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For my mother, who gave me the gift of life, 
my sisters, for teaching me how to fight for it, 
my husband, for helping me live in it, 
and my son, for showing me how to love it.




… In search of my mother’s garden, 
           I found my own …

ALICE WALKER, 
IN SEARCH OF OUR MOTHERS’ GARDENS




Author’s Note

When I started writing these words, I did not know they would become a book, just as I did not know that the weeds we planted would one day be a wild apothecary garden. In the broken ground of grief, I wanted to see what could grow. 

We try so hard to cut out the things that do not fit the idealised garden of this life – the loneliness, the loss, the struggle of it all – that sometimes we forget to see the beauty that it holds. And it is so beautiful. 

So, plant the seed. Find the small thing worth the gift of your hope. Whatever else comes, trust that it will grow, even if you do not see it flower.




Note on Safety

All My Wild Mothers is for entertainment purposes only. It is not intended as a guide to self-diagnosis or treatment. Do not take a plant at a medicinal level if you are pregnant, are taking medication or have any medical condition, or give a plant medicine to a child without professional consultation. Always consult an affiliated medical herbalist before taking any plant at a medicinal level or to treat a long-term condition. Neither the author nor the publisher assume any liability for any injury and/or damage to persons or property for any use or operation of any methods, products, instructions or ideas contained in this book. If you are foraging, remember to be sure of the identity of your plant, and always make sure you pick with respect for the wild.




How to Use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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‘Might I,’ quavered Mary, ‘might I have a bit of earth?’

In her eagerness she did not realise how queer the words would sound and that they were not the ones she had meant to say. Mr Craven looked quite startled.

‘Earth!’ he repeated. ‘What do you mean?’

‘To plant seeds in – to make things grow – to see them come alive,’ Mary faltered …

FRANCES HODGSON BURNETT, THE SECRET GARDEN




SEED ONE
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Rosebay Willowherb 
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CHAMERION ANGUSTIFOLIUM

Passion fire, fireweed, bombweed, bloodvine

Use to release stuck energy
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Rosebay willowherb gained its common name of bombweed after its prolific growth on urban bomb sites during the Blitz. A pioneer species, it is one of the first plants to grow in areas devastated by fire. It is antispasmodic, antimicrobial, antiviral and astringent, and can be used as a tea or wash to treat urinary and gastric complaints, asthma, whooping cough, burns, ulcers and other skin irritations. The stem can be used topically on infected wounds and boils to draw out poison.

Rosebay willowherb grows virulently in disturbed and scorched ground.

The woman under the stairs is not me. I need her to leave. Excavating levels of personal archaeology, I unearth faded love letters tied up with string, a green velvet smoking jacket from pre-parenthood days, a bag of baby outfits saved for the future children I never had, an old leather suitcase filled with family photographs, and thirty-four years’ worth of journals, stained with the ink of six million words. I keep digging, until this stranger expands herself into the room, filling the floor. I am suffocated by her lives. She has to go.

Today is that day. I call on a friend for help. She arrives with chocolate cake, cardboard boxes and heavy-duty refuse sacks. A member of the Wild Women group, we have been friends for thirteen years. When I need help, she is ready with wild wisdom and practical support.

‘Where do we start?’ she asks, perching herself on the arm of an overcrowded sofa. I look around, unsure where to begin. She picks out a magenta feather boa from a box, dust scattering into the air. 

‘Let’s start with this,’ she says.

‘It’s for poetry readings. I might need it,’ I tell her.

‘Yes, but do you need it now?’ she asks, cutting me short.

‘No,’ I say. It is a relic of another life. Truth is, I do not need any of this now. Why hold on to things, when I cannot keep hold of the people I love? 

We divide the artefacts of my life into four piles: keep, recycle, throw away, burn. As I sort, my son watches from the corner of the room. He is four and delights at these new discoveries, salvaging toys and trinkets from the growing mounds. For him, this unveiling offers excitement and the possibility of treasure. For me, it feels like the flaying away of skin, layer after layer, leaving me raw. 

I rip out the pages from my journals, deleting memories that betray me with their blind hope. I tear up the fading snapshots, four sisters smiling back at me from saturated Kodak frames. When I look at them, I see what is to come. I wish I could say something to change the course of what is already written, but I am Cassandra, cursed by the knowledge of a future that they would not believe. My eldest sister, so alive in these photographs, is dead. I file the photographs and the notebooks under ‘Burn’. 

Once we are done, we build a pyre in the garden. 

‘It is as big as a tractor!’ my son declares. He measures most things by tractor-scale. He is puzzled by what is happening, and asks why I am throwing all our things on the fire. I tell him that we can’t take everything with us to the new home; that sometimes, we have to let things go.

‘Even this?’ he asks, reluctantly handing over the one-armed, one-eyed teddy bear I treasured as a child. I hesitate, seeing his small hand wrapped around its paw, an echo of my own. The past tugs at me, asking to be saved. No. I will not listen. I take the bear from his hands, stretch up and put it on the top, an effigy to a person that no longer exists. It tilts its misshapen head in a question, a single eye unblinking.

‘Even this,’ I say.

My friend leads my son back to the house. She knows this is something I must do alone. I light a match to the memory-tinder, and watch it burn. The heat stings but I do not turn away. I will be witness to this furious end. 

In the morning, my son wakes early. He wants to see the big fire. We leave my husband sleeping, and go out into the garden. The night-cloud still clings to the valley, a pale sun cresting the Pennines to the east. There is a lingering trace of smoke, but no fire.

‘All gone now, Mummy. All gone,’ my son tells me, part wistful and part impressed. The early-September breeze blows the ghost pages away, leaving only shadows behind. Only a dark ring remains where I have burned my life. I kneel on the damp ground and touch the ash, feel the echo of flame. In this time of death, so much has been lost. It is time to move on, to see what might live again. 

I pull my son close, and kiss his cheek. He is uncertain of this change, which takes away his future, and his past.

‘Come on, let’s see what seeds we can find for the new house. We can plant a garden there,’ I say. He smiles and takes my hand, and together we walk, gathering calendula, corncockle, columbine and willowherb into our palms. There will be flowers again.




Daisy

[image: Ornament image]

BELLIS PERENNIS

Day’s eye, bairnwort, bruisewort, poor man’s arnica

To ensure your child is not replaced with a changeling, tie a daisy chain around their neck

[image: A hand-drawn woodblock style illustration of Daisies]

The daisy symbolises childbirth, motherhood and new beginnings, and is the sacred flower of the Norse goddess Freya. Linked to the spring equinox, it is a symbol of brighter times to come. Used in the Middle Ages to treat battle wounds, it is now a common remedy for bruising, joint pain, bronchitis and inflammation, as well as to support childbirth. The plant is high in saponins, and can also be applied as a skin tonic to improve collagen.

Daisy is a sign of resilience, due to its ability to survive in disturbed wastelands.

When I imagined our future, it held no grief. In that wished-for life, my husband and I live in a remote farmhouse, with chickens in the doorway, fresh bread rising in the Rayburn and our many children playing barefoot among the cottage flowers. During the day, I write in my whitewashed studio, and my husband paints at his easel, and at night we share food and conversation with our friends.

The reality is not this. What was meant to be our happy-ever-after has turned out to be our barely-hanging-on. It has been four years since my sister died, and my son was born. Since then, I have walked like a ghost-mother, broken by grief that wraps itself around me and will not let go. I am worn down and tired of failing to be the lover, the mother, the woman I thought I was meant to be.

What little energy is left over from loss is exhausted by the constant pressure of debt. We are offered austerity as the cure, but it is harsh-lipped and cruel, cutting the safety nets from those who need them most. As the politicians talk of tightening our national belt, my husband worries about being a good father, about providing for his family. He is frightened that he will not be able to support us. He says that he should get a real job. I tell him that being an artist is a real job, that what we do matters, that we will survive as we always have; but we don’t live in a culture that values what we can give, and it gets harder to do. The work gets less, the pay lower, the distance to travel further. He spends longer away, trading in the days of our son’s early years for the hope of security later on; an echo of my own childhood days.

Meanwhile, I spend my days as a carer for my son. I am frightened for his future, for the lifetime of medical care his body demands. When I see news reports of parents in America, unable to pay for the insulin their children need, I fear what would happen to him if the NHS was privatised. At night, when he sleeps, I fill out forms for Carer’s Allowance and disability support, laying bare our worst days, page after page, just to get the help we need. I try to ignore the headlines that shout about scroungers and benefit cheats.

Mostly we make ends meet, though sometimes the stretch is too far and we fall through. Some months, the bills aren’t met. Some months, we have to rely on the kindness of others to feed ourselves. We fall behind on our rent. As oil prices increase, we can’t afford to pay for fuel. At night, I cook two-pot meals on a camping stove and put sticks onto the fire. The pretty railway cottage, with its sandstone floors and Rayburn stove, grows damp and cold. When I lose the last twenty pounds from my pocket, and cannot pay for the food in our basket, my son offers me his pennies from his purse. 

‘Don’t be sad, Mummy. I can help,’ he says. I try to hide my tears.

This is the future where we live. It is not what I imagined, but then again, none of this is.
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