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To my brother Geoff




Foreword


Back in time, nearer the start of the twentieth-century revival of interest in witchcraft, there was a creative, non-dogmatic approach to magic. More recently, there have been some to whom a fixed and definitive system based on, so far as anyone knows, the ways that witchcraft was practised historically, has had greater appeal. The approach in A Witch’s Year is open-ended and invites innovation and endless creativity, but it is firmly based in magical traditions and folklore – giving us, as it were, the best of both worlds. It is a sourcebook of ideas for things a witch can make or do for magical purposes. All are grounded in ani-mistic beliefs, for witchcraft deals with the world of spirits – such as those of herbs, trees, stones, creatures, places, ancestors, faeriekind and the deities.


Month by month, Levannah Morgan guides us in magical practices such as the casting of spells with herbal oils, magical gardens, sewing or knitting, spirit journeys, poppets, herb sachets and much more besides. And it is the book’s main theme that the things we make or do for magic create a channel for our spells to have a good physical result in the world we live in. Our magical activities unite the spirit dimension with our own mundane world. These things are keys to a deep sense of nature-based spirituality as well as to magical success, providing they are based in seasonal magical lore. With Levannah Morgan guiding us, we are in safe hands. We are carefully instructed in the magical powers and processes of every season while also being set free to explore. Even as a witch with more than forty years experience, I was constantly intrigued. Over and again, I stopped reading and thought, ‘Oh, I’d like to try that! And that!’ This is not witchcraft by rote. Instead, within all the practical magical suggestions, there is a silence which allows something beyond words to simply be.


Rae Beth 
July 2024







Introduction Unfolding and Becoming with the Seasons


A Witch’s Year is a year-round guide to the practice of witchcraft that will show you how to create your own magic based on the ever-changing cycle of the seasons. It is a compendium of magic, lore, rituals, observances, spells, projects and all manner of things, that aims to show that there is a lot more to witchcraft in the twenty-first century than simply observing a brief series of seasonal festivals. Witchcraft can be a day-by-day, week-by-week and month-by-month magical and spiritual practice that will enrich your life, inspire and delight you, and bring you into a deeper relationship with all the beings who share this world with us, with the spirit world and with the gods.


I am a witch and a magical practitioner; working with the spirit world is at the heart of what I do, and I make magic with my familiar spirits and with the spirits of the land. Like many contemporary witches, I am also a Pagan and perform rituals dedicated to Pagan goddesses and gods, both old and new. You will find in this book a combination of practical magic, ways to connect with the spirits, and rituals that honour the gods and celebrate seasonal festivals or Sabbats. It contains practical projects; things to make and places to visit. First and foremost, the witchcraft I practise is experiential; it does not always happen in words, and sometimes the deepest magic comes from uniting mind and body in doing something that may appear simple but can have profound results: tying feathers into a length of yarn or weaving a sun wheel; sitting quietly under a hawthorn tree or looking into a still pool.


Witchcraft for me is a constant process of unfolding and becoming; with every passing season, I learn more about the great time cycles that animate our lives, about the goddesses and gods, the world of spirit, and also how to live here in this world now. Witchcraft has, over many years, profoundly changed the way I experience time and the seasons. It has meant putting the journey of our earth around the sun and its monthly dance with our moon at the heart of my experience of life, rather than simply bowing to the demands and pressures of ‘human’ time, which are so often at odds with how we yearn to be, and with the needs and rhythms of the rest of life on the earth. Living day to day by the lunar and solar rhythms, and experiencing the constantly changing seasons as fully as possible, has a very beneficial effect. Noticing the crescent moon just after sunset for the first time at the start of a month, or seeing and hearing a flock of migrating swans passing over a city, or standing in a bluebell wood in Maytime, or experiencing the power of the highest tide of the year; all of these can remind us of who we really are and where we live.


Making the lunar and solar time cycles central to your life will change the way you experience time and the passing of the seasons. The moon is at the heart of witchcraft. For witches, the moon is a goddess whose rhythms influence the tides of our bodies and minds, just as they control the tides and the growth of plants. Witchcraft is mostly practised at night, and as the moon waxes and wanes, she shapes our magic and guides our rituals and our dreams and visions. To be a witch means to put the lunar rhythm at the centre of your life and experience it to the full. The moon was our earliest measure of time. We divide our calendars into months; (these were originally lunar months) and months are divided into weeks (originally the period from one lunar quarter to the next). Use a lunar calendar to make the moon central to your Witch’s Year and structure your time. Learn to recognise how the moon’s phases affect your emotions as well as your bodily feelings. The moon will be fundamental to all your witchcraft; the lunar calendar will be your first consideration when planning rituals or practical magic.


The other great rhythm is that of the solar year; the passing of the seasons from Solstice to Equinox to Solstice again as the earth orbits the sun. Pagan witches structure their seasonal festivals by this great circular rhythm and refer to it as the Wheel of the Year. The sun, the bringer of light, warmth and life, is also personified and honoured as a deity, usually a god. It is the interplay between moon and sun, the way they dance together through our seasons, that creates the Witch’s Year. The constant, ceaseless, tidal lunar rhythm is the essential background to the events and festivals that mark the solar year. The year too has its magical great tide, as the sun passes through the signs of the zodiac, each of which relates to one of the four elements: air, fire, water and earth. The great tide begins anew every Spring Equinox, when the sun enters Aries, the cardinal sign of fire. As we move through the Witch’s Year you will learn to recognise how this great tide works through your magical life.





A SOURCEBOOK OF IDEAS


In this book you will find the stories of goddesses and gods of sun, moon, earth, sky, the land and growing things, some of them ancient and some of them woven by witches and Pagans now, and suggestions as to how you can honour these deities around the year. It is not a book of rituals that you are expected to follow word for word; rather, it is a sourcebook of ideas that I hope will inspire you to use your creativity and devise your own seasonal rituals, practical magic and inner journeys that will work for you and enrich your practice. There is also information about special places that you may wish to visit at various times of the year, and folk customs that mark the turning of the seasons. It is wonderful to see that precious old places are being honoured and cared for again, and that folk customs, far from dying out, are becoming increasingly valued as community celebrations that place us in a closer relationship with the world around us and that, for witches, can contain much spiritual meaning.




The Great Tide


Tide of Fire (flowing/rising): Spring Equinox (Aries) – Summer Solstice


Tide of Water (ebbing/falling): Summer Solstice (Cancer) – Autumn Equinox


Tide of Air (flowing): Autumn Equinox (Libra) – Winter Solstice


Tide of Earth (ebbing): Winter Solstice (Capricorn) – Spring Equinox





My witchcraft is an eclectic practice and A Witch’s Year reflects that. I was fortunate to learn my craft from several wise and wonderful teachers who all impressed upon me that passing on the knowledge that they so generously shared with me would be part of my duty, and I hope this book does justice to them and to the insights and knowledge they entrusted to me. Down the years I have learnt much through experience; through working magic in different times and places, sometimes alone, but often with other witches and magical practitioners. New discoveries have been made, spells worked, and rituals created. Often the moon, the sun, the sea and the land have been my teachers. All these different elements have been blended in the cauldron into my own witch’s brew.


Witchcraft has an animist worldview; all of this world has its own life, and everything has its own indwelling spirit that must be respected, including things that most people might consider to be inanimate. Being a witch means working with all the other beings who share the earth with us, so you will learn from A Witch’s Year about the magical relationships the witch can establish with animals and birds, with plants and trees, with rivers and rocks and with the land itself. In the witch’s worldview, humans are not superior to these beings; they are not there for our use, or to be exploited for our gain. We must learn to respect them, gain their trust and work with them; this is vital at a time when human activity is threatening the future of all life on earth. At the heart of my witchcraft is the honouring of goddesses of earth, moon and tides, and the gods of all growing things, so witchcraft to me means doing all that I can to live responsibly and sustainably, but also working, albeit in my own small way, to repair the damage humans are doing.


This is a practical book, which contains many things that you can try for yourself day by day as the year spirals round. These include not only magical observances and spells, but also craft projects and things to make and do. Making something can be just as much an act of magic as performing a ritual or casting a spell if it is done with magical intent, because the best magic is made with the body and the senses as well as the mind. I hope that you will try them. My approach to witchcraft is not only practical, but also very frugal. It is based on working with simple things that you will find in the home, garden or on a country or seaside ramble, and on recycling and repurposing. It requires you to spend time, but not a lot of money. Things that you make for yourself will have a power and beauty that is very special, so please do try these ideas for yourself.


I grew up by the sea in Ynys Môn, a very rural part of North Wales, and have lived for most of my adult life in Devon in the south-west of England. A Witch’s Year is rooted in my own experience of these places, and of living in a northern latitude where day length varies greatly around the year, where it sometimes rains a lot and where the sea coasts are subject to very high and low tides. The book’s guiding principle, that you can create your own witchcraft and magic through a myriad of small observances and practices, and make your own discoveries, can be adapted and applied wherever you live in the world. Work with the seasons as you experience them and seek out and celebrate customs and traditions that are local to you. If you can’t find any, make your own. I live in a rural place, but you can just as easily practise your witchcraft in an urban location, and some of the best magic I have encountered has taken place in cities. Witchcraft happens wherever witches are. The book is also pragmatic and recognises that the way we live is constantly changing and evolving. The grain harvest no longer begins in August, and climate change means that hawthorns now flower in April. My month-by-month practice of observances and customs reflects the world now, and practical, lived experience, rather than as it was in past ages. Be creative, and use this book as a guide to make your own seasonal observances and traditions that are meaningful to you and the world around you.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


A Witch’s Year is for anyone interested in witchcraft, and whether you are an experienced practitioner or an absolute beginner, I hope you will find things in it that will inspire you to create and make and try things out for yourself. I hope you will use it a bit like a recipe book at different times of the year, and the ideas in it as starting points for your own rituals and spells and projects.


The book is organised into monthly chapters for ease of use. The month, the time our moon takes to journey once around the earth, is one of the most basic and universal measurements of time. Humans have been dividing the solar year into 12 approximate divisions for the last 5,000 years, even though making the solar and lunar years fit together exactly has never quite worked, so I am simply continuing the tradition. In each chapter you will find magical observances, spells, stories, customs and practical projects. Each chapter concludes with a brief meditation for those who wish to travel deeper into the mysteries of the year.


Keeping a Record


I recommend keeping a journal or notebook in which you can record details of any of the work you do, projects you create, and discoveries that you make. Especially if you are new to witchcraft, you will find that this record will become an essential part of your craft. A physical record of magical practice works much better than an online one. Use whatever methods you feel comfortable with: notes; drawings; cut-and-paste; details of what works well and what does not; recipes; spells; and anything else that helps you. Be creative and don’t worry about making a mess. I use a large artist’s sketchbook with thick paper and hard covers that will withstand spills and incense burns, and has scraps of paper and bits of plant material and much besides stuck into its pages. It isn’t meant to be pretty but it is immensely useful. Use whatever works best for you.


Practices


A Witch’s Year provides details of magical practices that form a repertoire of the basic techniques of witchcraft. They include casting a circle (creating sacred space), consecrating tools, making a personal altar, attracting a familiar spirit and much more. These practices are introduced early in the year so that you can familiarise yourself with them and then use them throughout the year.


Sabbat Rituals


The Sabbats are the nine seasonal rituals of witchcraft. All the rituals are suitable for both solo and group practice. I provide outlines and suggest the form that these rituals can take, but mostly avoid giving specific words for participants to speak. If you only repeat words you have been given, you may not fully experience the meaning and power of the ritual. It is far better that you create a form of words for yourself, and say what is in your heart. Research the goddesses and gods; read their myths and study their images and stories. Use my suggestions as templates, but be inspired to invent your own invocations and rituals. This way your witchcraft will grow into your own individual creative and experiential practice.


Projects


All the practical projects have been tried and thoroughly tested by me and by other witches, and do not require you to have any specialist craft skills – just enthusiasm and a little determination. They are intended for adults, not children, unless stated. Please take reasonable precautions and be sensible when cooking, using heat, naked flames or sharp objects. Ingredients and equipment are listed and directions given.


Spells


In practical magic the body and the mind work together and the spells are a combination of physical and mental activity. As with the projects, any ingredients and equipment that you will need are listed and directions given. It is also important that the spells are worked at the specified times.


Meditations


Each chapter of A Witch’s Year ends with a short meditation designed to provide a direct imaginal experience of the themes and projects for that month. Each meditation is a creative visualisation that takes the form of a visual journey that you should follow in your mind’s eye with your eyes closed. Memorise the outline of the meditation, or record it and play it back to yourself, or have someone read it to you. Visualisation is a core part of most forms of witchcraft so this may already come easily to you. If you are new to visualisation, you may need to try it several times before it works. You will find it is a very rewarding practice and that you will soon be able to create your own visualisations and inner journeys. In order to visualise successfully, you will need to create the right environment. Find somewhere quiet where you will not be disturbed or distracted by external stimuli, and avoid bright light. Sit upright; this is a good posture in which to relax. If you lie down, you may find that you drift off to sleep. Before you begin, you need to relax. If you have studied yoga or mindfulness or a similar technique, you may already have a method for doing this. If not, close your eyes and breathe slowly and deeply. Breathe in and then out to a slow count of five. As you do this, consciously relax your body beginning with your feet and then allowing the relaxation to travel upwards until your entire body is relaxed. Empty your mind of all distracting superficial thoughts and everyday mental clutter. When I find this difficult, I visualise putting all the distracting thoughts into a big box and locking them away. Once you have done this, begin your meditation. Don’t stress, and don’t worry if you need to try it several times before it works; this is perfectly normal.


When you have finished your meditation, always eat and drink something to ‘earth’ yourself; that is, to return yourself fully to your body and the everyday world. Make notes, draw or record anything important that you wish to remember.





ETIQUETTE FOR WITCHES


Witches understand the importance of behaving honourably and respectfully towards the earth and all other beings when practising their craft. When looking for pebbles on the beach, sea shells, wood in the forest and other natural materials, please remember that this is bounty that our mother earth has bestowed on you. Act responsibly and don’t be greedy; take only what you need and give thanks for it. Animals and birds depend on wild fruit and berries for their food, so leave plenty for them. Return the earth’s generosity by caring for the environment around you. Always be aware of fragile habitats and tread lightly on the earth.


Outdoor Rituals


Try to leave as few traces of your presence when you work in wild places as possible. Whatever you bring with you should be taken away when you leave. Be aware that lighting fires can do serious damage in many places (see below); if in doubt, don’t do it. There is usually no need for elaborate equipment or paraphernalia when working outdoors, and the less encumbered you are, the more you will gain from and enjoy the experience.


Visiting Special Places and Folk Customs


Don’t leave litter at special places such as holy wells and ‘sacred sites’. Well-meant offerings that do not decay, such as artificial fabrics or plastic tied around trees, and tealights and candles, can damage the environment and hurt or kill animals if ingested. ‘Leave only your footprints’ is wise advice. The desire to leave a gift for places and their spirits that give us so much is a natural and heartfelt one, but the best offering in a special place is a respectful magical good wish. Honour the place with your magical will. If you must leave a physical offering, choose something organic that will decay and do no harm.


At folk customs, be aware that you are a visitor. Always behave respectfully and be sensitive to the wishes of local communities. Some places will welcome your active participation; at others you may be expected to observe. Be sensitive about taking photographs and filming; if it is not welcome, don’t do it.





WORKING SAFELY


When visiting remote areas such as moorland or the coast, take a proper map. Mobile phone signals are not always good in remote places so don’t rely on them. Be aware of weather forecasts and take suitable clothing if bad weather is expected, and good, practical footwear if you intend to walk long distances or over rough terrain. Be aware of tide times; beaches where I live have a nasty habit of disappearing entirely at high tides, which can be disastrous if you are not prepared for it. If you are going to remote places alone, always tell someone in advance where you are going and what time you expect to be back.


Please exercise extreme care when lighting open fires in wild places. Wildfires cause horrific harm to wildlife and fragile habitats. They are easily started and difficult to stop, and there is no acceptable level of risk. Never use ‘disposable’ barbecues; the metal casings overheat quickly and they are a frequent cause of wildfires. My own practice is to light open fires in my own garden or on private land, where I have the owner’s permission and there are fire prevention measures in place.


Follow good practice; honour and respect the spirits of the land, practise your craft, celebrate your rituals and enjoy the glories of the earth.


I hope that this book will help make witchcraft a lived, experiential reality for you that will unfold like the year, day by day, week by week and month by month, as the moon and sun dance and the seasons change.


Levannah Morgan







January Renewal and Reminiscence New Beginnings


It is Old Twelfth Night, 17 January. The calendar may have been updated in the eighteenth century, but in West Somerset they like to keep their feasts on the old dates. It is clear and very cold; too cold for snow, someone says, and early evening. The chilly air nips at hands and noses. As darkness falls, Orion rises above the Quantock Hills into an intensely cold January blue sky that shades into inky blackness in the north. At Carhampton there are no signposts or notices; everyone knows where to go. The orchard is next to the road, and fires are already burning in braziers beneath a group of ancient, gnarled apple trees. I worry that, as outsiders, we will not be welcome, but an elderly lady greets us with a glass of hot cider and says, ‘The more, the merrier.’
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They have always wassailed their apple trees, since who knows when. Now wassailing has been revived in many places, but by the 1970s it had more or less died out, and Carhampton’s ceremony was one of very few that had survived. The village kept its old tradition alive and saved it from various threats, including the sale of its old orchards for building land. This has become the pattern for new ceremonies held wherever apple trees grow, and variants of its lovely Wassail Song can be heard around the country when trees are blessed in January.


The company assembles: the Master of Ceremonies wearing a black top hat, a band of musicians, women with pots and pans, and several men armed with large shotguns. The wassail song is sung (‘Old apple tree, we wassail thee’), and we all urge the apple trees to grow well and bear a big crop of apples in the coming year (‘Hatfuls, capfuls, three-bushel bagfuls, and little heaps under the stairs!’) and loud cheers break out. Pieces of toast are soaked in hot cider and placed in the branches of the trees. Children stand on elders’ shoulders and reach up into the trees with toasts. The lady who welcomed me says that this is to entice robins to eat the toast and rid the trees of bugs. Last year, she says, there were two robins in the trees the morning after the wassail, pecking at the toast, which was a very good omen for the resulting bumper crop. Then people start banging pots and pans and the men with guns fire a deafening volley of shots into the trees; enough to frighten away anything, insect or spirit, that might try to harm the apple crop. There is rejoicing all round. Once the apple trees have been wassailed, all is right with the world, and a new year begins.




January Associations


Festivals: New Year (1st), Twelfth Night (6th), Wassailing (various)


Figures: Janus, Mari Llwyd


More than Human: The night sky, robin


Totems and Symbols: Wheel of the Year, circle





In January we let the New Year in and banish the spirits of the old year. We bless the trees and prepare for the year ahead. We meet the moon, gaze at the stars, create an altar and learn to cast the witch’s circle; the space between the worlds. At the first witches’ Sabbat, the young sun god dances the circle of the zodiac.


A few days after the winter Solstice, the New Year arrives. The solar standstill with its sense of timeless peace ends. The earth moves on, the days grow imperceptibly longer, and January begins in earnest. People all over the world mark the moment when the New Year starts with fireworks, singing and parties, and celebrating this moment fulfils a deep need. Witches find a wealth of significance in some of our New Year customs, but behind some of the celebrations is a deeper meaning. The New Year is a major moment of change which must be not just acknowledged but also honoured. Yule, the Midwinter Solstice, is a time of intense spiritual beauty for witches, but now it is over and it is time to move on. The sunlight has begun to return and growth is beginning, but none of this can really be seen or felt yet; everything is uncertain and no one knows what the New Year will bring. It is necessary to let go of the sleepy, safe warmth of Midwinter, let the old fade away and allow the new in, whatever it may bring.





TRADITIONAL CUSTOMS


The traditional New Year folk customs are joyous, but they also reflect a scary sense of uncertainty, and force us to let go of the old. First footing is a custom that is celebrated across Scotland and the North of England. The first person to enter a house at New Year should traditionally be a man with dark hair, and they should carry coal, bread, salt, and a little money, which must be given to the lady of the house (these days you can obviously adapt these gender-specific roles to suit your own requirements). Their dark hair represents the darkness of winter, and the gifts they bring symbolise our basic needs: warmth, food, savour and prosperity. When the first footer knocks on the door, the inhabitants of the house are scared and resist, until after a while they are have to let the New Year in. The first footer is then welcomed with a dram of whisky or some other celebratory drink and the year can begin anew.


In Wales Mari Llwyd (Grey Mary) is abroad on New Year’s Eve. This forbidding figure has a horse’s skull, articulated so that its jaws work and its teeth clack noisily. Her human body is draped in white sheeting and adorned with red and green ribbons. Mari is accompanied by a band of musicians and revellers singing the Mari Llwyd song. She visits each house. The inhabitants make a great show of being frightened of her and try not to let her in. A competition of riddles ensues: the Mari Llwyd and her band sing and ask riddling questions which those inside the house must answer. The riddles become progressively more difficult, until there is one that the household cannot answer, and with much noise and kerfuffle, Mari Llwyd is admitted and capers around the house. Her revellers are given drinks. The skeletal, starving cold of Midwinter and the old year have been acknowledged, and the new has been admitted, but not without a struggle. Fifty years ago, Mari Llwyd was becoming a thing of the past, confined to a few villages in West Wales. A sad Mari Llwyd figure, bereft of life, lay carefully preserved in a glass case in the Welsh National Folk Museum. Happily, things have changed; now she is marvellously resurgent, and appears throughout the land on New Year’s Eve, especially in Chepstow close to the Severn and the border with England, where dancing with Mari Llwyd at New Year is a glorious experience.


Later in January, around the time of Old Twelfth Night, apple trees are wassailed. The word ‘wassail’, comes from the old Saxon was hael (good health). This once-threatened custom is being reinstated everywhere; not just in the West Country, where apples and cider are an essential part of life, and is even spreading across the Atlantic. Wherever apples grow, you will find enthusiastic wassailers singing, banging pots and pans and firing guns, and generally having a riotously good time as they bless their apple trees. It is usually the oldest, gnarliest tree that is wassailed. Often this tree will be called the Old Man or Old Lady and will be the embodiment of the living spirit of the orchard.


The growth of interest in witchcraft and Paganism has played an important role in the resurgence of folk customs and traditions, because so many of them are full of spiritual and magical resonances that chime with witch beliefs and practices. Folklorists argue over how and when these customs originated, but the supposition that began in Victorian times, that they are survivals of an intact, pre-Christian Paganism, is almost certainly incorrect. Their age, or lack of it, does not matter to me at all; it is their meaning, their magic and their sense of timelessness that are important. They grow and change; take on new shades of meaning, welcome new participants and audiences, and are full of life and joy. What better way for a witch to begin their year than to partake of first footing, riddle with Mari Llwyd or wassail apple trees? If you cannot find a celebration to join in with, why not start your own?





LOOKING BACK AND FORWARD


January is for most people a rather unloved month. It is cold and dark and the celebrations and excesses of Yule are over, but I am very fond of it. January is the beginning; time to look forward to the year ahead, to plan for the seasons to come, and to begin the adventure through the Witch’s Year. As the year starts, I consult the lunar calendar see how the moon’s phases will coincide with the Sabbats and seasonal festivals. A Sabbat that coincides with a full moon will have a very different dynamic to one that falls at a lunar quarter or a new moon. If an Equinox coincides with a new or full moon, there will be very high tides that will make a ritual at the coast a special experience. In January, the great tide of the year is in the element of earth. The earth tide nurtures the seeds of all that is to come in the growing year, but it is also an ebb tide; a tide of letting go, and time to review and get rid of whatever is no longer needed. The process can be dedicated to the Roman god Janus who gave his name to January. He had two faces; one that looked back to the year just gone, and one that looked forward to the year to come.


Yuletide decorations must be removed by Twelfth Night (6 January) or hobgoblins (pesky, mischievous spirits) will infest your home and wreak all sorts of havoc. As a prelude to Twelfth Night (see below), I burn the Yule evergreens that decorated my hearth. Everything that is used in the practice of magic is inspected and cleaned and if magical supplies such as herbs have deteriorated they are composted or burned. Things cluttering up my living space or my psyche that I no longer want or need (books, clothes, magical paraphernalia and other possessions) are either passed on to someone who can make use of them or are recycled. This feeling of starting the year afresh is a strong impulse that can be a powerful aid to the making of magic, so do not be afraid to use it. Although much of the plant and animal world is still sleeping, you will create a focused and positive sense that everything is ready and waiting.
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Practice: Meeting the Moon


At the beginning of every year, at the January full moon, I conduct a simple but profound act of dedication to the moon goddess. If you are new to witchcraft, doing this for the first time can be a powerful act of self-initiation to the mysteries of the moon goddess. If you are an experienced witch, I recommend doing it every year as an act of re-dedication. It will link you to the moon in a very physical, instinctive way.


Conduct the rite in a place where you can see the moon easily. It requires no specific equipment. You should be in a quiet and relaxed but focused frame of mind. Begin by thinking of the moon goddess. If you know her by a particular name (Isis, Diana, Hera or Ceridwen, for example), silently speak that name. Then let the moon’s light shine on your body, from your head down to your feet. Do it slowly and deliberately, experiencing it to the full, allowing the silver light to flow over your body and fill your mind. Dedicate yourself and your witchcraft to the moon goddess and thank her.


As with any intense ritual, it is advisable to drink or eat something small afterwards (water and a little bread will do) to return yourself to the plane of earth from the inner world. This rite can be repeated at any full moon during the year, but doing it at the first full moon of the year creates a strong bond with the goddess of the moon that will influence your entire journey through the Witch’s Year.
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The moon goddess rules the night time realm of dreams. Learn to pay close attention to your dreams; dream oracles have always been an important element of magical practice and they are central to witchcraft. Learn to recognise significant dreams; the dream itself will tell you that it is important and must be acknowledged, and will reveal its meaning to you in its own way. If you begin recording your dreams at the start of your Witch’s Year, you may begin to see patterns linking your dreams to the cycles of the sun and the moon as the year progresses. You may experience very different dreams in the dark and light periods of the year, and discover that it is at the Equinoxes, when we move from dark into light or light into dark, that you notice these changes most. You may find that your dreams vary at different phases of the lunar cycle and experience a peak of vivid dreaming around the full moon. Women may experience a phase of intense dreaming just before their menstrual period. All these patterns can become part of your understanding and practice of witchcraft, so do as much as you can to notice and celebrate them.





A WITCH’S ALTAR


As most witchcraft takes place in the home, a household altar is an important part of the witch’s practice where the gods and spirits can be honoured, and magic worked. Witchcraft is not alone in this; many religions and spiritual traditions including Hinduism, Buddhism, Roman Catholicism and many animist traditions will include a sacred space or shrine within the home.


The witch’s altar is traditionally placed in the north, the direction attributed to the element of earth; but most importantly, it needs to be in a quiet place where you can sit and be with the goddess and god. It should not be in a doorway or other busy place that will constantly be disturbed or where it can be overlooked from the outside. You should make your altar in a place that instinctively feels right to you. An altar can be a table or a shelf or even a cupboard that can be shielded from prying eyes if you wish. It may be a large, elaborate affair, or a small, unassuming presence. In all instances, it will be imbued with the witch’s magical personality. January is an ideal time to create your altar, or, as the earth tide ebbs away, to clean and renew an existing altar and make any changes that are needed. An altar is the living, beating heart of the magical home that is visited by deities and spirits and should always be kept clean and tidy as a mark of respect to them.


Making your altar is a creative process. It will usually contain an image of the witch’s goddess and god. Some witches acquire statues or figurines made by Pagan artists, or museum reproductions of ancient Pagan images. Others create something themselves, or copy an image, or use a found natural object, such as a stone that suggests the goddess in some way, or a shed deer horn for the god. There are no rules about this; do what is meaningful to you. I would encourage you to be creative rather than spending money you don’t have. When the gods and spirits know you are looking, the right things will turn up, often in unexpected places, and a car boot sale or junk shop, or a beach or countryside walk on a January afternoon may yield all sorts of treasures. An altar cloth can easily be made from a fabric remnant and if you can sew or embroider you may wish to spend some time making something special.


The four elements can be represented on the witch’s altar. A beautiful feather, found on a woodland walk, might symbolise air, a special stone from the beach or a piece of wood, sculpted by wind and water, could represent earth. Fire could be something made of iron or a design burnt into wood, and a seashell could symbolise water. The choice is endless, but trust that things will appear at the right time. Personal items that hold family memories sometimes find a special place on the altar. On my own altar are a jar of shells that my brother and I collected when we were children, a lock of hair from a beloved cat, a wooden owl’s head that my father made in a woodwork class at school, and a locket containing a picture of my grandfather that my grandmother wore when he went away to the First World War. There are also reminders of special rituals: a round pebble from a beach ritual and a pine cone from a Dartmoor forest, and a rather kitsch tiny brass cauldron from a souvenir shop. Begin work on your altar in January and announce your intention to the deities and spirits, but let it come together over time.


You can change the items on your altar to reflect the changing seasons, adding flowers in spring and summer and fruits in autumn, but remember to remove these when they are past their best. There should be a place for candles and incense. Candles are lit on the altar to mark the seasonal festivals and at monthly lunar rites. The incense used in witchcraft is usually loose incense, often made or blended from plant materials by the witch themself, and burnt on a charcoal block. We will learn how to make incense in August.


Spells that you make will be placed on your altar to charge them magically and increase their power before you send them on their way. Whenever I make a spell, it will spend some time, often a lunar month, on my altar while my familiar spirits get to work on it. Even after many years of practice, my altar continually teaches me new things about my craft. As I make it ready for the year ahead, I look forward to seeing how it will grow and change.




Burning Loose Blended Incense


Take care with incense; burning charcoal gets very hot and it is important to burn it safely. Use a heat-proof incense burner or censer. Many attractive and expensive ones are available, but not essential. I like to use a ceramic bowl filled with sand from a beach where I work magic. Charcoal blocks can be obtained from magical or church suppliers. Keep them in an airtight container as if they get damp they will be difficult to light and can fall apart. Use tongs to hold the charcoal block (barbecue tongs work well) while you light it. The block will spark into flame, then become red and glowing. Place it in the burner and add your incense. The incense should produce gentle smoke rather than flames.








THE WITCH’S TOOLS


The tools that play a central part in witchcraft rituals vary from tradition to tradition, but usually include the following:




■ The Wand represents the element of fire in some traditions and air in others. You will learn how to make your wand in March.


■ The Cup or Chalice represents the element of water.


■ The Pentacle is a platter or dish that represents the element of earth. It can be made from wood, metal or ceramics.


■ The ritual knife or athame (used mainly by Wiccans) represents the element of air but in some traditions is attributed to fire.


■ The witch’s mirror is a very personal tool used to commune with the moon and sun, and to look into the inner realms. You will learn how to create a witch’s mirror in February.





Working tools have indwelling spirits of their own and must be honoured and respected. They are kept safe in their own ‘houses’ when not in use and are never shown to non-witches. My coven also has a lovely ritual sword, given to us long ago by an older coven, that has been used in witchcraft rituals for over 70 years.


An incense burner and two small vessels to contain salt and water will also be used in rituals. Most witchcraft rituals require you to light a fire. Indoors, an open hearth or woodburning stove are ideal, and a fire basket or bowl is really useful for outdoor rituals.


When I first joined a coven, I was taught that tools should either be made, or would come to the witch in their own time, and I still try to abide by this way of working. In those days, it was not possible to buy ready-made witch’s tools. This is a matter of personal choice, but something you have made yourself, even if, like most of us, you are not a skilled craftsperson, will have a magical power and connection with you that something purchased can never have. Witchcraft is for everyone, irrespective of their wealth or lack of it, so I also like to be frugal and if something cannot be made, I forage, recycle and reuse whenever I can, so that I do not squander mother earth’s resources. My magical tools have been made, acquired in junk shops, foraged, bartered or gifted. In January the tools are inspected and cleaned, ready for the year ahead.





RITUAL CLOTHING


Ritual clothing is useful; it is only used in magical practice and signifies that the witch has stepped away from the everyday world into a different place where the gods are honoured and magic is worked. It is not intended to attract attention or distract from the ritual, so witches tend to wear simple, inconspicuous robes, usually of black, green or earth colours. A basic robe is easy to make, or an existing garment can be re-purposed. The robe that I wear in magical ritual (a very simple black cotton home-made thing) is washed in January and a little vervain added to the water for blessing. A torn or damaged robe should be darned and mended; visible mending can become a rather beautiful and important part of the story of a ritual garment.


A cord may also be worn around the waist, and can be used in spell casting. Different branches of the craft attribute significance to the colour of the cord.







[image: image]


Practice: Casting the Circle


The circle is the witch’s sacred space; it makes the working place sacred for the worship of the gods and the working of magic, and it can be created anywhere at any time when the witch has need of it. Casting the circle, that is, making the space sacred, is the first step in all witchcraft rituals from solo rites to large scale group celebrations. I have cast a circle around a field containing four hundred bikers to celebrate a wedding at a motorcycle rally, and created one around a hospital bed when it was needed. The circle is usually cast sunwise (clockwise), but sometime a widdershins (anti-clockwise) direction may be used.


Contrary to popular belief, a widdershins circle is not necessarily associated with malefic magic. It has various uses. A circle may be cast widdershins in lunar rituals, because the anti-clockwise motion mirrors the appearance of the motion of the moon around the earth. In some forms of witchcraft the circle is cast sunwise then closed widdershins to signify the reverse of the opening process.


It is important to understand not just how to cast a circle, but also the many layers of meaning that go into its making. The circle is an image of the witch’s wholistic universe. It encompasses time (the lunar, solar and stellar time cycles) and space, goddess and god, the world of spirit and the witch within them. The four compass directions (north, east, south and west) are placed around the circle, as are the four elements, the Solstices and Equinoxes, and the hours of the day, and the witch stands at its centre. When a witch enters the circle, they step out of the everyday world; it is outside normal time and space and witches refer to it as ‘the place between the worlds’. It is a safe place where the witch works with the deities and spirits. Every aspect of the circle (the elements, directions, colours, for example) is part of a chain of magical symbolism, known as correspondences, and all the different aspects of the symbolism are activated in one unified whole when the witch casts the circle.


Some traditions specify a correct size for the circle but I work with whatever is practical. There are many circle-casting rituals available that reflect different magical practices and traditions. This is a simple one that anyone should be able to use, working alone or with others, in the home or outdoors. I have departed from my usual practice of not providing a specific ritual wording; if you are new to circle casting, use my words as a guide to meaning, but feel free to invent your own.


You will need


• A wand or athame if you have one. If you do not have these things yet, use the index finger of the hand you write with


• Two small vessels, one containing salt and one containing water. Use sea or rock salt without chemical additives, and water from a holy well or spring (see February and July)


• Four candles in holders for the four directions or quarters. The elemental colours for these are: yellow or gold in the east (air); red in the south (fire); blue in the west (water) and green in the north (earth)


• Matches to light candles


• Candle snuffer to put out the candles. Do not blow candles out; this is using one element (air) against another (fire) and is bad practice.


• Optional: a broomstick (see April)


• Incense, charcoal and incense burner


Preparation


Ascertain where north is (use a compass if necessary), and place the candles at the four quarters.


You should be in a calm, focused state of mind. Banish all distracting thoughts. If you are working with others, everyone should be at peace with one another; bad feelings and enmity must not be brought into the circle.


Method


Cleanse the space. If you have a broom, sweep around the edge of the circle, mentally banishing all psychic dirt, unwanted energies and negativity. Otherwise do this by pacing purposefully around the edge of the circle.


Light the incense. Then, beginning in the East, light the candles at each of the quarters.


Purify the space. Pour the salt into the water, asking the goddess to bless it as you do so. Beginning in the east, sprinkle drops of water around the edge of the circle. Place a drop of water on your forehead and do the same for all others present.


Cast the circle. Beginning between the north and east, hold up the wand or ritual knife, or the forefinger of the hand you write with. Visualise a line of light or energy emanating from your hand. Pace slowly and deliberately around the circle, all the while visualising the line of energy or light, until you arrive back at your starting point and have created an entire circle of energy or light. Say as you go:




I conjure thee O circle of power, that thou be a meeting place of love, joy and truth.


Be thou a rampart between the mortal world and the realms of the mighty ones.


Be thou a protection that shall preserve and contain the power that I shall raise within thee,


Wherefore do I bless and consecrate thee in the names of the Old Ones*and the spirits of this place.





*Goddess and god names may be used here. I do not make a habit of using archaic language, but these words have been used in many times and many places and they work well.


Ask the elemental powers of the four quarters to bless the circle. Stand in the east and say:




O ye mighty ones of the east, guardians of air,


I do summon, stir and call ye up to guard this circle and witness the rite,


And I do bid ye hail and welcome.





As you do this, visualise the element of air in whatever way seems right. These words are repeated at the other quarters, saying:




South: Oh ye mighty ones of the south, guardians of fire,


I do summon, stir and call ye up to guard this circle and witness the rite,


And I do bid ye hail and welcome.


West: Oh ye mighty ones of the west, guardians of water,


I do summon, stir and call ye up to guard this circle and witness the rite,


And I do bid ye hail and welcome.


North: Oh ye mighty ones of the north, guardians of earth,


I do summon, stir and call ye up to guard this circle and witness the rite,


And I do bid ye hail and welcome.





The circle is now complete; it is outside time and space and whatever ritual and magical work is desired may take place.


Once the work has been completed, it is very important that the circle is closed down. It should never be left in place. Any deities or spirits that have been present are respectfully thanked. Then the circle is closed.


Beginning in the east, say:




O ye mighty ones of the east, guardians of air,


I thank you for attending the circle and witnessing the rite


And ere ye depart to your fair and lovely realms,


I do bid you hail and farewell.





The formula is repeated with the other elements and directions. As you pace around the circle visualise the line of energy or light that you cast falling gently into the ground and fading away. This returns the circle to everyday time and space. Snuff the candles out, beginning in the east. The circle is now closed.


Try to memorise the words of the circle casting, so that you concentrate on the meaning. You can create your own form of words if you wish.







Correspondences


East: Air, yellow or gold, dawn, Spring Equinox, moon’s first quarter


South: Fire, red, noon, Midsummer, full moon


West: Water, blue, sunset, Autumn Equinox, moon’s last quarter


North: Earth, green, midnight, Midwinter, dark/new moon







Practice: The First Sabbat – Twelfth Night


The first Sabbat of the year is celebrated on Twelfth Night, 6 January. Contemporary popular Paganism has eight seasonal festivals celebrated at the Solstices and Equinoxes and the midpoints between them, but some of the older, more occult traditions of the craft celebrate a ritual year of nine Sabbats. At Twelfth Night, the young god of the witches, the Unconquered Sun who was born anew at Yule, is honoured and welcomed. He is presented with his magical tools and weapons and dances the circle of the zodiac, signifying his journey around the Witch’s Year.


Preparation


The young sun god has many names and guises: in ancient Egypt he was Horus, in Greece and Rome Apollo, for the Britons of Roman times Belinus, in Wales Lleu, and in Ireland Lugh. We will learn more of his story as we journey through the year. His mother, the witches’ goddess, can be honoured at Twelfth Night as Holda or Holle, Arianrhod or Ceridwen, but is often just called the Mother. Read the myths for yourself, find names and stories that resonate with you and use them in your ritual.


This ritual can be performed at your altar. You will need your witch’s tools. If you do not yet have these, find one special object such as a stone or feather to present to the god. You will need your incense burner, incense of your choice, your salt and water vessels, a single altar candle, and a little dried mugwort. If you do not have mugwort, use dried rose petals.


The ritual is a small one that does not call for a ritual feast. Instead, cakes and wine are presented to the gods. If you wish, make some simple biscuits and include some oats and a little honey in the recipe, or use oatcakes and red wine or apple juice.


The ritual


The circle is cast (see Practice on pages 22–25). Light the incense and the altar candle. Then call upon the mother goddess in her winter guise and ask her to be present. Call upon the young sun god and ask him to be present.


Next purify and bless the ritual tools. Each tool is first passed three times through incense smoke, and the element of air is asked to give its blessing. Then it is passed through a candle flame and fire is asked to give its blessing. Each tool is sprinkled three times with salt water and water is asked to give its blessing. Lastly each tool is rubbed three times with mugwort, and earth is asked to give its blessing.


The tools are then presented to the god at the altar.


There follows a meditation in which the god is visualised dancing across the night sky, on a circular path through all the constellations of the zodiac.


The rite concludes with a dance around the circle, in honour of the god. Ask the goddess and god to bless the cakes and wine, then eat and drink in their honour. Thank the goddess and god and bid them farewell. Put out the altar candle and close your circle.


Go outside after the ritual and look up at the constellations (if the sky is clear) as your witchcraft is both a real world and a spiritual practice. After all rituals, a little of your food and drink should be left outdoors as an offering to the Faeries or land spirits and any leftover salted water should be poured onto the ground.
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Robins and Wrens


I welcome the robin to my garden at the beginning of the year. As the Witch’s Year progresses, we will see that folkore attributes the growing half of the year that begins at the Winter Solstice to the robin, and the waning half of the year, that begins at Midsummer, to the wren. January is a tough time for birds. Robins like to be in close company with humans, so putting food out at the start of the year helps them survive and honours the magical bird, or little god, of the waxing year.








STARGAZING


The great glory of January in northern latitudes is the night sky. Long, dark January nights are the best time of the year for stargazing and deep, frosty blue night skies are often preceded by intense, fiery sunsets. Stellar magic is an important aspect of witchcraft. Even if you have no knowledge of the constellations, it is easy to recognise Orion the Hunter’s distinctive belt of three stars that rises soon after sunset at this time of year and rides high in the sky. He is, as we shall see, the image of the witch’s god in the heavens. Consult a night sky almanac that shows the constellations month by month, or a phone app that shows which stars are visible at your location, and you will soon learn to recognise not just Orion with Sirius at his heels, but the Plough and the polar stars, and other constellations including Taurus (the Bull) and the Pleiades (or Seven Sisters), both of which rise ahead of Orion in the January sky and can be seen very clearly at this time of year. These constellations are honoured all over the world and are woven deep into Celtic and Norse mythology and hold much spiritual meaning for witches. Humans have recognised Taurus for many thousands of years; its stars form the eye and facial features of a cave painting of a bull in the Palaeolithic cave of Lascaux, made some 17,000 years ago, so when I look up at these stars I am part of a long continuum of human experience.


The annual Quadrantid meteor shower reaches its peak on 4 January and if the night is dark enough you will able to see shooting stars close to the constellation of Draco in the northern sky. This is the time of year when the magnificent Aurora Borealis, or northern lights, may be seen, even as far south as the British Isles.





HOME WORK


Witchcraft has always been thought of as a domestic activity that belongs to ordinary people and takes place largely in the home, and everyday domestic activities can be full of magical power and meanings. If you seek out the many traces of historical witchcraft that can be found in museums, you will notice immediately that spells and magic are often made with herbs and food; that they can be baked, knotted, plaited, sewn, knitted and carved or burned onto domestic objects or kitchen walls. My house is full of things used to make magic; not just the ritual tools described above, but things with dual magical/practical uses. A knife which is used to cut and prepare the herbs for spells and magic is a friend with its own spirit. A battered old basket, rescued from a jumble sale many years ago, collects the herbs that must not touch the ground when gathered. A terracotta mixing bowl with a shiny black interior is a scrying bowl used to see into the spirit world. These things are ordinary, and anyone looking at them would think they were just everyday kitchen items, but witchcraft has made them special. Other household items (cooking and baking utensils, crockery, glass jars, cloth and thread) are pressed into use when needed. A spell might be a pinch of herbs sewn into a bag, a plait of red wool, a cloth heart stuck with pins, or a hawthorn twig tied with green thread. In witchcraft, the line between the domestic and the magical is a blurred one; this is part of the joy of it, and the simplest, most mundane activities are full of the deepest magical meaning when done with the right intent.
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