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ABSTRACT

The article focuses on the undesirable binary
between the rural and the urban and uses
Company Drinks as an example of a reverse rural-
urban relationship, where an inner city population
migrates temporarily to the countryside, which is
relevant to the hop-picking tradition (“hopping”)
practiced by working-class families from London'’s
East End. In this case, a working-class community
has developed its own rural practice, moving
between rural and urban settings on a regular
basis. Company Drinks is a new model cultural
enterprise that uses the collective memory

of hopping as a starting point to rethink and
reintroduce an adaptive collective production

cycle into East London everyday life. With various
successful activities being held, going picking has
been far from an East End tradition and become

a universal activity recognized and appreciated
across different cultures and landscapes. The
author believes that rural-urban link cannot be
controlled from a distance. Rural society offers
knowledge and resource that can empower urban
communities, and can test and provide conditions
for alternatives to urban lifestyles.

KEYWORDS
Rural-Urban; Rural Practice; Community;
Production
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Shirley Smith and family
on hop bin. Tipples
Farm (1950).

A publicly accessible
drink production cycle:
growing, picking,
making, bottling,
distributing, trading,
and reinvesting.
Company Drinks Table
Cloth designed by An
Endless Supply (2019).
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Birch sapping on March,
2019, Barking of East
London

Strawberry picking

in July, 2017, Kent in
southeastern England
Blackcurrant gleaning
in August, 2017, Kent in
southeastern England

What happens if you disconnect the rural from the countryside,
when the rural is a practice, a memory, a mindset, or a family
history? What remains of the rural when the countryside is

not primarily seen as a site of agriculture, food production, or
land management, but a set of practices, one of which is self-
subsistence? When does the rural become mobile?

Our lives are increasingly being played out between dualities,
of which the rural-urban is one of the most enduring and deeply
assumptive ones. Since the impressive declaration that more than
half of the world’s population now lives in urban areas, the rural
community has in addition slipped into the undesirable position
of being the minority that is slowly left behind by unavoidable
urbanization.

As a species, humans do not yet live in predominantly post-
rural times, and it might be useful to adjust our ideas about the
rural to its actualities. The rural has never been restricted to the
anti-urban, pastoral open land, clearly distinct areas of green
fields dotted with occasional animals, or remote destinations
where you leave the city behind. London and many other
cities are sprawling outskirts with farmland now buried under
hypermarkets and distribution centers.

It is more useful to look at the rural as a way of living rather
than a space. What are rural practices and what conditions do
they require? How mobile and how durable and resilient are
they? What is their meaning in terms of individual and collective
identities, and how could we imagine their future? This article
considers a continuation of rural practices that do not depend
on individual land ownership, car journeys, or professionalized
agricultural work, but on those which are mobile, resilient, and
universal enough to shape new rural cultures and identities
outside the context of countryside. These share a connection
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to a collective and cooperative ethos that have always played

a strong part in rural lives, partly for practical reasons (joint
harvest is more effective) and social obligations (that enable
small communities to function). But what happens to the rural
identities, skills, and memories of those who recently moved to
the city? If certain practices are mobile, there is no subsequent
or fatal disconnection simply because someone leaves a village.

To look at how rural practices can find a place and a rhythm
outside the rural environment is not to extend a longing for
a non-existent pastoral arcadia, but rather to understand and
develop the background that has helped shape the identity of
more than half of the world’s population.

The recent increase in popularity of urban growing and
communal gardening is a good starting point to consider
rural-urban practices. Initiatives range from established
allotment schemes to community supported agriculture, from
community orchards to medicinal gardens. These are providing
opportunities for learning, socializing, therapy, research, and
enterprise, as well as growing. They are also the space where
individually maintained rural knowledge from elsewhere can
be practised and shared, and shape a new trans-rural idea and
collectivity. The role of most of these schemes is not to feed
our cities but to offer a range of (re-)connections that we are
gradually losing as a society, between the human and non-
human, health and environment, food and land. Many of these
initiatives acknowledge a fact that many of the residents have
recently migrated from rural areas and have no space or means
to continue, cultivate, or develop rural practices in their new
urban and suburban homes.

An example of a contemporary practice of a continuation
of a particular rural culture and heritage is Company Drinks in
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picking” were manifold, from earning much-needed money to 5. Company DrinksiXi4 2
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realities of life in the dockland slums. Described by many as a 5 o N
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and processing with
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temporary matriarchy away from the treadmill of everyday life,

East London. However, it is a reverse rural-urban relationship,

where an inner city population migrates temporarily to the
countryside, which is known as the hop-picking (Humulus
lupulus picking) tradition “hopping,” practiced by working-
class families from London’s East End. In this case a working-
class community has developed its own rural practice, moving
between rural and urban settings on a regular — in this case
annual — basis. At the height of hopping, between the 1850s
and 1950s, up to 80,000 Londoners, mainly women and
children, would move to Kent for three to four weeks in late
summer to provide a cheap seasonal agricultural labor force to
hand pick and harvest the profitable hop crop. Advertised and
promoted as a “working holiday,” reasons women gave for “going

160
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hopping developed as distinct working-class rural practice and
culture which is still fondly remembered today: “it was not just
about the money; it was about being in good company.”

Company Drinks is a new model of cultural enterprise
that uses the collective memory of “hopping” to introduce a
communal production cycle into East London which responds
to contemporary conditions, desires, and needs. In 2014
Company Drinks invited residents in the Borough of Barking
and Dagenham to “go picking” again, but this time the context
of major geographic and demographic changed in the area.
There was no longer a clear boundary between rural (Kent) and
urban (London), and global immigration in the last decades has
dramatically changed the local population. The annual picking
event has become part of a publicly accessible drink production
cycle, alongside growing, manufacturing, branding, trading, and
reinvesting. Company Drinks processes the harvest into a drinks
range, slowly establishing an economic enterprise that merges a
distinct urban / rural cultural heritage, local resources, collective
desire, and community economy. The company organizes
picking trips to the nearby countryside as well as picking walks
within the borough, monthly reminiscing hopping afternoons,
educational programs, production workshops, social events,
public talks, and communal lunches.

One of the most popular Company Drinks trips is the annual
gleaning trip to a blackcurrant (Ribes nigrum) farm in Kent.
The coach is fully booked within days by families from a broad
range of cultural and ethnical backgrounds who are eager to go
picking for the day. Asked why they come along, most state that
it reminds them of things they enjoyed in the past; many of the
parents had rural upbringings themselves but have little or no
opportunity to share their experience, knowledge, and culture
with their children. Thus far from being an East End tradition,
going picking has become a universal activity that is recognized
and appreciated across different cultures and landscapes.

Company Drinks, which does not own land or grow food,
has developed the fact that rural practices depend on access to
land as resource to process and transform produce. It sets up an
infrastructure for a new shared practice of picking within the
Greater London, by reorganizing economic structures and taking
the drinks production cycle outside a capitalist framework. Its
aim is not to romanticize an East London rural heritage but
rather to collectivize knowledge, memories, and desires in order

to explore a new culture to create connections between rural
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Knotweed soda
Flowering currant and
cherry blossom soda
Strawberryade
Company Drinks uses
picking trip photos as
bottle labels

Company Drinks Range.
Photo by Jennifer
Balcombe (2018).
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and urban, the local and the universal. Skills and knowledge
that are traditionally passed down through generations within
agricultural communities are disappearing, largely because

they have little monetary value within the globalized capitalist
dynamics that seem to dominate our individual and collective
lives. To ignore the experience, intelligence, and ingenuity of
rural practices is part of a forceful tendency towards urbanized,
consumer-driven, and dependent lifestyles propelled by a
capitalist focus on profit.

Cities themselves are key to preserving and developing
rural cultures and to actively supporting the rural population.
Society is connected across the rural-urban divide, and urban
communities are affected by events outside city limits: even in

our largest cities, the rural is not remote. This link cannot be
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controlled from a distance, nor should it be left for politicians
and bureaucrats to organize remotely. Rural society offers
knowledge and resource that can empower urban communities,
and can test and provide conditions for alternatives to urban
lifestyles.

Company Drinks, and projects like it, ask whether the rural
can re-enter the wider culture of modern urban society without
being marginalized as picturesque and nostalgic. If consumerism
and capitalism are to be overcome in order to establish a way
of living that does not exploit fellow humans or the earth itself,
then it is essential that self-sustaining practices are respected
and nurtured. Once such practices are lost, a common and
cultural good will simply disappear. And ideas alone will not
feed us. LAF
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