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Izzy Judd is a classically trained musician and her album with the electric string quartet Escala reached the top ten UK chart. Izzy married Harry Judd, a member of Mcfly, in 2012, and they have two children together. She has since been inspired to write about her experiences of motherhood, and Dare to Dream was her personal account of fertility struggles, IVF and miscarriage.




For all the mums, especially mine.





Mindfulness:

‘A mental state achieved by focusing one’s awareness on the present moment, while calmly acknowledging and accepting one’s feelings, thoughts and bodily sensations, used as a therapeutic technique.’
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As mums we can find it difficult to be present; life is busier than ever and the challenges can at times feel overwhelming. You often hear ‘Enjoy it – it goes so fast,’ but some days when I’m finding this really hard I’m thinking, how?

We constantly question if we’re doing a good enough job. Our mind is spinning with the mental load, not only emotionally but also practically. Our phones are beeping, mum guilt hangs over us and the daily noise of demands and expectations often means that our own well-being is overlooked, or we don’t count it as being important enough on the never-ending to-do list.

I started to think about what I’m looking for as a mum to find the calm. How can I ease frustration and stay patient when I feel I’m being tested? How do I let go of the need to be in control? How can I remember to be compassionate and to ask myself what I need right now for my own well-being? How can I nourish myself and accept the importance of self-care without feeling guilty or thinking it’s indulgent to have time for me? How can I better communicate the way I’m feeling, to my family, my friends and to myself?

I grew up in a musical family, and my childhood was filled with love. I was mostly happy and confident, and yet ever since I can remember I have experienced anxiety. I believe my anxiety has always been part of who I am. Of course, as a young girl, I didn’t understand it had a name; all I knew was that bedtime was scary. There wasn’t a trigger, but I’ve always had a vivid imagination.

I dreaded bedtime; not because I was afraid of the dark – I just didn’t want to be alone in my bedroom. I would often fall asleep OK, but then would wake up in what I now understand to be a panic. The sensation of fear was so strong it felt like I was running away from danger, and I was too scared to close my eyes and try to get back to sleep. My heart would be racing, my legs would shake, and once I’d found the courage to get out of bed I would quickly move into my parents’ bed where I felt safe. I didn’t know how to communicate how I was feeling, but it felt real and was frightening.

When I was twelve years old my eldest brother, Rupert, suffered a serious brain injury in a car accident. Although he miraculously survived, all these years later the lasting effects of his injury continue to be devastating and challenging for us all as a family and most of all for Rupert. The enormity of our family tragedy felt like confirmation that there was a reason to worry. Life as I had known it had changed overnight and I felt completely out of control. Fear of change and being out of control were two of the biggest worries that have remained with me over the years.

My teenage years and the severity of Rupert’s injury completely shifted my perspective on life and although I had to grow up quickly I hadn’t caught up emotionally. I didn’t feel like my worries were big enough in comparison to the daily challenges Rupert was facing, and I didn’t want to add to my parents’ concerns. In hindsight I should have had counselling, but it wasn’t offered to me and things like that just weren’t as accessible then. All the while I was continuing to live with anxiety, although I still didn’t know it had a name. It was just my normal.

In my twenties my anxiety became so bad that I was unable to spend any time alone, living in a heightened state of fear 24/7. I was going through what should have been one of the most exciting times in my life when Escala, the electric string quartet I was a member of, reached the final of Britain’s Got Talent before signing a record deal and performing all over the world. I tried all sorts of treatments, some of which helped ease my anxiety, which by then had been diagnosed – and given a name.

But I still felt there was more I needed to do to help me understand my anxiety and, as it seemed to be a huge part of who I was, perhaps even attempt to become friends with it. This was when I came across mindfulness after Google kindly pointed me in the direction of Jon Kabat-Zinn, creator of the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care and Society at the University of Massachusetts Medical School.

But what is mindfulness? Mindfulness is simply noticing what is happening in this moment without trying to change anything. It is about accepting and acknowledging our thoughts, then letting them pass with an understanding that nothing stays the same.

The revelation that you could be taught to live in the present was a light-bulb moment for me, and as I started to practise this theory daily the more everything started to make sense. I have learned to notice and pay attention to my thoughts without judging them and I continue to learn to let thoughts go before beginning to believe in them. I have been able to access a sense of calm even in my most challenging moments and to remind myself to have an awareness of whether fear is determining my decisions. I have learned how important it is to take time to breathe and I have begun to understand that the mind isn’t meant to sit still. In fact, if we allow ourselves to simply sit with our mind without external distractions, our most creative thoughts often come to us. There always seems to be something we believe is more important to be doing or responding to, but giving ourselves the opportunity to listen to our chatty mind gives us the space to find some answers and be inspired by new ideas.

Over the years I’ve turned to mindfulness many times, usually during periods of uncertainty and change. It has been the most powerful tool I have used, not only for managing mental health but also during difficult times emotionally, such as during our fertility struggles and more recently for the challenges motherhood brings.

When Kit was eight weeks old he had a cold and a fever, and over the following two days his symptoms got worse and he developed a nasty cough. Instinctively I knew something wasn’t right so I took him to the doctor’s where he was diagnosed with bronchiolitis. I was told to keep an eye on him but within minutes of getting home Kit began really struggling for breath. It was the most frightening experience, especially as I was alone with both children and Harry was out of contact in media interviews. We sadly don’t have any family that live close by, so I felt I had no other option than to phone for an ambulance. Within moments the paramedics were at my front door. Kit had been really sick, so I had stripped him down to his nappy. I was not able to think clearly at all and was in a complete state of panic, not able to function. While one paramedic was examining Kit, the other calmly directed me to pack a bag with clothes and nappies, milk and bottles, a snack for Lola, my phone charger, house keys and a blanket to wrap round Kit. The ambulance then arrived and, with Lola strapped into a seat in the back with us, Kit was linked up to oxygen. It was utterly terrifying. He was admitted to hospital and shortly after Harry arrived to collect Lola, who by this point was understandably over it with tiredness and hunger.

However anxious I felt over the days that followed, there was an overriding natural instinct of wanting to protect Kit and I felt I had no other option than to cope. With the help of the wonderful NHS nurses and doctors he began to improve. It was when we arrived home three days later that my panic attacks returned, and if the children woke in the night, I immediately expected the worst-case scenario. I felt I couldn’t cope with taking care of them and I didn’t want to be left alone with the responsibility.

Not knowing which way to turn, it was Harry who suggested I take a mindfulness course to help me get back on track. Mindfulness was something I had practised regularly before becoming a mum and during my pregnancies, but I’d somehow lost my way with it since Lola had been born, perhaps wondering how I could find the time. I soon realized that there were small ways to introduce mindful practice into my day and that I needed it more than ever, especially when the children woke in the night.

Nobody can prepare you for what becoming a mum really feels like, and from the moment this tiny person arrives in your world nothing feels the same again. Having gone through so much to conceive our daughter, Lola, I hadn’t given the reality of motherhood enough thought. All the practical stuff, like preparing the nursery, washing clothes, choosing a pram, was covered, but I was completely underprepared for the impact motherhood would have on me emotionally and how I would adjust to such a huge change in my life.

This is where the heart of Mindfulness for Mums comes from. I wanted to learn about how I could enjoy time with my children without being distracted. How I could quieten my inner critic and switch from constantly doing to just being. I wanted to explore other options to help manage Lola’s and Kit’s meltdowns or the endless inability to share that means I don’t end up shouting and then spending the rest of the day feeling like I’ve failed them. I wanted to be able to talk kindly not only to Harry and the children but also to myself, and I wanted stressful moments to feel more manageable.

As I write, Lola is three and Kit has just turned two. It is fair to say my patience is often tested to the absolute limit and it feels hard to find a rational perspective when the simplicity of putting on a pair of shoes, choosing clothes or brushing teeth equals a meltdown for determined little minds. I’m constantly questioning my ability – am I getting this right, should I be responding in a different way? – all while having to remind myself who’s in charge and taking many deep breaths!

Learning to pick battles, trying to change the subject, thinking of a different way to respond … wow, parenting is a daily lesson in how to find the calm, all while trying to navigate little people’s understanding of the world and their big emotions. As each month passes I’m realizing that it’s OK not to always get it right. Every child is unique and I’m still learning how to be the best I can be for each of my children. There will be days when I go to bed and feel I got something wrong, but I’m learning to remember that tomorrow is a new day and a chance to try again. I’m holding on to the moments that I suddenly get an impromptu ‘I love you, Mummy’, a squeezy cuddle and a look in their eyes that they only share with you.

Having lived with anxiety from a young age, I wanted to learn more about how mindfulness could also support my children with their own emotional development. I want to teach them the skills to take care of their
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18. Looking after yourself in the early days of motherhood


1 For more help and support visit the charity Tommy’s website at: www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/health-professionals/free-pregnancy-resources/pregnancy-and-post-birth-wellbeing-plan
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