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To all the wild women




Introduction


WHERE ELSE WOULD a poetry collection called Wild Women of a Certain Age be conceived if not in a pub, late on a summer’s night, on the west coast of Ireland?


I was having a ball with an Irish woman, when a handsome young man passed by. He took a look at the pair of us, and with a mischievous smile said, ‘Well, there’s a pair of wild women.’ Quick as a flash, I responded, ‘Of a certain age!’ And that was it. I had the title. Now all I had to do was sober up and write the poem. A few years later I had a full collection. And now, 21 years after first publication, here it is, back in print for a fresh generation of Wild Women of a Certain Age.


These poems are very much a creative response to the world I was living in and my place in it as a woman. They are the poems I wanted to read and no-one else seemed to be writing. On reflection, it’s odd now to think that over two decades ago, as a perimenopausal woman in my mid-40s, I wrote the lines


My sisters, the time has come


to let your hair grow long and wild and grey


It would, in fact, be the best part of two decades before my hair really was ‘long and wild and grey’. Yet it seemed so important to me to assert that I had no fear of growing older, that it was a state of womanhood I would embrace.


I was an incredibly busy woman when these poems were written. I had children at primary and secondary school, then at college and university. The poems were created under constant time pressures, constant juggling of competing demands. I was mother, co-worker, commuter, co-parent, daughter to an elderly mother, partner – oh and poet. Always poet.


I lived in a house way out in the country in Scotland, and my work required me to travel a lot. So it’s no coincidence that the woman in these poems is often behind the wheel. Doing the driving. Literally.


We were approaching the end of the 20th century, about to step into the 21st. I had been a teen, a student and a young working woman through what is now referred to as second wave feminism, and like many women I was determined to be not only in the driving seat of my own life but exploring new territories too. I was no longer a child sitting in my dad’s car outside the house, making vroom-vroom noises, going nowhere.


We were the first generation who had the birth control pill. In theory, at least, we had choices – not only when to have children, but whether to have them at all. Contraception and better education allowed us more career options than before, even if we did have to batter some sexist doors down to pursue them, and also had to battle for anything close to equal workplace and legal rights. We had automatic washing machines and tumble dryers; a whole day was no longer given over to laundry every week. Supermarket shopping could be done in one gargantuan go. Fridges meant fresh food could be stored. We – or so we were told – had the chance to be liberated. But liberated for what? To be in the workplace and birthing and rearing children and running the home? The poem ‘A Perfect Wife’, written at the time and added in to this new edition, finishes with the lines:


a perfect wife* has


A PERFECT WIFE©


punched out on her back.


 A PERFECT WIFE©


is a Registered Trade Mark


*available only while stocks last


It became increasingly clear to me that new role models for women were required. Of course, western consumer society was always on hand offering suggestions as to how we might behave. These blasted at us fast and furious. From film, tv soaps and adverts. All those slim, smiling mums in neat, ironed clothes, washing gleaming dishes while their handsome husband pecked them on the cheek and their hands stayed soft as…


And the women’s magazines! In the ’90s there seemed to be an outbreak of HOW TO magazines for just about everything, more often than not with that word ‘PERFECT’ popping up in the next line.


But being a woman had to mean more than how to rid my thighs of cellulite or 15 different ways to give my man (it was always a man) an orgasm in one night. Oh, and make a perfect boiled egg in the morning.


I wanted to write poetry where the woman had full agency in how she lived in every aspect of her life, including her sexuality. I was intrigued by Queen Maeve, a woman who under the ancient Celtic tradition had her own property, her own army and full power over her own sexuality even after marriage. Here was a woman I could play with in my poetry by transplanting her to Scotland and seeing how she fared on the cusp of the 21st century.


Fairy stories and ancient myths often crop up in my poems. Fairy stories were no doubt originally created to be cautionary tales for young girls, a classic example being Little Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf; Good Girls Avoid Dodgy Dudes in Dark Woods. But how many have become stories to keep girls and women firmly in sexually repressed, obedient-to-their-master and grateful-for-romance roles? All those handsome princes coming to the rescue and the ‘happy-ever-after’ endings. And of course, these become absorbed into contemporary culture through film, pop song and updated children’s books.
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Intoxicating, tender, at times devastating. These poems
still sing with a ferocious love, a necessary rage.
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