Devon community’s handmade flower meadow honours 1,840 young lives lost to suicide in 2023
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A vibrant meadow composed of over 1,800 handmade flowers was recently unveiled at the Devon County Show, captivating attendees with its poignant message and stunning visuals. This installation, crafted by residents of Dowland near Winkleigh, serves not only as a remarkable artistic display but also as a somber tribute to the lives lost to suicide among young people in England and Wales in 2023. Each flower—made from paper, fabric, and wool—symbolises one of the 1,840 young individuals who tragically took their own life this year.
The meadow’s journey began as a local initiative in Dowland, which soon attracted media attention and led to an invitation for display at the high-profile Devon County Show held at Westpoint, Exeter. While the artistic prowess of the community shines through in this installation, its deeper intent is to promote awareness for the suicide prevention charity PAPYRUS, dedicated to supporting young individuals facing mental health struggles.
Claire Devany, one of the event's organisers, passionately shared, “The mental health of young people has never been more important. As a rural community, we felt strongly that we could encourage people to talk about their mental health and create awareness of the charity.” The initiative brought together around a dozen core volunteers, with four dedicated participants attending the show daily, but its expansive reach was made possible through the collective efforts of the local community in creating the flowers.
Beyond the immediate display, the event fostered significant dialogue around mental health. Visitors included representatives from young farmers clubs, NHS staff, and general practitioners, many of whom opened up about their own experiences, emphasising the critical importance of the work done by PAPYRUS. Sue Dunn, another organiser, highlighted the pride the community felt in coming together for this essential cause, saying, “We are incredibly lucky to have a great team in the village of Dowland and this is just one of many projects we have achieved. We will continue to support various charities in the future by having new ideas and working as a team.”
Interestingly, the themes of community involvement and mental health awareness resonate with previous initiatives in the region. In July 2024, St Peter’s Church in Dowland featured a similar installation titled 'Meadowland', showcasing over 7,000 handmade flowers created with materials including wool, paper, wood, fabric, and metal. This event specifically aimed to promote awareness for mental health while supporting charities like MIND and PAPYRUS. Inside the church, a willow sculpture of a child surrounded by flowers paid tribute to young lives lost in 2022. The exhibition not only aimed to educate but also offered free activities for children, reinforcing the community’s commitment to nurturing its youngest members’ mental wellbeing.
The interplay between art and community action highlights a growing movement towards addressing mental health issues within rural settings. There is a notable emphasis on the therapeutic benefits of engaging with nature, often depicted through art in the form of flower displays. Critics have pointed out that as mental health issues soar, particularly among youth, initiatives like these are critical in combating stigma and creating environments conducive to open discussion.
In the context of ongoing efforts to support mental health, the upcoming Devon County Show is set to feature Pete's Dragons, a charity devoted to supporting those affected by suicide, as the charity of the year for 2025. This partnership aims to foster a sense of community among attendees, particularly within the farming sector, known for its unique mental health challenges. 
As organisations and communities continue to come together through creative and impactful initiatives, the hope remains that awareness and support for mental health can change lives, underscoring the adage that every flower, like every life, carries its own significant story.
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