In These Wild Hands

by Anne M. Bailey

I hold the world, open-handed and willing. Shadows fall deep and silent. Storms cross in their measure, not mine. 

A child enters the scene and I prepare good food and I set it before him. As he fills his belly I am feeding his heart, for such is my way with feeding.

Born wild I was and I know it as clearly as I know anything at all. I am no different from anything else except that I knew wildness; I tasted it and felt it in body and soul. But it was decades before I knew that the wildness was not me or mine but rather was the force of life itself in all things, including me. 

Once I thought that wildness was expressed by getting high and I did that a lot. I thought that being wild was to be found in fervent and penetrating relationships flavored with passion and  unhappy endings. I wanted to express what I felt running through me, the heights and depths of living, of feeling, of loving. I was just a kid at this point, and I misunderstood my intention, and in my world, I was the only guide I could follow. I had no way of knowing that in the pursuit of drugs and tumultuous affairs, I was disengaging from the wild. I had pieces of wildness – loneliness, beauty, sadness, ecstatic energy, desire fr\or union, but I made compartments which became or came from concepts and beliefs about what a wild person is and does, and in my restricted suburban world, a wild person did drugs and had sex. And so I did. 

After many years of struggle, my compartments of belief brought me to my knees, so to speak. In my face was the wild current that had no relationship at all with my firmly held beliefs about it. 

It was like digging holes with great purpose and energy. “I need space and room!” one might say while digging with effort. And with bent head, one fails to see an enormous canyon to the south, gaping open and rugged. Until one day heavy rains come and the holes begin to fill with water, and the walls of the holes collapse and one is knee deep in mud unearthed from the holes in a frantic attempt to maintain the open spaces. Exhausted and forlorn, one sets down the shovel and straightens up, looking about. And there lies the canyon, and the water runs its course in a streambed and the whole affair is spacious and elegant, rugged and wild. One looks at the mess and folly of the sloppy holes, and sadness arises for the self who worked with such energetic determination to create for oneself what was self-existing in the universe. And so one leaves the holes as they are, feeling grateful and foolish, and goes to the canyon to sit on the edge.

This is what I am learning. I do not choose wildness by some way that I act. Going against social norms does not prove my wild self, nor does it validate it. I think that compulsive rebellion is a form of slavery rather than an expression of the wild. Everything in the universe follows patterns, is governed by laws. Everything. A difference in human affairs may be the frequent double, triple or quadruple side of social strictures. Many rebel, for wisdom, from this kind of turning a blind eye or hypocrisy. And yet, in the true nurturing of our lives, it is crucial that we investigate ourselves and our circumstances as humans in the world so that we might come to know it as the know the streets in a neighborhood or the trails in a forest. If we are stuck in rebellion as doing the opposite of what is expected, we may become deaf and blind with the constant motion of our turning. We may abandon the possibility of seeing and knowing that what we want and long for is in our hands already.

What is wild in us, what is logical, balanced, bold and timorous, the sense of a proper relationship in the world is never absent. Forever wild is just so.

I don’t mean to suggest that wildness cannot be destroyed. It can. Much of the sadness I feel for consumerist culture and its values about being happy and being comfortable center around not noticing what we have simply being here as guests on the earth. Yesterday a fine mist filled the air and I sat on my porch. A girl and her mother approached, walking the dog. The little girl was holding the lead. The mother commanded to the dog “Destin, go doo-doo. Destin, go doo-do” with an exasperated tone. The mother took the lead, explaining to the little girl that she might get dirty on the grassy knoll. “You don’t want to get dirty, do you?” said the mother, and then to the dog “Destin, go doo-doo”. They turned around and the girl said “I knew this was a bad idea. It’s raining and I’m getting wet!”

I don’t know if Destin the dog ever doo-doo’d. And I certainly don’t stand as judge of a mother pushed to her limits by demands of work and family. I noticed, as I’ve noticed in myself, a tunnel vision – not being open to what is here, to the fine feeling of mist on ones skin, or to the being of a dog. The hurry and push to take care of the dog, without enjoying the dog, or the walk, or the dandelions in bloom is very common. The sense that if we shove through this moment we’ll be more comfortable in the next. This push denies and destroys our wildness, which is precise and logical. And we can destroy it. 

Several years ago I got friendly with dandelions. I watched them and read about them. I came to hold them as a symbol of my wild being. One evening I sat on my porch and saw the dandelion tap root stretching into my abdomen. The flower was my words, poems, ideas and personality, the expression of my being. I saw that no matter how much the “flower” was mowed over, snapped off or poisoned, the roots were so deep that a new flower would always emerge. I got a lot of strength from this vision. I notice how dandelions push through the most unlikely places to flower and spread seed, to flourish. I noticed how dandelions persist after poisoning, their leaves burned and curled. And still they grow. This is the wild commitment to life. In the dandelion I saw myself and knew it to be true. 

Now I explore the wild in a new way. In the line at the bank, I am wild, and I am present with all the other people in line. When I cut carrots, when I enter a manufacturing facility, when I talk to my parents, I am aware of the availability of my wild and open nature that is, simply. Available. Nothing has to change to allow me to connect with it. There is no criticism in order, no judgment to make. Left to our own devices, free from manipulation, we attach into the wild just fine. 

The trust that we might know what is what, what is true. One has the ability to live well, fully and in harmony with the rest of the planet. We know how to do this, proof being the great numbers of humans who’ve done it before us.

I go into the Bankhead Forest along the Sipsey River and the place is comfortable, though unsettling at first. I become aware of the beauty of the world, a fact I lose sight of and feel for in the malls, highways and fast food parking lots. Once in the forest I am invited to extend myself as it were. My nose is invited to scent and the smells I am offered are different from petroleum fumes in various forms. Wild smells press my memory like an important appointment I forgot to attend. I don’t remember how to know without my thinking mind, my mind of modern science as religion. I don’t know how to sniff the meaning of subtle smells. My nostrils are deadened with pollution and cigarette smoke. But when I sniff the rain, or the whiff of a man whose look I like, I know something without thinking. Rain is a promise or a threat, depending on circumstances. And the smell of the right man is the whisper of heaven and hell in extremes, but moreover is the energy of union. And that’s all of it, isn’t it?

I imagine the hemlocks as stern but benevolent elders who know my heart and give me as i can receive. I am here to learn. Each time I enter the deep silence, the piercing calls, the layers of water’s falling chorus, the soaring trunks lifting and rising or the slugs alongs the trunk, the fine thick mud smooth along the bank and each time I leave part of myself behind, exchanging my parts for the wild woods and bringing it back to town for all the folks I will find there. Here, I will leave this negative thinking under a tree, a thick oak. I don’t have much use for it anymore. It so betrays that depth of my hoping that life might be all right after all. So I’ll leave it here. I don’t know the gift til later. Sometimes it is much later before I know what the convening of tall trees has determined to bestow.

I started going to the Bankhead Forest on the last Thursday in February. We’d invited Lamar Marshall of Wild Alabama to come to the Unitarian Church in Birmingham and at first my trip was background work, prep work for designing the service around his talk “Assault on Planet Earth”. I went to the Bankhead with a lot of questions, and a trust that my journey was a quest.

On the first Thursday I went with my son. The hardwoods were just budding. A few bluebells and trillium were pushing up buds. The forest was open still and allowed lots of new spring light to enter. Much too low to canoe. Great for wading. I was seized by the difference between a shopping mall and the Bankhead Forest. Although everything around the shopping mall is intended for comfort, as opposed to places like the Bankhead, why did I feel so relieved and comforted to enter the forest? Was it my own internal judgments? Was I predisposed in my thinking to prefer the forest and its loamy mulch? Was it the opposite side of the same opinion one might hold of the shopping mall? The reality that both the Bankhead and the mall, the McDonald’s – the hawk and Nintendo all in the same space – shew. That’s a mind blower. I sat by the river, admiring the perfect balance of our world. When the sun shined, the birds sang. When the clouds covered the sun, the birds were silent. And everywhere the sound of water, falling from different heights or running the streambed with varying degrees of resistance. The ground changed from sandy bank to slippery clay. My feet started to wake up! The light fell differently in different parts of the forest, as I traveled a well worn path. At one place great hemlocks rose up in clusters, darkening the space below. The sacred grove of evergreens, of eternal life, the ground scented with sloughing bark and needles. And passing across a creek, opening into more brush and  enormous hardwoods I could not name. Water hung on branches and spider webs, like round globular mirrors. And the process of opening and closing, of light and dark continued in every part of the forest, in every possible pattern. 

That day I felt awkward and citified and awed. I was not light on my feet and I wanted to travel the path as my dogs did, so gracefully. I plodded along, slipped and fell, and wondered about my essence – as essence is so obvious in this place. Purpose and meaning are so specific and unquestionable. What’s it about? A squirrel pauses to squint as such a silly question. What’s it about? It’s about life! Life – you know, lady? As our friend twitches is full tail. What else? Eh?

Oh yeah, well it’s easy to question when one is human. The obvious is not always so, and our logic twists in the net of ego. Ho! Ho! That’s why I am here. The quest. The hero’s journey. 

Walking through the forest ignites my sex. SO many patterns of behavior fall away, I am more raw there. Being naked is an easy thing, like walking barefoot. All follows an order, like my body. In daily life of human construction I am a mistress of hiding. I hide my monthly blood, hide my vaginal power roots, hide my open friendliness. I hide my fat body, which is fat from hiding. But in the Sipsey  the layers unpeel and I slowly find my center. Slathering mud is the work of a day. Or lying on a rock, or squatting in the river to bleed. The forest is a long tease, all worth it, an eternal foreplay, and I fit in there. I am meant to be, there, open, ready to squeeze muscles, release juices into the soft loamy banks – or noticing the muscles in the neck. On the inside and the outside. The thickness of the tongue, on the inside of the throat. Feeling the inside of my throat. The inside of my vagina. The cervix. The top of the mark. Or a place in the forest.

The wild is an order leading to and from chaos. It is an order required turn and churn that leads to a new center, a new life, a new work, sprung from the old.

This winter, long after the trips to the wild Bankhead Forest, I found the Wild Girl in myself. She’s been locked away for many years, let out occasionally and promptly put back after she acted out all manner of revenge against her jailor. This time she came out after I put my son on a plane to his father. Once Mama was stowed away I let Wild Girl come out to play. She is so playful and courageous! She’s not what I thought. She’s full of knowing about so many layers of deep knowing. I don’t want to lock her back up. I need her like I need the forest. The wild forest, not the pine plantation. With her I go into the vast depth underneath daily life, and she fires me to be in daily life in a way that is not drudgery. Through her eyes my steps are lighter. When she is at the table I feel my sex as a living presence rather that as a demanding need. I come to life as a sexual being in a sexual universe. The wild knows its purpose, which is full blown being. It is not stuck in the tunnel vision of the head, of trying to think ones way through life. The wild knows what is to be done, knows cycles as they turn. 

I have mistaken the wild for extreme behavior. Sometimes it is called for and is required in order for the wild to live. But one is not exchangeable for the other. Allowing room for the wild self is a long, slow steadying of life. Much is required from other parts of ones life. Control must be loosened and trust must be allowed.   

We have to trust in the wisdom of the forest, and trust that we are a part of this wisdom, not its master. Slowly I come to know in my guts that I am much deeper than my thinking. I am larger that what I think. My thoughts and feelings skitter this way and that like a waterbug across the surface of a lake. Today I feel this way and tomorrow the opposite. But above and below my frantic scamper, there are tremendous spaces of light and dark. Our true existence is to expand into the enormous space of our existence, to move beyond the controlled sphere of job, home and family.

How do we do this when we are claimed by duty and responsibility, or by the opposite? How do we find the space to begin to explore the longings we might feel for a deeper life? We hear a cry but from where? A cry from the wild may resonate, but we fear it will destroy all that we’ve worked for so diligently, and all that is very frightening. These are very real questions. Most of us don’t have trust funds that allow us to follow the call of the wild with no real concern for the harsh reality of home and livelihood. So what do we do?

What I did for many years was to keep the wild self under lock and key. Although I’d allowed that part of self enough time in the light – or rather it took me so long to lock her up, that I knew my secret dreams. But as time went on, as I went through my formal education and graduated to the harsh light of the morning after, I didn’t know how to achieve those dreams. And what all around me was that I couldn’t have my cake and eat it too. So I locked that part of me away and I went to work in a job that was not right for me. I built a great wall around my dreams or maybe I started cutting the old growth of my dream life so that after awhile the wild forest of my inner knowing was almost cut clear, left were some scraggly trees and wild undergrowth. And the more the process went on, the more control I had to wield to force myself to continue. I made more money but that did not heal my grief over dreams unlived. I acted out both the wild and my dreams in relationships, but the most wise and wild thing that I did was to build fires. The first winter I built them for grief over a failed marriage, and the second winter because the furnace failed and I could not afford to have it replaced. But what I know now is that I was building the heat of courage and tenacity. I was building the fires of my dreams. I was re-kindling my dreams from a morass of loss, and in those winter fires I was fueling that wild self, long locked away the dark I would not visit. And while I stared into the fire I stoked, I gradually started to plan my way into my dreams. 

Quick? Easy? Snap your fingers to make it so?

Not for me. And probably not for most of us. I had no guides in the beginning. Finding guides for life in the wild was part of what I discovered that I needed. I had to have mentors. This is one of the finest methods I know.

And what if you don’t know what your dreams are? Dare to dream. Dare to ask yourself why you are here. Talk to yourself and ask questions. If you could do anything, what would it be? Probably the most frequent answer would be: To be rich. But what would that look like? What really matters to you?

One of the things I’ve done is to go to the forest. For me the wild forest is a reflection of my being. I know that my answers are there, and I trust the process that unfolds. For me the forest is a complete world in which I become another participant. I am noticed and acknowledged, but I am not so all-important. A great burden of “me” lifts from my shoulders. In this re-structuring I am free to feel and know myself s I am. The huge trees are huge trees. The water flows in the stream. I am – well. What am I? What role should I choose? Or does that matter now?

In the forest I feel myself in ways that disperse borders. I become prey. I become intruder. I become scavenger. In this wild place I come home to myself, if I allow it.

There are our night dreams to follow as well. Dream and remember. Re-member. Put them back together in your head on the way to work. Let them linger. Mull them over. Think about them without worrying. You are not just your day life. You are your night life too.

What embarrasses you about yourself? This is a key to unlocking the door. SO often our very strengths are hidden in what shames us about ourselves. Our secret power becomes a torment and so we lock it away. Ask yourself. 

When we do not have the company of our wild self, we lose our vitality. Vitality means “of life”. SO as we move to couch potato status, no matter how good or loyal or giving we are otherwise, we have given away something essential to ourselves, and deep down we know it.  Maybe we remember a time long ago when we had a passion for something, and over the years we gave it up, now finding ourselves happy (?) and heavier in a steady job.

Are we as comfortable and secure as we suppose? Can we walk comfortably in the forest? Are we comfortable in our naked skins? If the answer is no, then I suggest that something essential has been set aside. We are missing the forest and the trees.

If you force yourself to greet each day as I did for so many years; if you say to yourself “One more paycheck, one more bbq”, then I ask you to ask of your feet, I mean take your socks off and go in retreat for a few minutes and touch those appendages with your hands. Ask them where you are going and where do you stand. Rub them and love them and ask them again. What do they need? How much pain are they in?

And if you can trust a tried and true guide, wade in a river and see how your feet cry out “Freedom” and “Thank you” and “Leave me un-shod”. And find some mud or a soft bank and you will find the heaven you have worked for; and you will find the wild.

