
Grandmother Willow 
 
“What do you reckon? Wentworth? King’s Palace? The woods?” 
We were sitting in the car ready to go. 
“The woods,” answered James, “and can we run down the big hill?” 
It was a damp Sunday afternoon in January. Not actually raining, but damp 
enough, and cold if you weren’t wrapped up properly. But we were used to it. 
Sunday afternoon was always a time for going somewhere. 
His mum always asked, “Do you want to come visiting with me and Grandma or 
stay with your dad?” 
“Dad,” was always the reply. Of course it was. Which nearly-four year old boy 
wants to sit in a room with old people talking about hospitals and bad legs when 
he could be outside playing football or lashing overgrown hedgerows to death 
with a stick? 
It didn’t take long to get to the woods. On the way we listened to the CD player. 
“Can we have number 9 on please?” James asked. 
“Yes, you do it,” I replied. It always seemed to be track nine that he liked. It didn’t 
matter what the CD was, he just always liked number nine. 
Arriving at Hoober Stand, we parked up at the side of the road. Good, there was 
no one there. I always prefer it when it’s just us, you don’t mind playing about if 
no one’s watching. We got out of the car and changed into our wellies. 
“Do you want a hat on?” I asked. 
“No thanks.” 
“Gloves?” 
“Er … yes.” 
“Well you can always put them in your pocket if you want. Ready?” 
I put on my best Buzz Lightyear voice. 
“TO THE WOODS …… AND BEYOND!” 
There’s something special about Hoober Stand and the woods around it. Ever 
since I first came across it, looming up out of the mist, I’ve felt that it’s a part of 
the natural landscape, like it wasn’t built, but grew. I’ve watched it from a 
distance and it seems to change with the seasons: to grow in winter and shrink 
back when the summer comes. 
We tramped through the wet, rusty leaves that had been left over from autumn, 
flinging them up around us.  
We had our wellies on and weren’t afraid to use them!  
 
We ran down into the slushy hollows and climbed up the muddy banks. James’ 
Teletubby wellies were caked in mud. His green and orange coat wasn’t so green 
and orange anymore. It was dirty, it was wet and it was great! 
The air was damp and cool but it was calm and beautiful. Our voices seemed to 
hang in the mist. We found sticks and swished our way along overgrown paths. 
We prodded at slimy toadstools and kicked at old, rotten tree stumps. 
At the top of the biggest hill we paused. 
“Ready?” 
“Yep!” 
“Hold my hand then, and don’t forget to jump. After three…” 



I felt a soft hand grip mine tightly. He’d taken his gloves off but his hand was still 
warm. 
“3… 2… 1… Aaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!” 
This was always James’ favourite bit. We ran down the hill shouting at the top of 
our voices. We had to jump over tree roots, especially the bit that looked like a 
ski ramp. At times James was almost dangling from my arm as I pulled him over 
lumps of rock to stop him falling. The path flattened out. We slowed down. We 
dropped hands… Phew! 
“Again, again!”  
I said it was James’ favourite bit. 
“No, let’s go on a bit further today. I think the path goes round and back up the 
other side of the woods. And look at those puddles!” 
“Yay!” Now he was really excited. 
The next ten minutes were spent sploshing about in puddles; me warning James 
not to go in the deep ones, him totally ignoring my warnings and going in all the 
deep ones. Just next to the biggest puddle of all was the signpost pointing out 
the footpath back up to Hoober Stand. After wading through the Great Sea of 
Hoober, we climbed over the wall and onto the path, which followed the edge of 
the woods on our left. To our right was an open field, stretching down to a large 
house. There was a dog barking in the distance and the sound of a drill. 
“It’s up there I think, come on.” 
The grass was wet but smelt clean and fresh. Not ‘morning-clean’ but clean all 
the same. 
I carried on up the path on my own for a bit, whilst James was bending down 
prodding at something on the ground, probably digging a hole. He liked digging 
holes. I didn’t want to go too far, so I stopped and turned to watch him. He was in 
his own little world, totally engrossed. Happy. 
I looked across to the distant house. I looked at the trees. 
A tree. 
What an amazing-shaped tree! 
“James, James, come and look at this!” I called. 
He looked up from his digging and must have seen the excitement in his dad’s 
face. He came running up. 
“What?” 
“This tree. Look at that!” I was moving closer to it now, through some longer 
grass. “Mind the nettles, yes, that’s it. Look at that!” 
The old tree was massively knotted and gnarled, the bark twisted and cracked. In 
places the bark had peeled off leaving smooth wood in swirling patterns. 
But the most remarkable bit was the face. And it was a face: no doubt about it. A 
proper three-dimensional face standing out from the trunk and about the same 
size as a baby’s face. Only it wasn’t a baby. It was old and lined, with eyes 
looking down and a mouth with a kind of sad, half-smile on its lips. 
“It’s Grandmother Willow,” I said, remembering a Disney film we’d watched not 
so long ago. “She looks sad, I think we should try and cheer her up, don’t you?” 
“Let’s give her some food,” suggested James. “Let’s give her some grass to eat.” 
We stroked her face and felt her features, rough and smooth. We ran our hands 
over her forehead and tried to feed her with grass. It was then that I saw the 
reason for her sadness.  



Someone, (the farmer, I presume), had fixed a wire fence along the edge of his 
field by hammering ugly, big, six-inch nails into the trees. There were two in 
Grandmother Willow’s side and a few smaller staples holding the wire in place. 
We must have stayed for about ten minutes that day. We chatted as if it were 
visiting time at the hospital and Grandmother Willow started to become real. We 
tried to make her happy. I vowed to come back another day and remove the 
nails. (I did)  
James placed long stalks of grass in a gap between the trunk and the bark. 
“She can save that for when she gets hungry later,” he said. 
Eventually we left. We waved and said goodbye of course. 
 
On the way back up to the car I had an idea. I could tell that James was caught 
up in the story. Grandmother Willow was real. 
While he was swishing his way up the path I quietly got out my mobile phone and 
texted Tracey: *If ur phone rings, talk like an old lady.* 
I just hoped that with no more information than that, she would understand and 
go along with it. 
We got back to the car and changed back out of our wellies. Driving back, 
listening to track 9, I asked, 
“Shall we stop at the phone box and give Grandmother Willow a ring?” 
“Has she got a phone?” James asked, surprised. 
“I think so. I’ll have to try and remember her number, then you can ask her if we 
can come again and see how she is next week.” 
 
We pulled up next to the old, ivy-covered phone box at the top of Angel Lane.  
I hadn’t used a phone box for years but it smelt just as I remembered: not of wee 
like everyone seems to think, but slightly fusty and really cosy and comforting for 
some reason. 
We squashed in and I dialled the number. 
“Hello? Grandmother Willow? Yes, it’s us.” Great, Tracey had caught on. “James 
would like a word if that’s ok. Shall I put him on?” 
I passed the receiver to James. It looked huge in his small hands. 
“Hello? … It’s me, James… yes… yes…” I gave him a gentle nudge. 
“Er… can we come and play with you next week? … mmm… bye.” 
Never a great telephone talker, he passed me the receiver and I put it back, 
smiling. 
It had worked. She had a voice now.  
Grandmother Willow was real. 
Really real. 
 


