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‘A gem of a book. It invites us to … imagine another way of relating to one another based on generosity, kindness, interconnectedness, and restraint. The book reminds us that how we think, and the stories we tell, shape how we live’ James Rebanks

‘A gorgeous meditation on reciprocity and abundance in nature … a lyrical call to action’ Oprah Daily

‘A lucid, clear-eyed, perspective-shifting manifesto for creating gift economies and realizing the abundance of the earth's gifts. She challenges bogus mindsets of scarcity while proffering joy, wonder and relationship. This is a taut, short Trojan horse of radical love and radical thinking I'll return to again and again. If those in power read and truly understand this book, our world could look very different. The Serviceberry world is the world I want to live in’ Lucy Jones

‘An uplifting, open-hearted little book that asks us to reframe our relationships in the world as ones of easy generosity. To be wealthy, explains Robin Wall Kimmerer, is to have enough to share: give all that you have, and take only what you need’ Cal Flyn

‘Vivid and poetic, and also fierce … An elegant distillation of Kimmerer’s political ideas’ Observer

‘Robin Wall Kimmerer’s call to accommodate ecology and moneyless exchange into our economics is beautiful, radical and true. Her persuasive argument is a gift in itself’ Philip Marsden

‘At once incredibly simple and incredibly profound – a real gift’ Caroline Lucas

‘The Serviceberry shows us the gift economy in action in rural and in urban settings – it is a source of powerful inspiration, and an essential read. It offers each of us a way to navigate, lovingly and practically, the dark times in which we’re living and in so doing, creating a matrix of healing’ Jini Reddy

‘Kimmerer’s warm, inviting style feels like you are having a conversation as you pick serviceberries … the book offers a good dose of optimism and encouragement, which makes it a lovely read and a potentially transformative one’ New Scientist




Robin Wall Kimmerer



THE SERVICEBERRY

An Economy of Gifts and Abundance

With Illustrations by John Burgoyne

[image: Penguin Random House]



To my good neighbors, 
Paulie and Ed Drexler.
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THE COOL BREATH of evening slips off the wooded hills, displacing the heat of the day, and with it come the birds, as eager for the cool as I am. They arrive in a flock of calls that sound like laughter, and I have to laugh back with the same delight. They are all around me, Cedar Waxwings and Catbirds and a flash of Bluebird iridescence. I have never felt such a kinship to my namesake, Robin, as in this moment when we are both stuffing our mouths with berries and chortling with happiness. The bushes are laden with fat clusters of red, blue, and wine purple in every stage of ripeness—so many, you can pick them by the handful. I’m glad I have a pail, and it’s getting pretty heavy. The birds carry their berries in the buckets of their bellies and wonder if they will be able to fly with so much cargo.

This abundance of berries feels like a pure gift from the land. I have not earned, paid for, nor labored for them. There is no mathematics of worthiness that reckons I deserve them in any way. And yet here they are—along with the sun and the air and the birds and the rain, gathering in towers of cumulonimbi, a distant storm building. You could call them natural resources or ecosystem services, but the Robins and I know them as gifts. We both sing gratitude with our mouths full.

Part of my delight comes from their unexpected presence. I never imagined that I could pick them here. The local native Serviceberries, Amelanchier arborea, have small, hard fruits, which tend toward dryness, and only once in a while is there a tree with sweet offerings. The bounty in my bucket today is a western species—A. alnifolia, known as Saskatoons—planted by my farmer neighbors, Paulie and Ed. This is their first bearing year, and they produce berries with an enthusiasm that matches my own.

Saskatoon, Juneberry, Shadbush, Shadblow, Sugarplum, Sarvis, Serviceberry—these are among the many names for Amelanchier. Ethnobotanists know that the more names a plant has, the greater its cultural importance. The tree is beloved for its fruits, for medicinal use, and for the early froth of flowers that whiten woodland edges at the first hint of spring. Serviceberry is known as a calendar plant, so faithful is it to seasonal weather patterns. Its bloom is a sign that the ground has thawed. In this folklore, this was the time that mountain roads became passable for circuit preachers, who arrived to conduct church services. It is also a reliable indicator to fisherfolk that the shad are running upstream—or at least it was back in the day when rivers were clear and free enough to support the spawning of shad.

Calendar plants like Serviceberry are important for synchronizing the seasonal rounds of traditional Indigenous People, who move in an annual cycle through their homelands to where the foods are ready. Instead of changing the land to suit their convenience, they changed themselves. Eating with the seasons is a way of honoring abundance, by going to meet it when and where it arrives. A world of produce warehouses and grocery stores enables the practice of having what you want when you want it. We force the food to come to us, at considerable financial and ecological costs, rather than following the practice of taking what has been given to us, each in its own time. These Serviceberries were not coerced, and their carbon footprint is nothing. Maybe that’s why they taste so good—they come only this time of year—these ephemeral sips of summer, without the aftertaste of harm.

The name “Serviceberry” comes not from its “service” but from a very old version of its Rose Family name, “Sorbus,” which became “sarvis” and hence “service.” While the name did not derive from its benefits, the plant does provide myriad goods and services—not only to humans but to many other citizens. It supports biodiversity. Shadbush is a preferred browse of Deer and Moose, a vital source of early pollen for newly emerging insects, and host to a suite of butterfly larvae—like Tiger Swallowtails, Viceroys, Admirals, and Hairstreaks—and berry-feasting birds who rely on those calories in breeding season.

Human people, too, rely on those calories, especially in traditional Indigenous food practices. Serviceberries were a critical ingredient in the making of pemmican. The dried berries, along with dried venison
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