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Down the lonesome path


I HAVE SPENT MOST OF MY LIFE IN SOLITUDE, OR WISHING TO RETURN TO IT. THIS SOLITUDE HAS DEFINED WHO I AM, WALKING ME DOWN THE LONESOME PATH, ENDLESSLY GUIDING ME. I’VE FOUND THAT IN SOLITUDE, THERE IS MUCH TO LEARN; FROM THE SOLITUDE ITSELF, MOSTLY ABOUT OURSELVES.


Igo to the woods often, without anything but myself. When I am alone, I become the woods. What happens on those paths is sacred and only known by a few. The lone soul I take into the woods to discover the world’s secrets is my departed brother. His spirit dances among the pines and talks to the flowers. The trees do not mind him; as high as his spirit is, they always love a child at heart. Most of all, he listens to what the land wants to say. These lands are walked, but seldom noticed. However, he takes every step with curiosity, waiting to see what the world has to tell him. He has taught me that in this land there are souls waiting to teach us, if we will only listen to the winds.


The unique lesson the wind teaches us is that there is no one right way to follow the ways of the land. Depending on what region your family is from, the wind will speak differently to you and you will practice accordingly. The winds of the north teach very differently to the winds of the south; however, they are both simply winds. The similarities we find in the folk magic practices of different regions are much greater than the differences, as the wind is what unites us all.
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For the longest time the old folk, or those living in farming communities throughout the old forests of northern Michigan, were rightfully afraid of the monsters that lurked up in the hills and the people who knew how to tame them. This fear didn’t go away, despite what people in town might say. There’s still a suspicion about the wildness of the woods and what magic might lie hidden in the trees. Herein lies our connection to what it means to be a folk worker: A deep connection to the land that we walk and the land we must use all eyes to view. This connection crosses all cultural and personal boundaries. In this way, we as a younger generation can embrace the strength and wisdom of the past while understanding that all traditions must evolve.


The works and the ways in this book are from the winds of the North Midwestern woods, both old and new. Their roots are true and deep in these forests. This book is my attempt at piecing together years of whipping gales and slow breezes. Take what you will, as we are bound to miss some lessons here and there. This work is what I know, but there is always more to the unknown than we recognize. This practice is not one that falls under a label, it is not religion and it is not a spirituality. It is simply what it is. It’s very much disappearing—some would say dying, but I choose to say changing.
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Folklore depicts our bare fears and anxieties, while at the same time, in full counterpoint, reveals our visions and hopes.


Northern magic


The folklore and magic of the north is specific to this region of the Midwestern area: We’re not so much about long ago and far away as we are about this place and what’s going on here and now. When you live in a place where the climate can kill you, you learn to pay close attention to your surroundings and the effects of the simple happenings around us.


High summer comes with an abundance of long days of roaming the fields.


Folklore is a small area of research in the humanities, and it is fairly unique in every country or region. At the same time no branch of study, academic or popular, penetrates as deeply into our intuitive life or mirrors its contemplative self as clearly as folklore. Folklore depicts our bare fears and anxieties, while at the same time, in full counterpoint, revealing our visions and hopes.


It is the way of this land that shapes us and connects our livelihoods to those around us. Folk magic, in itself, is a method of survival using the ways of the land. There are still rural areas holding pockets of some old folkways, but for the most part, as with many other American folk traditions, most of this knowledge, which at one time would have been so vital to survival and livelihood, is now limited to such “practice.” When the topics of survival and livelihood arise, we must pay our respects to marginalized peoples where these practices took root. Because these traditions came about as a result of from persecution, they became deeply integrated into the old ways of life. If we begin to practice any form of folk magic while dismissing its roots, or even simply being unaware of them, this is simply disrespectful to time-honored communities.


Certain forms of magic are initiatory, closed, or require some sort of ancestral connection—for example, Judaism or Vodou. Such practices are often referred to as “closed” in the magic community. When we step into the world of folk magic, it is of the utmost importance not to overstep boundaries into closed practices where we do not belong. Many folk magical practices were created as a byproduct of cultural mingling across many groups of people, so researching the roots behind the practices you choose to engage in is crucial to deeper understanding and respectful execution. There are, in fact, many spells and practices prevalent in folk magic that are exclusive to such closed practices.


Map of home
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Twenty-first century witchcraft on a large scale is deeply rooted in and influenced by Wicca and New Age concepts, which are themselves heavily, heavily influenced by many closed practices. Personal discernment is key to understanding the nuances that come with closed and open practices. Research, interaction with firsthand sources, and an open mind are absolutely necessary.


As mentioned before, much of folk magic originated from the persecution of marginalized groups. The reason why it is important to research before you practice is simply out of respect for the groups who began these practices. By practicing these closed practices (knowingly or unknowingly) it is inherently disrespectful toward the culture, religion, or group that they originated from, while also de-sanctifying an otherwise very important aspect of someone’s being.


The old ways


The huge majority of the people from closed practice were historically forced to abandon their beliefs or hide them, or forced to follow a foreign religion imposed by colonialist authorities. Their beliefs survived. We need to know this and grow from this. What we can personally do is pay attention to and amplify the voices of witches of closed practices, and think about how we can respect these practices. The first step is educating yourself on the countless different types of closed practices. Since many of these practices relied on the oral repetition of stories and spells passed down through generations, there is often not much recorded or academic material on the subject.


There are still those in the region who are working hard to preserve what little material is still out there, and to educate others about these folkways before they’re lost forever. I’ve been a part of this struggle for years now, collecting my own folk material, and traditional working methods of healing into my own practice. There is no singular word for what the world has to teach us. Some might call it folk magic —I call it the way of the woods.


These are the charms of my family, and I will teach you these ways if you promise to uphold their roots. This is my offering to these woods, to the history of the lakes, and the future of the lessons of the wind.


These lands all have lessons to teach us, unique in their own characteristics and being. You must walk the land to know it. You cannot know her if you do not let your feet touch the ground and wander aimlessly as you please. These lessons are taught directly through the land itself. Come, as we go barefoot wandering through the lands of the north.
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Part One


THE FOLKLORE
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CHAPTER ONE


Barefoot wandering


THE NORTH


Seasons of the north


The swamp


The forest


The lake
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The north


THE LAND WHERE I BEGAN TO LEARN OF THE WINDS IS IN A RURAL NORTHERN AMERICAN TOWN. THE PEOPLE HERE CARE LITTLE FOR THESE STORIES AND TALES, LEAVING THE LAND UNTOUCHED. TERRAIN HELPS SHAPE AND SHIFT THE MINDSETS OF THESE PEOPLE. TO UNDERSTAND THE STRANGE WAY OF THE CRAFT YOU HAVE TO UNDERSTAND THE WAY THE LAND LIVES.


For me, these beckoning old woods, valleys of graveyards, and winding hilltop trails were the fertile grounds for superstitions and beliefs to grow. The chilling bobcat shrieks and legends of forest dwellers were enough to temper me with a careful hand, not to tempt fate. These woods are enchanting; their darkness in nature just as much so.


The northern lands of the Midwest are ever-changing, particularly due to the unpredictable weather of this area. Others say that the wooded hills are the backs of trolls, curled up in resting sleep. These trolls move ever so slowly, so we will only notice the land has moved once the years have flown by. In some parts of the forest, the brush is as dense and thick as the skies of winter. Sometimes moss covers the forest floor. Small ravines, grassy fields, and sand dunes appear on the landscape as well. The seasons change rapidly and bring with them fresh sights, sounds, and experiences.





SEASONS OF THE NORTH


The ravines and streams run solely through the woods, with rocky banks and bottoms. If you look close enough, you can find a lone sparkling lump of quartz. We walk these woods with nothing but the bare bottoms of our feet: As my mom always said, that’s the easiest way to get to know the land. Scarce boulders older than the wood itself are scattered around the forests. These stones grow mossy and weathered from the rains of the spring and autumn.


The northern region has a strange pattern of climatic conditions. Well, it isn’t a pattern at all. The weather we experience is sporadic, bringing feet of snow and storms of hail. The lake is the bringer of such conditions, as she can never really make up her mind on the weather. The old folk despised this uncertainty, and we still haven’t quite figured out how the northern weather lake system works to this day. However, there’s one thing you can count on— a heavy winter.


As summer takes her leave for sleep, we are left chilled by the winter gales. The leaves have long been brown, and now we will be surrounded by white-covered land for long months to come. Winter often consumes half the seasons, calling for year-round preparations and gathering of resources. Most animals hibernate. However, some brave the winter— you can often find a lone deer, coyote, or turkey rummaging the woodland grounds. The wind is whipping, and the temperature often drops below zero. When it becomes this cold, we call it “soul chilling.” In winter everything lies dormant in the silent earth; it is a sacred time of rest and reflection before the awakening and the slow build toward brighter days. Spirits run high this time of year, making their presence felt in the mortal world on the winter solstice.


We often have false springs following winter, where we think it’ll be the last frost and the weather will finally become warm. Then comes the next week and we’ll be knee-deep in snow again. These forests protect us from the unpredictable conditions that the lake creates, which is why so many folks live out in the boonies. Oftentimes, the daffodils will sprout too early, only to be buried by a final snow. You never really know when to sow your seeds here.


Sooner than the blink of an eye, the liminal period of muddied snow and gray skies turns to budding leaves and leek soup. This time of the year we often receive something called trillium snow. These blessed white flowers litter the forest floor, making it look like winter. The trilliums are sacred and mustn’t be disturbed. If you dare pluck a trillium, it’ll bring on an early winter come autumn. Then the morels start to grow.
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High summer comes with an abundance of long days of roaming the fields.


Morels mark the beginning of summer in the following weeks. For now, it is still a cool, wet spring, just when the mayapples spread their umbrellas and apple blossoms hang heavy on the trees in town. Morels are notoriously wise, rumored to hold the secrets of all life. They teach patience and caution; as a morel won’t come up if the ground is too dry, or conditions are otherwise unfavorable. The next town over from my own has a morel mushroom festival, all to celebrate the greatness of this singular fungus.


You can always tell when the morels have finished growing by the blooms on the blackberry bushes. Once the blackberry buds start to flower, it is the end of morel-foraging season. The trees still have a little more to grow, as it’s only the middle of May. The weather is beginning to warm up and the lady of the lake begins to calm. The hills are awake and the animals are again abundant—vultures looking for a hard-earned meal, tadpoles swimming in pools, and foxes roaming where they ought not to.


High summer comes with an abundance of long days of roaming the fields. This time of year I am found entranced in the summer heat, finally taking a break from my labors. The summer solstice is a time to celebrate the height of the season, and to honor and welcome that energy into our life. After the longest day passes and the fireflies begin to fade, late summer is heralded by fields of mullein and abundant oyster mushrooms. However, the height of the heat is tempered by the dog days—the season when misfortunes are said to run highest.


After the dog days have passed, we arrive at the final weeding of the gardens and harvesting of herbs. The leaves turn a variety of autumn shades, littering the sky, and finally the ground. The lands become ablaze with the urgent energy of animals searching for their winter meals. The dirt is finally turned as the first frost comes along. The winds bring the witch of November and the cycle begins again.
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A wild foraging calendar
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EARLY SPRING—SPRING


Burdock root, dandelion root, garlic, mustard, maple sap, wild cherry bark, witch hazel bark, white willow bark, chickweed, nettle leaf, birch sap, pussy willow, apple blossoms, horsetail leaf flower, ground ivy leaf, wild lettuce tops, rose petals


EARLY SUMMER—SUMMER


Cleavers, herbs, raspberry, mullein leaf, lemon balm leaf, chamomile flower, mints, yarrow leaf and flower, catnip, coltsfoot, oat flower tops, dandelion flower and straws, garden sage, echinacea flower, California poppy, linden leaf flower, wormwood leaf, hawthorn leaf and flower, St. John’s flower, beebalm flower


FALL—LATE FALL


Elderberry, fever fern leaf, yarrow leaf and flower, sumac, goldenrod flowering tops, wild yew root, blue vervain, mugwort leaf and flower, calendula flowers, angelica tree root, mullein flower, valerian root, wort licorice, lavender leaf and flower, rose hips


WINTER


Juniper berries, marshmallow root, balsam, pine needles, chicory root, gravel root, ashwagandha root, bird berry, hemlock, white pine, apple wool, Queen Anne’s lace seed, juniper, cedar wood, bearberry





THE SWAMP


The land will always inform your practice; the northern swamps inform mine. The land is where you learn to grow, and in turn we care for the land to ensure this growth. Swamps have the ability to create life and preserve death in subtle ways right before our eyes. Being a place of great power, the swamp’s energy can be used for whatever you please (with her permission, of course). Even people lacking intuitive senses can feel the energy of a swamp. No other place offers such a feeling of heavy suffocation. Often people are afraid of wetlands and what they hold inside, refusing to set foot due to its inexplicable, mystic energy.
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