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INTRODUCTION


THE FLORA AND FAUNA of the Irish hedgerow have played a major part in the shaping of the Irish countryside. The hedgerow is a rich and diverse habitat that supports a wide range of plants and animals. They not only depend upon each other for their existence but also upon their human neighbours. It is this relationship that has influenced the history, landscape, and aesthetic beauty of Ireland and it continues to contribute to the life of the Irish people.


How important is folklore in contemporary Irish society? Does it have any place in modern thinking and can we recapture the mystery and sense of wonder that appears to be at odds with the modern, fast-moving Ireland of today? We have as a nation evolved to a point where folklore is looked upon by many as superstition, a belief in things that have no relevance to life today. We humans have always had a close relationship with things that exist just beyond our scope of vision, those things that live in the realms of make-believe and yet provide both a moral compass and a conscience. Superstition and myth are bedfellows of Irish folklore and it is these twin aspects of the Irish psyche that make up our natural and cultural heritage.


A superstition is a belief or a practice that is not based on facts or events that can be proven. Yet it is part of who and what we are and in many ways it makes us human. Superstition is part of our imagination; without it, we would never have evolved in the way we have. Without imagination, we would simply accept things at face value; we would not question what we see or don’t see, hear or don’t hear. We need to have a balance between superstition and rationality in order to evolve on an intellectual level. Folklore encompasses superstition – various types of flora and fauna, for example, are considered either as omens of good luck or bad luck and the stories associated with them can be quite diverse and are usually integrated with the natural features of the landscape. A study of our folklore and superstition can reveal aspects of the ever-evolving nature, culture and people of Ireland. Folklore is constantly changing to fit in with new ways of thinking and is also being added to by the influx of different cultural traditions. As people repeat the stories told to them, they may add or embellish them and in some ways stories become richer for it.


Belief in these old superstitions is no longer as strong as it was in the days before modern science, but they nonetheless continue to be part of the richness and uniqueness of Irish culture. Some of the traditions of Irish folklore are in danger of being forgotten altogether – from belief in magical cures and holy wells to the superstitions concerning unlucky omens and fairy trees. While these beliefs may seem strange and out-dated to outsiders, I believe they give richness and meaning to life and I hope they will continue to do so in the future.


We live in a time where almost anything we want to know is easy for us to find out. We turn on the television and get the local weather or do a search on the internet and most of the time come up with whatever information we need. The past generations did not have this available to them; they learned by observing their world and listening to the elders of their communities. As modern children become more and more detached from the natural world around them, they may begin to lose interest in the wonders of nature and the folklore and superstitions of their ancestors. They who manage to retain an interest appear to get little or no support from the educational system. However, in order to equip the future generations in ways to deal with the ever-increasing environmental problems with which this world is faced, a knowledge of the natural world is vital.


Folklore is in constant flux; it is made up of the stories of the community who in the past were mostly illiterate. They were dependent upon hearing, seeing, imitating and remembering. Folklore contains the accumulated knowledge passed down by those who have gone before, the ‘tradition bearers’. As we say in Irish, ‘ó ghlúin go glúin’ (from knee to knee). However, the folklore of a people is not only the stories that are told; it also includes the myths, legends, and superstitions, herbal remedies and recipes.


The Importance of the Irish Hedgerow


Both flora and fauna co-exist in an intricate network of mainly indigenous trees, shrubs and flowers, which are a unique part of our landscape. Ireland was once a heavily wooded country; however, over time most of our woodland has disappeared as the demand for timber from various sources increased. Regretfully, hedgerows are now suffering the same fate. Small farms and fields are amalgamated to make more manageable and financially efficient businesses. This has resulted in the eradication of hedgerows and boundaries, leading to both a loss of habitat and folklore, as Ireland is defined by its place names and landmarks, which are dictated by the landscape.


The growth of population and the associated need for housing, services, and transportation networks has added to this loss of hedgerows. However, poor hedgerow management is also a reason for their decline, as they need to be properly maintained using traditional techniques, such as hedgelaying, to ensure their health, vitality and proper functioning. Hedgelaying is the traditional way a hedgerow was maintained as it creates a thick, impenetrable barrier that keeps livestock contained while revitalising the hedge. This process can actually extend the lifespan of most hedgerows indefinitely and is aesthetically pleasing. Unfortunately this type of management is labour intensive and therefore it comes with associated cost; it is more cost effective to use a tractor fitted with a flail to cut back hedgerows – but the devastation this causes to both the hedgerow and the wildlife is heart-breaking to see.


The importance of the hedgerow in Ireland cannot be overstated. They are in many ways nature’s highway, a way for small mammals, insects, and butterflies to travel from one area to another. The Irish hedgerow provides a wildlife corridor, which affords animals shelter from the elements, safety from predators and a food supply. Within the hedgerow, you will find that many different species have created a home for themselves. Animals and birds depend upon the hedgerows and we in turn depend upon them. The loss of hedgerows is having a devastating effect upon this biodiversity as the habitat and ecosystem that supports our wildlife is changing at such a rate it seems impossible for a number of species to adapt.


When I was a young boy, I often went out picking blackberries, wild strawberries and sloe berries with other members of my family (a practice I continue to this day). This not only gave us the benefit of the fruit, which was then used in various jams, pies and tarts, but also enabled us to see if there were any gaps in the hedges where livestock could escape (which we would then report back to the elders), nesting birds and other wildlife. Having returned home with the ‘fruits of our labours’, we would then help in the preparation of the treats to come. We would be regaled with tales and stories about the things that we had seen and a world that no longer exists except within the imagination of a young child. Within the pages of this book, I will attempt to take you, the reader, on a journey through the Irish hedgerow, to a time when life was just that little bit simpler.
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THE ELDER


(Trom)


Trí comartha láthraig mallachtan: tromm, tradna, nenaid.


(Three tokens of a cursed site: elder, a corncrake, nettles.)


According to this old Irish saying, there are three signs of a cursed or barren place: the elder, the nettle and the lonesome calling corncrake. This has some basis in truth, as the elder is a very early coloniser of bare land; the seed of this pioneer species can be spread through droppings from passing birds.


The elder is considered to have a crostáil (a bad temper or mischief) in it and it was believed that if someone were struck with an elder branch, after their death their hand would grow out of their grave. Because of its association with witches, elder is said to be hostile to children, especially infants. It is considered dangerous and foolhardy, therefore, to make a cradle out of elder as it could cause the child to sicken and be stolen away by the fairies. It is also said to be wrong to strike a child or animal with a piece of elder, as it would cause them to stop growing from that day onwards. The leaves have a scent that is slightly narcotic and there is an old legend that warns against sleeping under the elder because you may not wake up.


Many Christians believe that elder is the tree from which Judas Iscariot hanged himself after betraying Jesus. It is also said that the cross upon which Christ was crucified was made from elder wood. In Ireland it was believed that the elder tree refused to shelter Christ but the ivy did so. From that time on, the elder was the last tree to come into leaf each spring, while the ivy is evergreen.


The elder has been held in high esteem throughout our history as a medicinal plant and has even earned the name ‘the medicine chest of the country folk’. Parts of the elder are used to treat everything from burns to the common cold and it has been suggested that extract of elderberry may be effective in the treatment of the bird flu virus. Today extracts of elder are used in skin cleansers and another legend suggests that if a young girl washes her face in the morning dew of the elderflower she will remain young-looking. This may also be because the berries contain dyes that were used to darken grey hair.


The elder, in common with the hawthorn and the rowan, has strong associations with the fairy folk and is a tree of protection. It is considered very lucky if you have one growing near your house. Traditionally a rowan would be grown at the front of the house, while the elder’s place would be at the back door, keeping evil influences from entering your home. The aroma exuded by the elder’s leaves has long been known to repel flies, so this folklore may have been borne out of the need to keep such insects, and the diseases that they carried, away from the kitchen and food. Bunches of leaves were hung by doorways, in livestock barns, and attached to horses’ harnesses for the same reason.


Elder was traditionally planted around dairies as it was thought to be efficacious in keeping the milk from ‘turning’. Cheese cloths and other linen involved in dairying were hung out to dry on elder trees, and the smell they absorbed from the leaves may have contributed to hygiene in the dairy.


Elder trees were also traditionally planted by bake houses as protection from the Devil (presumably attracted by all those hellishly hot ovens within!) and loaves and cakes were put out to cool under the elders. Any foods left out overnight under an elder, however, were considered a gift to the fairies.


It is sometimes called the ‘hollow tree’ because the spongy tissue within its smaller branches can be easily removed, thus providing hollow tubes, and many felt that this hollow offered a door into the fairy kingdom.


The elder tree was also said to have the power of walking in the twilight and peering into a child’s window when the child was alone.


The flowers make a delicious cordial or wine, while the elderberries are a very good source of vitamin C and also make wonderful jelly and wines – but don’t forget to leave some for the birds.
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THE WILD CHERRY


(Silín)
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THE WILD CHERRY IS also known as the bird cherry as the fruit is used as a food source by a large variety of birds. You have to be quick if you want to beat the birds to the abundant crop that results from a good spring and summer, and the cherries are often picked when they are still a yellowish-red colour, before they ripen to deep reddish purple. They can be used in pies, wine, liquors and even a dessert soup.


Wild cherries were used to flavour alcoholic drinks such as whisky or gin, and cherry brandy can easily be made by filling a bottle with wild cherries, adding sugar and brandy and leaving for a few months. The bark was used to make fabric dyes, ranging in colour from cream to tan, while a reddish-purple colour was derived from the roots.


The resin that leaks from the trunk was formerly used by children as chewing gum. It is recorded as a treatment for coughs, and when it was dissolved in wine, it was used to treat gallstones and kidney stones.


Wild cherry leaves are generally regarded as safe when used in recommended doses. However, since they contain small amounts of cyanide, they should not be taken in anything other than very small doses. They should never be taken by young children, pregnant women or those who have liver or kidney problems. There has been some evidence suggesting that wild cherry may interact with various medications, so I would think very carefully before taking it.
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THE BLACKTHORN


(Draighean)
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ALSO KNOWN AS MOTHER of the woods, dark mother of the woods, pear hawthorn, wishing thorn and spiny plum and of course the sloe, the blackthorn is depicted in many fairy tales throughout Europe as a tree of ill omen. Called straif in Ogham, this tree has the most sinister reputation in Celtic tree lore. The English word ‘strife’ is said to derive from this Celtic word.


The tree is linked with warfare, wounding and death. The Irish cudgel – called a bata or shillelagh – is usually made from blackthorn, although it can be made from oak, ash or holly. This is a hard, strong, plentiful wood that also has a very convenient knob that is formed from the root of the shrub. Its bark is especially tough and the wood was cured by burying it in a dung heap or smearing it with butter then placing it up the chimney for up to a month. (Blackthorn wood is also the traditional wood for walking sticks, due to its durability and rich colour when polished.)


The blackthorn is often associated with darkness, winter, and the waning or dark moon; a particularly cold spring is referred to as ‘a Blackthorn winter’. It is a sacred tree to the Dark, or Crone, aspect of the Triple Goddess, and is known as ‘the increaser and keeper of dark secrets’. It is associated with the Cailleach – the Crone of Death, and the Irish Morrigan. Winter begins when the Cailleach (also the goddess of winter) strikes the ground with her blackthorn staff.


The devil was said to prick the fingers of his followers with blackthorn to seal their pact. It is considered the opposite of the benign hawthorn (which is also known as whitethorn), with which it so frequently grows. The blackthorn’s spines are extremely hard and can cause a great deal of bleeding; the wound inflicted by them will often turn septic. They were frequently used as pins by English witches and became known as the ‘pin of slumber’. The shrub was denounced as a witch’s tool by the Church and therefore the wood of the blackthorn was used for the pyres of witches and heretics. They were also maliciously placed under horses’ saddles, causing the horses to throw their riders when the spines pieced the horses’ flesh, causing injury or death to the unfortunate riders.


For all its deadly associations, blackthorn is also associated with the concept of the cycle of life and death and protection, and has a number of practical physical uses. Blackthorn often topped the maypole entwined with hawthorn while at New Year celebrants made blackthorn crowns, which they burned in the New Year’s fire. The ashes were used to fertilise the fields. Where blackthorn grows near its sister plant the hawthorn, the site is especially magical.


The blackthorn is also seen as a protective tree and representative of the endless cycle of life and death. The flowers appear before the leaves in the spring, heralding the start of that season and providing blossom whilst there is still snow on the ground and everything else still seems dead from its winter sleep. Its dense branches protect the year’s new chicks from predation and in their adulthood provide them with food when many other species of plant have lost their berries. Along with the hawthorn, it has long been favoured by farmers as a hedging shrub.


The blossom was used in ancient fertility rites as well as being hung in the bedchamber of a bride on her wedding night. It is a thicket of these trees that protects sleeping beauty in her castle, and witches in northern England would carve the symbol for thorn on a blackthorn staff for protection.


The tree itself is said to be protected by the fairy folk. It is considered a fairy tree and is protected by the lunantishee, a type of fairy that inhabits it. They will not allow a mortal to cut blackthorn on 11 May or 11 November, the original dates of Bealtaine and Samhain before the calendar was changed. Great misfortune will befall anyone who ignores this. The lunantishee may also be the leannán sidhe or fairy lover.


Hawthorne flowers are a diuretic and depurative (or blood purifier), useful as a spring cleansing tonic and for skin conditions such as acne. The bark is used as an astringent and to treat fever and is also gathered in the spring. The leaves are astringent and diuretic, while the unripe fruit is used to treat acne. There is mention of combining the leaves, bark, fruits and flowers together for certain traditional cures; presumably some of these would be in dried form. The ripe fruit is traditionally gathered after the first frost, which sweetens the taste. They are used to prepare sloe gin, or as a winter fruit to add to pies and jams or to brew wine.


The Lunantishee or Leannán Sidhe



As mentioned previously, the blackthorn is protected by a group of fairy folk, known in Irish folklore as the Lunantishee or Leannán Sidhe. They will not take kindly to anyone who attempts to cut down or even harm any part of the blackthorn and woe betides anyone who ignores this advice.


Known throughout the Celtic world, the name Leannán Sidhe means ‘Fairy of Inspiration’ or ‘Love Fairy’. It is an extremely dangerous dark and evil creature, often depicted as a vampire-like spirit that sucks the life-force from its victims. In Irish folklore, the Leannán Sidhe is a muse of poetry or music and it is said that those that devote themselves to it will live a short but glorious life. It has even been described as giving the gift of creativity in exchange for the artist’s life. However, to be fair, it may be the destructive nature of the artist that has given rise to the description of the Leannán Sidhe as evil and dangerous. Musicians, artists, writers and poets often tend to burn the candle at both ends; they burn brightly but can expire quickly. The depth of depression they sink to when the Leannán Sidhe leaves them usually results in great heartbreak or sorrow. This is the price demanded for the gift of inspiration.


Whatever you think of the Leannán Sidhe, whether you regard it as something to be feared or something to be embraced, once captured you live only in order to please. You will be ensnared within the arms of a dominatrix – the more you suffer, the more you will crave; the more you feed off them the more you will hunger and that hunger will never be satisfied. You will sacrifice everything and will be consumed by your own passion.


It has been suggested that the blackthorn was used by the ancient Gaelic poets as a symbol of female beauty; because of its white/pale flowers and black bark, it was said to reflect the fair skin and jet black hair of the Irish maiden. The Leannán Sidhe, on the other hand, has been described as a skinny, ugly, old hairless man with pointed ears, long sharp teeth, scrawny long arms and talon-like fingers. They are said to travel in groups that live in the branches of the blackthorn tree. They hate humans with a passion and will go to great lengths to avenge themselves upon any who dare to harm their beloved blackthorn.


Whether you see the Lunantishee or Leannán Sidhe as a pale-skinned beauty or an ugly old man, my advice to you would be to leave the blackthorn where it is and just keep walking by. It would not be wise to antagonise the fairy folk.
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THE HAWTHORN


(Sceach Gheal)
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THE HAWTHORN IS KNOWN by a variety of different names: the May tree, the Bealtaine tree, the May blossom, the whitethorn, the quick, etc. In Irish it is Sceach Geal, but we also know it as the Fairy Tree for it is said to guard the entrance to the fairy realm and it is still considered bad luck to harm one. You may, however, collect sprigs of flowers during the month of May to place in and around the home to banish evil spirits or misfortune (but always ask the guardians of the tree first).


There are many superstitions surrounding the hawthorn and here are just a few of them:


If a calf is born prematurely, hanging its afterbirth on a hawthorn tree was said to magically protect it and give it quick growth (one of the other names given to the hawthorn is ‘quickset’ as it will take very easily as a cutting). This could be magic by association.


The hawthorn has long been associated with fertility and at Bealtaine (1 May) young women would take a sprig of blossom and keep it close as a way of attracting a husband. On the morning of Bealtaine (dawn), men and women would bathe in the morning dew of the hawthorn blossom to increase wealth, health, luck, good fortune, and beauty. Women would become more beautiful and men, by washing their hands in the dew, would become skilled craftsmen. Today it is still practised and it is one of the woods used in the hand-fastening ritual, as it will ensure a lasting relationship.


The hawthorn is also known as a tree of protection and for this reason it will often be found growing near a house. It will offer protection from storms and lightning.


On Bealtaine it is the custom to hang strips of cloth or ribbons on a hawthorn (especially if it grows near a well) in order to make a wish (the wishing tree of legend). This is also done to ask for Brigid’s blessing on the cloth, which will then be used in healing (I hang crepe bandages on ours). It is also the custom to hang strips of coloured cloth from the branches: blue for health, red or pink for love, green or gold for prosperity, etc. These will then be used as bindings in the hand fastening.


You may use discarded pieces of wood in order to make wands or ritual tools but NEVER cut the wood from the tree. If you look in winter you will ALWAYS find pieces of windblown wood.


Hawthorn has an immense amount of folklore attached to it in Ireland. The young leaves and flower buds were eaten in spring salads and commonly referred to as bread and cheese and the blossom and berries were made into wines and jellies. Decoctions of the flowers and leaves were used medicinally to stabilise blood pressure. The infusion has been shown to be valuable in improving the heartbeat rate and strength, especially in heart failure, and in balancing the blood pressure; it also helps with irregular heartbeats and improves the peripheral circulation, helping with conditions such as Reynaud’s and with poor memory since it improves blood circulation to the brain.


The bioflavonoids relax and dilate the arteries and blood vessels, thereby relieving angina. The bioflavonoids and proanthocyanins are also valuable antioxidants, which help repair and prevent tissue damage, especially in the blood vessels. Hawthorn also helps to relieve anxiety and is traditionally thought to mend broken hearts, both emotionally and physically.


The berries are gathered in the autumn and have similar medicinal properties – they can be used fresh or dried in a decoction or infused in brandy to make a heart tonic for the winter months. For culinary use, the berries are traditionally gathered after the first frost, which converts some of the starches to sugars and makes the berries more palatable. Berries are used as an ingredient in hedgerow wine, or to make haw jelly as an accompaniment to wild game. The berries can also be mashed, removing the skin and seeds, and used to make a fruit leather as a way of preserving them.
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