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For my mother,
my grandmothers.
For all those who nurture
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Foreword


Matt Hopwood is an unusual man. He walks a lot, talks quite a bit and listens, more than most. His long-term project, A Human Love Story, has grown out of his desire to hear other people’s life narratives, to offer them a place where they can be vulnerable and share the making and breaking of who they are.


What’s amazing about that simple idea – to let other people speak about what is important in their lives – is how it has developed. Matt likes to walk, so, at first, he just asked the people he encountered on his walks to talk to him. A few years on he has covered thousands of miles on foot, talked to hundreds of people, and the Human Love Story project has grown so that now it leads him rather than the other way around. At some point, it seemed a good idea to record the interviews so that Matt and those who had spoken to him could hear them again. At another point, a publisher suggested turning the stories into a book.


What was happening was that Matt’s project was growing up. His child – A Human Love Story – was telling him what it wanted to be.


Raising children is a long process of letting go: of holding that tiny, fragile, beloved being close to you, protecting it, teaching it how to exist in the world, and then standing aside as it makes its own choices and moves on. Your children will leave you, as they should, as they must. You watch, heart thumping, as they do. And as your child learns, you learn too.


So Mother: A Human Love Story came out of all this. Matt’s baby evolved and developed. This book is a child, talking about its mother; and it’s a mother, talking about her child. There are tales of loving mothers, brave mothers, mothers who failed. (All motherhood, like all life, contains failure.) Some of the stories include the physical act of giving birth – that revolutionary transformation. Some tell how life shifts when you have a child, how your priorities change, how your molecules rearrange. You are the same person. You are utterly different. Others tell of caring and standing up for children who aren’t biologically your own; of being a mother within a violent relationship; of being a mother within a patriarchal society. There are stories about accepting that motherhood is not for you – at least, not in terms of giving birth. Or what happens if your child dies. How you continue still to be a mother after that.


I love these stories. Each is individual, completely personal; and yet each contains universal truths, tells us something enormous that we already know, somewhere inside. Matt – the mother of this project – has allowed his child to grow, and this lovely book is the result.


Miranda Sawyer





Introduction


Just days before the commissioning of this book, my grandmother of 101 years passed on. I stood looking down on the beautifully small body that had contained her enormous spirit, which was at times warm and wise, waspish and direct. I held her cooling hand, kissed her still-warm brow and cried for the loss of her physical presence, her particular voice, her steady gaze. We opened the windows to let the day welcome her spirit. The birds sang as we placed flowers around her silent body. Her being encompassed a family of children, grandchildren and greatgrandchildren. She was the rooted mother, the enduring feminine, the solar star round which our numerous lives orbited.


And, through the lens of that tender physical loss, I began to engage in an exploration of the role of Mother in our lives and communities. Who is Mother? How do our profound and essential experiences of Mother shape our behaviour, how we form connection with others, with ourselves and with the world?


I wanted to meet with individuals of all genders and orientations and offer them a space to be vulnerable, to be heard and to share something of their experiences of Mother. I wanted to move into a place of unknowing, and be receptive to alternative expressions of understanding, to feel, to abide in something more expansive. As a white, middle-class, southern man from England I was becoming acutely aware of the limitations of my experiences. The privilege of my position in society, purely because of the circumstances of my birth, my gender, colour and race, had given me access to the world, but it had also limited my vision, confined my experience and sought to define my story too.


My story of Mother to this point had included the profound connections of biology and emotion with my birth mother. The deep pain when those cords needed separating and the endless changes that occurred and still manifest as age and circumstance evolve – joy, frustration, confusion, love and the suffocation that this love can bring, the sense of home and safety that abides deeply beneath it all. But my story had also begun to include a growing awareness of a sense of Mother within me, the yearning to nurture, the longing to give love, to hold, to create. Can I mother? What is Mother?


And so the picture of Mother widened, people began to come to me and share love stories that expressed deep longings for experiences of Mother and the feminine within their everyday lives. People yearning to be nurtured, to be loved, to be held. People began to express experiences of connecting with Mother and divinity within and beyond themselves. The call of the feminine; stories of Mother were longing to be told.


So here is a collection of stories about Mother. Stories of motherhood, of childhood, of longing to be a mother, of the inability to give birth, of the desire not to mother. Experiences of the feminine Mother rooted in all genders and orientations told to me by people from around the world. These stories weave narratives of nurturing and compassion, of love and connection, of loss and profound pain. Stories of hurt, resilience and beauty, of ecstasy and joy.


Gathered throughout the brooding spring of 2018 and into the furnace of summer, these stories are reflections and thoughts shared in a moment of openness, vulnerability and connection. They are not perfect: but they are perfect. They do not resolve, begin or end as fictional stories might. Each story responds to the emotions and experiences of the day we found ourselves in. They are hard and soft and brittle too. The stirrings of feelings, the outpourings of emotions long held, the stoic and effusive.


These stories gently and powerfully raise the voice of Mother, the narratives of the feminine. Narratives of nurturing and endurance forged through the lens of struggle, loss and profound emotion. They are the heart songs of people longing for freedom and acceptance. They are the tender murmurings of love and intimate connection. They are the wild and essential experiences of the enduring Mother, the compassionate feminine who, at her best, is rendered perfectly placed to help us re-member our communities into spaces of love and compassion.
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Love and Presence


Since 2012 I have walked thousands of miles throughout the United Kingdom and I have spoken with people from around the world, asking them to share their experiences of love and connection. What are the loving narratives of their life? What does love mean to them?


Nowadays I find more and more people are asking me what I think love is. Having shared so many conversations, have I come to a fuller understanding of my own story? What is love to me?


I used to think that love was centred around people. Love was something of the heart that drew me to others and them to me. It was about a personal transcendent connection. It was something desirable, almost a perfection that was unattainable for me. It was about being wanted by someone and being needed by others. It was about not being alone.


But as this journey with A Human Love Story has grown, I have come to think that love is more about presence, about finding a place of stillness where I can allow myself to be. A space of presence where all the exterior noise can diminish and I can begin to connect with the essence of who I am. To honour my own being, to nurture my own journey, to love my own body and to hear my own voice. In that deep presence, I can also allow others to be – without the need to control them or judge them or shape who and what they are. A presence of being that allows a brave space to form where everything and everyone is welcome just as they are. Control and fear are diminished. In this allowing presence, I experience an expansive love.


Freedom comes into this experience too – freedom to just be, not defined by my experiences and my history, the places where I was born and the family that has shaped me. For me, love is a place where nothing of ourself has to be left behind or obscured. Every part of us is welcome and can be acknowledged. Love is a complete unveiling, a total acceptance.


And so the work of A Human Love Story seeks to create safe and brave spaces where people can meet and allow themselves to be heard and to be seen vulnerably and openly. In this presence, there is the opportunity for connection to grow. There is no judgement – only acknowledgement and open sharing. At their best, these spaces not only allow people to share their love stories but also to create new evolving experiences of love. In that space, all are welcome without reserve and without masks. All are heard. In this abiding presence, there is the opportunity to be loved and to love.


And so it has been with these stories of Mother. finding places of stillness and presence where I can meet with others and talk about how the loving narratives of Mother have shaped and continue to shape their lives. A loving interactive space where there is nothing but presence and time to hold and be held.


This is love as I experience it today, although I continually struggle to connect fully with all its implications. It connects me to myself, to others and to the cosmos. It is my emerging truth, dug from where I stand.
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‘Who is there in this world but Mother?


I am Mother, you are Mother,


Mother is mine, Mother is yours,


Everything is Mother’


Traditional Baul Song





1. I Was a Mother


Spring. Our last moments together. Sleeping in the garden, sharing memories, talking about motherhood, Shaman kissing your hand. And time. I held your hand a lot, I told you I loved you. I glanced at my feet, the grass and the bending trees as they moved in the endless breeze. Your hat slipped from your head and the sunlight engulfed your crown. There is no time.


•


You love your children in different ways. I feel complete when they are around, whole, safe. They have taught me to be affectionate, to be loving. We all needed to experience love in that way and they allowed me to be loving in that way. Motherhood is a selfless love, at least it tries to be, though it isn’t always. It is something that abides in you, like instinct, like from the heart of you. I never wanted to work. I was a mother and they were my world.
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2. Still Being Still


I find you in the car park, just as I imagined you might be: glamorously pulling at weeds. And we disappear deep into the ground of ‘your place’, where you take wing and fly, where you take refuge, moving quietly from room to room. And we settle in your working space either side of a large desk. You on your side, me on your side too.


•


Well, my mum had just had my brother. Within six weeks she was pregnant with me. And she was pregnant with me by someone else. So I’m sure she felt ashamed by the fact that, when she went back for her six-week check-up for her first baby, she was pregnant again. And so she didn’t tell anyone. And she kept it a secret. I even heard that she went to Chicago for a while to keep it a secret. But she eventually came home. When she was in labour she told everyone she had a stomach ache, but in the end it hurt so bad that her mother took her to a hospital and there I was. So she kept me a secret and I knew that being in secret I had to be still. You can hear faster in water than you can through the air, and I believe babies can hear when people speak. And, usually, when people see women pregnant, they ask about them. You know, they’re happy. You know, they ask, ‘Oh you’re having a baby, what are you having?’ Well, I never heard those words – I was kept a secret, and so I stayed still. A few years ago, I noticed something. I had a canopy bed, and it was covered, and I loved it. And it brought back something: being safe inside, still being still. I remember as a child I used to play under the dining table and it had a tablecloth over it. I remember playing in closets. Not being put in a closet, but playing in closets and enjoying it! I like basements because they’re dark, cool, covered.
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