really like to thank the coordinators and other participants for the opportunity to explore and prove 

'soft' skills in a creative yet structured learning space. This wouldn't have happened without the supportive 

temporary communities that we created during the gatherings, and the seemingly intuitive willingness of 

participants to respect and appreciate others, including questioning and proposing different ideas as part of 

discussion. As a younger participant, it was really valuable to exchange with people older than me in a very 

equal way, respecting the life experiences of others and the richness of intergenerational knowledge sharing.  

A strength of OST is in offering and accepting opinions, energy, thoughts and appreciation. 'Reciprocity' is a 

common and recurring theme, as explored by some of the participants in the Summer 2017 AMED journal. 

Although I had practiced these to an extent before, it has been really useful for me to identify and name these 

ideas and ways of communicating. They are concepts I can draw on in other areas of my life.   

Challenges  

A challenge has been in encouraging others to get involved, particularly younger people. I have talked with 

enthusiasm on several occasions with others, inviting them to get involved. As much as I think it is a shame 

that we haven't 'succeeded' with everyone, I also appreciate that OST is likely to only be meaningful when it 

is a personal choice. There is much in its format which doesn't appeal to everyone.  Even though many might 

be interested in its themes and content, it is a very immersive and intense social experience. When someone 

does accept an invitation, it is difficult to not be concerned with how they live the experience; we can only 

hope that they generally have a good time! 

http://www.opensourcethinking.org.uk/
http://www.amed.org.uk/page/welcome-to-e-o-p-summer-2017
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 Beth and Shreyya digging the garden-space, OST2018.  Photo: Alison Piasecka 

I certainly think that the OST experience is not one to be rushed. At Tostat in 2017 I feel that I had less of an 

emotional connection than in other years, but I did leave before the rest of the group and sandwiched the 

programme between a couple of weeks of ambitious travelling.  

Appreciating OST 

Overall, though, OST can be empowering because of the structure, stimulation and social interaction it 

provides during a period of personal “downtime”. If approached with an open and relaxed mind, OST can be 

invaluable tool in getting to know yourself better, in relation to community and environment. It showed and 

convinced me that creativity and emotion are just as important to learning as reading and critiquing, and 

contributes to a meaningful, holistic learning journey.  

My experiences with OST have helped me find a path to social work, a profession which is social and 

creative as well as principled and regulated, so THANK YOU to everyone involved.  
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Beth and fellow OST participants with Bayacas gardeners, OST2018.  Photo: Alison Piasecka 

About Beth 

Beth is a French and Arabic language graduate from Norwich, UK.  She has spent the past year on a 

European Voluntary Service placement at a governmental residential centre for asylum seekers in Belgium, 

and is about to join Suffolk County Council/University of East Anglia as a Trainee Social Worker specialising 

in young people, children and families.  She can be reached at elizabethdavis5@icloud.com. 

mailto:elizabethdavis5@icloud.com
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Primitivo  
A short walk through La Burra Verde 

Andy Piasecki 

Eyes closed, they crushed and savoured wild herbs, 

 then walked without talk, soothing the mind’s noise 

 and returning to the simplicity of sense, 

  

Olive trees.  Photo:  Alison Piasecka 

  

 
Photo: Alison Piasecka 
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past the olive trees twisting through time 

and past the tiny settlements of youthful pioneers  

who had briefly forgotten their mourning donkey and even their destiny. 

  

La Burra grazing.  Photo: Beth Davis 

Then they sat down together in the valley by a stream 

where rebar wrapped in briar drew a thin red trace on a white shin. 

Old cultivations, old labours and pains. 

Returning through architectural greenness 

with isolated late spring clusters of defiant scarlet and yellow 

they walked through landscape paintings and felt the faint breeze. 
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The vegetable garden: Photo: Alison Piasecka 

This was the place 

 and this was the time  

 and these were the moments that have past and have their presence. 

About Andy 

Andy Is a translator living in France where he has helped to run OST events in the past along with Alison, 

Bob and Rosemary.  One of his interests is in the power and pleasure of walking.   

E:  andy.piasecki@wanadoo.fr  

mailto:andy.piasecki@wanadoo.fr
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What Open Source Thinking means 
to me  

Rosemary Cairns 

Rosemary writes 

Our very first ideas for an OST workshop were more traditional: put together a programme that would 

illuminate some of the exciting thinking that is going on in this area. But then we realised that being true to the 

principles of ‘open source thinking’ meant operating differently. Drawing upon those discussions and on our 

experiences of OST 2016 in Tostat, I began to reflect on how those principles might shape – and distinguish - 

Open Source Thinking events.  In my view, there are at least seven such principles, which are: 

▪ Questioning taken-for-granted assumptions 

▪ Self-organisation needs a framework, within which people can contribute as they wish.  

▪ Sharing practical tasks helps to create community 

▪ Working with emergent properties 

▪ Integrating the role of a hosting team 

▪ Ceremony is important.  

▪ Each event is uniquely shaped by those who choose to come, and by what they bring.  

Each of these principles is developed in a little more detail below. 

 

Photo: Bob MacKenzie 

Editors’ note   

Rosemary has been a key member of the OST family since before 2013, 

and together with Bob, Andy and Alison, she is part of the core curating 

team - the team who hold the principles and emerging understanding of 

OST on behalf of us all.  Like Bob in Southampton, Rosemary wasn’t 

able to get to OST2018 from her home in Serbia this year.  This slightly 

updated extract is taken from an article that Rosemary, Alison, Andy and 

Bob co-wrote for the Summer 2017 edition of e-O&P called ‘Reciprocity 

in OST praxis’.   These reflections are part of what Rosemary wrote in 

preparation for OST2017, and are a good reminder of what we are trying 

to do when we host OST gatherings. As such, we think they serve as a 

helpful prelude for OST2019 in Yorkshire. 

http://www.amed.org.uk/page/welcome-to-e-o-p-summer-2017
https://www.opensourcethinking.org.uk/ost2019


 

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, AUTUMN 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 3 PAGE 51 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

 

 
Contents 

 

Rosemary [top right] facilitating the composition of the OST 2016 programme. Photo by Bob MacKenzie 

Some emerging ideas about principles of OST 

Questioning taken-for-granted assumptions 

While an OST gathering is rooted firmly in a local setting, it explores ideas that are global in nature.  

Nevertheless, the local setting keeps the discussions grounded. Thus, OST is ‘glocal’ - i.e. local and global at 

the same time. Our 2016 OST event was uniquely shaped by being held in Tostat village, in the foothills of the 

French Pyrenees, with participants staying in village homes, having a chance to explore the village and its 

history, and an opportunity to walk in the Pyrenees. While many of us as participants from ‘away’ were 

accustomed to facilitative techniques, indigenous Tostat residents were not.  So, having to explain what we 

were doing and trying to do, and why, especially for the Tostat residents who took part in our project, meant 

explaining things we were taking for granted.  This required us to reappraise both our ways of doing things 

and our cultural assumptions. 

Self-organisation needs a framework, within which people can contribute as they wish.  

Our OST framework encompasses food, lodging, meeting space, meeting structure, translation/interpretation, 

and is created by the hosting team. The programme contents are brought by the participants. Like Open 

Space Technology, we four members of the hosting team Alison, Andy, Rosemary and Bob) created the 

overarching programme outline, and the participants populated it as they chose. 

Sharing practical tasks helps to create community 

Unlike traditional workshops in which the bulk of the arrangements are done for participants, OST creates 

community by deliberately sharing the work - cooking, cleaning, and gardening, as well as by inviting their 

offers to facilitate and take part in sessions. This requires a lot of pre-planning, of course: Alison, for example, 

whose family home in Tostat was our focal venue, prepared meal instructions and obtained culinary 

ingredients in advance. For several months beforehand, the hosting team engaged in countless conversations 

via Skype and e-mail (as well as in a prior f2f residential session in Tostat in 2015). This forms part of creating 

the framework for self-management. Sharing tasks offers a wider range of possibilities for spontaneous 

conversation than can be offered within specific workshop sessions. 
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Working with emergent properties 

The offerings that people bring create a far wider range of possibilities than would a programme that had 

been fixed in advance. This is the insight that led Harrison Owen to create Open Space Technology decades 

ago. He had spent several years planning a conference, and then realised that delegates were most 

engaged, and the conversations were most passionate, during the coffee breaks. So, he set out to create a 

model for a meeting that would be, in essence, all coffee breaks.  At Tostat 2016, for example, a 

Constellations session brought unexpected insights as we explored future possibilities for OST. 

 

 OST2016 Constellations workshop.  Photo by Bob MacKenzie 

Integrating the role of a hosting team 

A hosting team, especially one that has spent much time exploring and debating ideas, offers possibilities for 

‘managing’ the event that go far beyond most traditional facilitation – what we have called ‘holding up a blank 

canvas’ (or possibly, as Bob later suggested, a blank screen), onto which the hosting team and others can 

project different ways of embodying OST and reciprocity.  This is the insight that the Art of Hosting community 

grew from more than a decade ago. A hosting team enables participants to draw on the skills and interests of 

each other, to hand off tasks to one another smoothly and effortlessly, and to review each day’s events and 

make changes if needed. The team ‘hosts’ the participants, but does not direct them.  This can be quite an 

exacting and sensitive responsibility. 

http://openspaceworld.org/wp2/what-is/
http://www.goodtherapy.org/learn-about-therapy/types/family-constellations
http://www.artofhosting.org/
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OST2016:  Exhausted hosting team at breakfast on the last day.  Photo by Elizabeth McDonnell  

Ceremony is important.  

At Tostat 2016, the local mayor opened the event - and it turned out that he had grown up in the house now 

owned by Alison and Andy, where our gathering was centred. One day was set aside for walking in the 

Pyrenees, enjoying the magnificent scenery. We had, as in Open Space Technology, the ‘morning news’ over 

coffee and the ‘evening news’ over dinner. And we ended with a ceremony, in which each person talked 

about their experience of OST, rang the old school bell in the hallway, then walked out one door and came 

back into the room.  We also recorded a number of highlights over our time together, and subsequently made 

these openly available via the internet. 

Each event is uniquely shaped by those who choose to come, and by what they bring.  

So OST2019, while sharing many features of OST2018 and OST2017, will be a different experience, as will 

each and every OST event that grows from it. 

About Rosemary 

Rosemary writes: ‘I am a peacebuilder, an observer, a person who sees patterns.  Small experiments like this 

one, which bring together a self-selected group of people to explore the things about which they are 

passionate, offer a way for us to explore how this a new society might emerge’.   

E:  rxc102@gmail.com.  

https://www.opensourcethinking.org.uk/ost2019-details
mailto:rxc102@gmail.com
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Encountering the other in three acts  
Appreciating a poem by Barry Oshry 

Oshry, B.  (2018).  Encounters with the “Other”.  A History and Possibilities.  Triarchy Press. 

Alison Piasecka and Bob MacKenzie 

-ship, during which Power+Systems trainers across the globe conduct pro bono partnership events for 

educational, charitable, advocacy, and service organizations in their local communities. In 2015 he received a 

Lifetime Achievement Award from the International Organization Development Network.   

Barry is a past contributor to this journal, and only last year, in our Autumn/Winter 2017 edition, David 

McAra reviewed an advance copy of Barry’s latest book ‘Context, Context’ Context’ (2018).  If you’d like to 

know more about Barry’s life and work, you can click on these links: www.powerandsystems.com; 

https://www.triarchypress.net/barry-oshry.html or send him an email at; oshrybarry@gmail.com.  

What this poem means to us 

As members of the core Open Source Thinking hosting team, we (Alison and Bob) were drawn to this poem 

for several reasons.  We’ve long acknowledged Barry Oshry as a highly-respected and important contributor 

to thinking about the ways in which organisations and individuals relate and interact.  When we read the 

poem, we both felt it would be important to draw attention to it in this special edition, as it speaks powerfully 

to the issues underpinning Open Source Thinking (OST) as we understand them. By happy chance, Barry 

was working on it – unknown to us – over the time that OST2018 was taking place in La Burra Verde in May 

2018.  So perhaps it was pre-ordained that we would make this connection!  It seems to us that the poem 

itself exudes strong resonances with our interest in Open Source Thinking, as variously illustrated by several 

contributions in this edition.  Moreover, Triarchy Press, who have published the poem on its website, are 

long-standing supporters of AMED’s various writing initiatives. And the poetic form chimes nicely with the 

artistic nature of this particular edition. 

  

 

About Barry 

To put this poem in context, it might help to say a little about Barry’s 

distinguished career.  He is a pioneer in the field of human systems 

thinking. His life’s work has been to empower individuals and organizations 

by transforming what he calls system-blindness into system-sight.  

The educational programs he has developed include The Power Lab, the 

Organization Workshop on Creating Partnership, and the When Cultures 

Meet Workshop.  In 2013 he launched The Worldwide Week of Partner- 

http://api.ning.com/files/FCeHMncshcWOKH-CNaJsbbqhZRXtBpOWO-VPIacbAxiOUm8s5opioqEapsUt25Rf6bia9Bzi*UUF8Gbge9f6CD96GodPYqyh/DavidMcAraeOandP1217.pdf
https://www.triarchypress.net/context.html
http://www.powerandsystems.com/
https://www.triarchypress.net/barry-oshry.html
mailto:oshrybarry@gmail.com
https://www.triarchypress.net/home.html


 

e-ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, AUTUMN 2018, VOL. 25, NO. 3 PAGE 55 WWW.AMED.ORG.UK 

 

 
Contents 

A poem illuminating the concepts of ‘system blindness’ and ‘system sight’, which are central themes in 

Barry’s life’s work, is in itself a startling and creative way of articulating a powerful message.  Here, Barry 

introduces many other concepts which we think are highly relevant to our understanding of OST praxis, 

including ‘Relationships’, ‘Power seeing’, ‘Love seeing’, ‘demagogues’ ‘catastrophes’, and ’Love as the 

disruptor’  A central proposition is that we have system sight when ‘we understand that how we experience 

the “other” is a consequence of the pattern we have fallen into’ [page 20]. 

Why Barry wrote the poem 

The poem identifies a pre-condition of re-setting problematic intercultural relationships  

‘What does matter is recognizing our human capacity for reacting viciously and lethally to the 

“other” in the service of one form of Purity Solution or another’. 

[Encounters, page 25] 

In view of this, we asked Barry if he could write a few words for this edition elaborating on how he came to 

write this poem.  Here is what he wrote: 

***** 
How could this happen? How could people do this to other people? 

This question has been with me for more than seven decades, ever since, as a 13-year-old Jewish boy, I first 

learned about the Holocaust: six million murdered. An inconceivable number. Men, women, and 

children…children, like me. Gassed and thrown into ovens. Then the pictures came: emaciated bodies 

heaped into piles like so much garbage, the skeletal and bewildered survivors, the gas chambers and 

crematoria. And the mission underlying all of this: to rid Europe (and beyond) of this pestilence: Jews, along 

with other so-called impure beings – homosexuals, gypsies, and the intellectually and physically impaired.   

I had had a few childhood experiences of anti-Semitism: the Mulberry Street “gang” who harassed and 

taunted us as “Christ killers,” the customer who ended an argument with my uncle with “The trouble with 

Hitler is that he didn’t kill all you Jews. “Such confrontations frightened me. Could these people really kill me 

or stand by as willing witnesses while others killed me? So, fear was one response, but curiosity was 

another. Over time, and to this day, I have learned of many other purity solutions that have led to the 

oppression, exile, and annihilation of hundreds of millions. So many different types of oppressed and 

oppressors, from so many diverse cultures, each with its unique reasons (justifications) for oppression.  

We experience these atrocities. We react with shock, anger, shame, guilt, vengeance, or denial.  

In this piece I try to do something else; I try curiosity, a rationalist’s investigation into my 13-year old’s 

question:  

How could this happen? How could people do this to other people? 

***** 
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Encounters with the “Other” 

A History and Possibilities. 

 

By Barry Oshry 

About the poem 

Here, we can only give a flavour of this work.   If you’d like to read the entire poem, you can click here.  It’s a 

stirring read and challenge. 

Over 31 pages, ‘Encounters’ unfolds in three Acts, and introduces a selection of 17 ‘Catastrophes’ - 

destructive breakdowns in inter-“Other” relationships – by way of illustration. 

Act I 

How Our Culture and the Culture of the ‘Other’ Came to be 

In Act 1, we learn that all of us are taught through all manner of influences that our respective beliefs, 

values, rites, rituals and styles and forms of expression are better than anyone else’s.  When we meet 

an ‘other’, our respective taken-for-granted cultural assumptions often clash or are challenged. 

  

https://www.triarchypress.net/uploads/1/4/0/0/14002490/encounters_with_the__other_format.pdf
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Act II 

Our Culture Encounters the “Other” 

Loose and Tight, Liberal and Conservative, Pure and Conflicted, Tolerance and Purity Solutions 

In Act II, Barry identifies different ways in which these encounters occur, such as through immigration, 

conquest, or forms of colonisation. This can result in one of four different knee jerk responses by 

which we react to ‘the other’, depending on our values, and they likewise to us.  Any of these 

responses is problematic.   

He answers his own question ‘How can we know the “other”?’ by suggesting that we do so through 

what he calls ‘substitute knowledge’ – through our projections of our own fears, desires and biases.  

We all carry ‘genetically transmitted wariness of the “other” ‘.  Inherent in these attitudes is the 

mantra: 

‘Save our tribe! 

Purity, purity, purity!’ 

[page 15] 

Act III 

Seeing the “Other” Through Power or Love 

Act III flows from the question ‘What might change the way we see the “other”?  Barry proposes two 

possible options – which he calls ‘Power seeing’ and ‘Love seeing’.  Power seeing regards the “other” 

as different or separate, and Love seeing embraces commonality and connectedness.  ‘Robust 

seeing’ is grounded in both Love and Power.  This is a more hopeful way of encountering the “other”.  

But why is it so rare? 

Can we avoid future catastrophes? 

When relationships between respective ‘others’ occur, Barry observes that catastrophes erupt.  He 

defines catastrophes in this way: 

‘Catastrophes are clothed (justified) as sacred missions.  

▪ A perceived sense of long-standing injustice erupts in revenge, resulting in the wholesale 

slaughter of the perceived oppressors.  

▪ The beliefs, practices, rites and rituals of the “other” are experienced as violating the sacred 

beliefs, practices, and rituals of the host culture.  

▪ The very existence of the “other” in the territory held sacred by the host culture is experienced 

as a contaminating influence resulting in the slaughter and expulsion of the “other.”  

▪ The host culture develops a new social or political ideology, and the behavior of the “others” is 

seen as blocking the implementation of that ideology, resulting in the re-education, massacre, or 

expulsion of the “other.” ‘  

[page 23]   
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Towards the end of the poem, Barry lists 17 examples from recent history ‘to emphasize the breadth 

and depth of catastrophe as a human possibility’.  This list – which he acknowledges is incomplete 

and contested - includes Eugenics and so-called ‘ethnic cleansing’ practised by Nazis and others 

before and after the 1930s, the Palestinian Nakba of 1948, and the enforced exodus of Rohingya 

peoples from Myanmar since 2017.   

‘Catastrophes are an imminent possibility 

as long as there are cultural differences –   

skin color, race, religion, ethnicity, political ideologies –  

as long as there are demagogues ready to exploit these differences,  

selling us messages of our superiority and purity  

and the inferiority and impurity of the “other,”  

and so long as we are needy and naïve enough   

to take these messages to heart  

and fall into relationships in which our experience of the “other”  

is grounded in Power without Love.’ 

[Stanza 5, page 24].  

Changing the pattern of our interactions with the “other” 

‘Change the pattern, and our experience of them will likely change.’ 

The poem ends thus, with a plea to transform the way we see each “other” to enable more positive 

and authentic encounters. 

***** 
Enough. 

So, there it is.  

Purity is one solution to encountering the “other,”  

and Tolerance another.  

Both are grounded in varying degrees of Power over Love.  

Both exact their terrible costs on the oppressed  

while diminishing the humanity of the oppressors.  

And there is a third possibility,  

one that requires a fundamental transformation in  
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how we see and experience one another,  

a transformation based on the understanding that:  

the interaction patterns we fall into  

shape how we see and experience one another.  

What seems to be a real and solid picture of the “other”  

is merely the consequence of the pattern we have fallen into.  

Change the pattern of interaction  

and our experiences of one another will change.  

The possibility of Power and Love will emerge.  

***** 

Further inspired by this poem, we hope that the Open Source Thinking initiative can contribute in some small 

way to bringing about the kind of transformation that Barry urges. 
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https://www.triarchypress.net/context.html
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About the appreciators 

Alison Piasecka is guest editor of this edition of 

e-Organisations and People (e-O&P) and a 

member of the core Open Source Thinking (OST) 

hosting Team.  alisonpia@live.co.uk  

 

 

Bob MacKenzie is also a core member of the core OST 

hosting team, and commissioning editor of e-O&P.   

bob@amed.org.uk 

mailto:alisonpia@live.co.uk
mailto:bob@amed.org.uk
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Open Source Thinking 2019 
Participants will gather at Currer Laithe Farm,  

near Keighley, Yorkshire, UK, 

20-23 September 2019 

 

 

Our theme for OST2019 will be exploring what we are calling inter-generationality, and how we can support 

each other across differences in age and generation to stimulate change, personally and in our communities.  

For more information, please click here or contact Alison at alisonpia@live.co.uk, or Bob at 

bob@amed.org.uk.  

 

http://www.theopensourceway.org/
mailto:alisonpia@live.co.uk
mailto:bob@amed.org.uk
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Some forthcoming events 
You are most welcome to join us 
Please click on the links if you’d like to find out more. 

Date Event  More info  

18 Oct, 7.00-
8.30 pm, Penn 
Club, London 

Democracy in crisis; what’s gone wrong, and how can we 
put it right?  

with Bruce Nixon 

http://www.amed.org.uk/events/democracy-in-crisis-what-s-
gone-wrong-and-how-we-can-put-it-right  

19 Oct, 1.15-
4.30 pm, 
London SE23 

AMED Writers’ Group,  

Through a different lens: writing at the museum, with 
Shelagh Doonan 

http://www.amed.org.uk/events/through-a-different-lens-
writing-at-the-museum-with-shelagh-doona 

 

8 Nov,  

7.00-8.30 pm 

Tate Modern,  

London 

‘Ways to wander the gallery’. 

Triarchy Press book launch and workshop, with Claire Hind 
and Clare Qualmann 

https://www.triarchypress.net/wtwtg.html  

 

2 Dec Publication of the Winter 2018 edition of e-O&P on 

Humanistic Management 

Guest Editors: Dr Christina Schwabenland and Paul 
Harrison 

 

14 Dec, 1.15-
4.30 pm, 
London SE11 

AMED Writers’ Group 

‘Private Passions’ and highlights of our writing year,  

with Bob MacKenzie and friends 

http://www.amed.org.uk/events/private-passions-and-
highlights-of-our-writing-year-with-bob-mack  

http://www.amed.org.uk/events
http://www.amed.org.uk/events/democracy-in-crisis-what-s-gone-wrong-and-how-we-can-put-it-right
http://www.amed.org.uk/events/democracy-in-crisis-what-s-gone-wrong-and-how-we-can-put-it-right
https://www.triarchypress.net/wtwtg.html
http://www.amed.org.uk/events/private-passions-and-highlights-of-our-writing-year-with-bob-mack
http://www.amed.org.uk/events/private-passions-and-highlights-of-our-writing-year-with-bob-mack
http://www.amed.org.uk/events/writing-and-resilience-with-siobhan-soraghan-rsvp-by-30-janua
http://www.amed.org.uk/events/writing-and-resilience-with-siobhan-soraghan-rsvp-by-30-janua
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Your invitation to become more 
involved with e-O&P 
About e-O&P  

e-O&P is AMED’s quarterly online journal, available in pdf format, for academics, professionals, managers 

and consultants at all stages of their careers.  It addresses innovative approaches to personal, professional 

and organisational development in a reflective and accessible way.  It has a practical bias with a balance of 

well-written thought pieces, case studies, interviews, articles, reviews and editorials.  Our articles are 

succinct, engaging, authentic and easy to read.  We maintain our high standards of writing through the 

careful selection of relevant themes, through applying the principles of critical friendship, and through our 

support of outstanding guest editors. 

About our guest editors  

Once selected, our editors have a pretty free hand within a broad set of guidelines.  Guest editors deliver to 

the e-O&P editorial board a set of articles of suitable quality, ready for publication, according to a pre-

arranged schedule.  This involves editors in inviting proposals for contributions, identifying authors, 

commissioning stimulating articles, reviewing, and where appropriate, critiquing drafts and proof-reading final 

copy and liaising with the e-O&P Editorial Board. 

About our Critical Friends 

For their particular edition, guest editors often find it useful to create a small, temporary editorial team to 

support them, including Critical Friends.  The e-O&P editorial board is happy to help them find such 

collaborators, and is on hand to explore any issues or concerns that arise, bearing in mind our limited time to 

engage in extensive, detailed reading or conversations.  

We are always looking to expand e-O&P’s critical friendship network, which would be available to guest 

editors or individual authors on request.  Depending on their preferences and any specific need, Critical 

Friends can help by reading drafts, offering constructive feedback, clarifying ideas, commenting on style, 

providing encouragement, or by proof-reading or copy-editing pre-publication texts.  In return, this offers 

Critical Friends the opportunity to develop greater insight into, and awareness of possibilities for, their own 

writing and professional practice.  They might even consider subsequently becoming a guest editor or author 

for e-O&P. 

Are you interested in joining our exciting project?   

If so, please contact one of us on the e-O&P editorial board as soon as possible.  We’d love to hear from 

you. 

Bob MacKenzie Tel: 02380-238458 bob@amed.org.uk 

David McAra  Tel: 07917-689344 david.mcara@gmail.com 

 

http://www.amed.org.uk/page/our-lively-and-engaging
mailto:Bob%20MacKenzie
mailto:bob@amed.org.uk
http://www.amed.org.uk/profile/DavidMcAra
mailto:david.mcara@gmail.com
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A note about AMED 
 

  

AMED stands for the Association for Management Education 

and Development, www.amed.org.uk. We are a long-

established membership organisation and educational charity 

devoted to developing people and organisations.  

Our purpose is to serve as a forum for people who want to share, learn and experiment, and find support, 

encouragement, and innovative ways of communicating. Our conversations are open, constructive, and 

facilitated. 

Through AMED, we strive to benefit our members and the wider society. Exclusive Member benefits include 

excellent professional indemnity cover at a significant discount, free copies of the quarterly journal e-O&P, 

and discounted fees for participation in a range of face-to-face events, special interest groups, and our 

interactive website. We aim to build on our three cornerstones of knowledge, innovation and networking in 

the digital age. Wherever we can, AMED Members, Networkers and Guests seek to work with likeminded 

individuals and organisations to generate synergy and critical mass for change.  www.amed.org.uk, or 

contact Linda Williams, our Membership Administrator, E: amedoffice@amed.org.uk, T: 0300 365 1247 

 

http://www.amed.org.uk/
http://www.amed.org.uk/
mailto:amedoffice@amed.org.uk
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