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Ballast Seeds

… at the end of the last Ice Age, the British Isles were home to only a handful of plants … The majority of these introductions (the plants that came later) occurred over two centuries between 1735–1935

Sue Shephard, Seeds of Fortune, 2003

Plants have travelled the world for as long as we have, but never more so than in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when ships navigated the globe carrying rum, sugar, cotton and spice. As well as their cargo, these trade vessels carried ballast – earth, stone and gravel that was used to weigh the ship down when it docked. In among this ballast were seeds, tiny stowaways hitching a ride from port to port. These seeds remained dormant until the ballast was dumped on heaps outside harbours – often clandestinely, in order to avoid taxes. Then they began to grow. It is impossible to say how many plant species were introduced to Britain in this way, but records of the time show that ballast heaps were thriving habitats. Some of these newcomers would have lasted a season, never surviving beyond the first frost. Others found that our temperate climate suited them and they naturalised, quietly changing the countryside. Some are still lying there, waiting for the right conditions in which to grow.



Prologue

Propagation: noun

1. the breeding of specimens of a plant or animal by natural processes from the parent stock.

2. the action of widely spreading and promoting an idea, theory, etc.

For a long time, I assumed that growing up happened in a linear pattern: that you built up to adulthood at a steady and manageable pace, like hiking up a mountainside; you trudge on through the challenging parts, moving forwards at a brisk but satisfying pace. Perhaps for some people it does happen this way, but for me that was not the case.

This is a book about the moment when the path beneath me began to shift and I lost my footing completely. It was not composed, it was not comfortable, and it caught me completely unprepared. I think that a similar thing can take place at key moments in life – divorce, bereavement, loss. It happened to me when I was supposed to be at my happiest. I had one healthy, happy son, and discovered that somehow (we are still not quite sure about the how part) another was on the way.

I didn’t feel euphoric or blessed or any of the other sentiments you see embossed on the front of a greetings cards. I felt ambushed. As though an invisible enemy had shoved me off the edge of a cliff. I couldn’t justify or rationalise the feeling, so I had to find a way to make peace with it instead.

This is a book about what happened next. It is about the uncomfortable consequences of motherhood: selfishness and ambition, frustration and fear, and the tidal wave of shame that very nearly engulfed me altogether. I don’t offer solutions, simply because I don’t really have any. This is not a self-help guide: I have no messages about persevering, about scaling back or leaning in.

It is a book about surviving, about wading through quicksand with a newborn and, finally, deliriously reaching the other side. It is also about finding comfort in the least promising places: in the dusty, dirty corners of the city, in the plants that grow there, in the sow thistles that guard the pavement like soldiers and the ivy that cloaks the city’s walls.

I noticed them for the first time, and went on to discover their stories and find a thread linking me back through the centuries to all the others who have called London their home. It is also a story about friendship: the people who find their way to you and then change the way you see the world.

Marianne North was an aristocratic adventuress and botanical artist – not an obvious source of comfort, not least because she had been dead for over a hundred years. But her impatience and frustration with the world chimed with mine, and she took me by the wrist and frogmarched me through Chilean peaks and the jungles of Brazil. She taught me about power and prejudice, about avarice and greed. Most of all, she taught me about plants: how to notice them, how to learn from them. She showed me the eternal joy of making things grow.
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