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Releasing the magic


Sometimes, early in the morning as I walk my dog Peggy around the garden, it feels like the spirit of the earth is whispering to me. In the spring, it whispers beneath my feet as we walk beside the stream and watch rivulets of clear water course over multicolored pebbles. In the summer, it whispers in the vegetable patch as the beans lengthen and the compost heap magically softens into dark, rich mulch. In the fall, it whispers in the orchard as the apples and plums swell and drop, and the wind ruffles the leaves. And in the winter, I can hear its faint voice reminding me of another world just at the edge of my awareness.


When I first moved to this house and garden in Herefordshire, in western England, I was too busy to hear the whispering or to understand the magic beneath my feet. I couldn’t shake off a lifetime of working in London—a world of deadlines and production schedules. My new life, rather than being a quiet rural idyll, was a long and exhausting to-do list much like the old one, only now lawn mowing, hedge cutting, weeding, and watering replaced meetings and deadlines.


I knew that I had arrived at a special place, but I didn’t understand how to appreciate it, or stop to learn how.


Over a couple of years, though, as the garden has revealed itself, I have slowed down and tuned in. Now I notice where it feels good to sit, be still, and look at the clouds scudding over the distant hills. It felt right to eliminate straight lines where I could and introduce circles and soft edges. I tuned into the cycle of the moon and its passage across the night sky, throwing shifting, silvery shadows, and began to understand how it would affect the plants. I surrendered to the turning of the Wheel of the Year and welcomed each season with its pleasures and challenges. I planted trees with magical associations, herbs for remedies and rituals, created a wildflower fairy mound, installed a moon gate, and dowsed for energy lines.
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Much of this has been guided by working with the four elements that are the components of all living things—Water, Fire, Earth, Air—and the fifth element, Spirit. Understanding how each of these contributes to a magical garden and how to combine them harmoniously was the key I had been looking for.


Rather than exhaust myself with planting plans and elaborate schemes, areas were left to become wild and unruly. Soon more birds arrived, pollinators zoomed in, and I could feel the garden exhale and relax. Everything, including me, was softer, quieter, calmer. I’m not a great gardener or plantswoman—anything I plant that survives feels like magic to me—but I am beginning to understand my little patch of land and how I can work with it and the elements to create something truly magical.


I still have more to do in my garden, but rather than follow an endless list of chores, I am doing one thing at a time when that time feels right. As I write this, I am creating a labyrinth in the orchard from a pile of rocks the previous owner had left behind. I intend to open the house and garden as a spiritual retreat, and the labyrinth will be somewhere guests can go for walking meditation. A firepit, representing the element Fire, already awaits them for life-affirming rituals and as a place to gather with mugs of tea, and a wood-fired hot tub (the element of Water) sits beneath the stars in a little enchanted glade tucked away under the shivering boughs of a silver birch.


The aim of this book is to encourage you to release the magic in your plot, too. By tuning into the rhythms and cycles of nature and understanding the five elements present in all things, you can awaken the spirit of your garden; whatever its size, the magic is present, waiting to be acknowledged. Even the smallest plot has the potential to become a personal sanctuary, a place of retreat, spiritual connection, and deep peace.
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CHAPTER 1


Where to Begin: planning your magical garden






Getting to know your patch


Although having a garden of your own, no matter how small, is a wonderful, life-enriching thing, taking one on can feel overwhelming. There can be so many decisions to make—plants to choose, hard landscaping to consider, fences to put up. No wonder so many of us rush to the garden center and buy plants haphazardly or watch TV shows offering quick fixes.


I have learned, however, that there is another way and it’s all about tuning into nature and—like nature—taking your time. Once you are in sync with the spirit of your patch and with the cycles of the seasons, everything slips into place.


A good place to start is to introduce yourself to your garden by asking a series of questions. This will help you discover what you really want it to be:


• When I come into the garden, how do I feel?


• What place do I head for?


• What can I see from the windows?


• What surrounds the garden—is it other houses, countryside, or is it something else?


• Which place do I avoid?


• Where do I like to sit?


• Does it feel too shady?


• Is there enough light or too much?


• Where do the sun and moon rise and set?


• How do I feel as I leave?


Jot down the answers—they have come from your intuition and emotional center, so are a good guide—and keep referring to them as you plan your outdoor space.







Elemental gardening


The remainder of this book is divided into five chapters, each based on one of the five elements. Acknowledging and working with the elements is a common practice in modern witchcraft and can apply equally to plants and the landscape. These elements are all around us and within us. Four of them—Earth, Air, Water, Fire—are physical, the stuff of life, and make up our bodies, the world we live in, and the universe beyond. The fifth, which goes by various names, including Spirit and quintessence (literally the fifth element in Latin), is harder to define but no less important.


The aim of working with the elements in the garden is to create a harmonious outdoor space by including all of them in equal measure. This could simply be a matter of reconfiguring your lawn into a geometrical shape (Spirit), digging a pond (Water), lighting a firepit (Fire), creating a fairy mound (Earth), and planting rustling grasses (Air). How little or how much of these elemental ingredients you include is up to you. The secret is to go for an equal amount of them all without overcomplicating matters: too much clutter and the elemental harmony is lost.


The result will be a peaceful, grounding place to sit and connect with the spirit of the earth, meditate, gather friends for a ritual, or just lie on the grass and dreamily watch the clouds and listen to the birds.


THE ELEMENTS EXPLAINED


Modern witches and pagans work with the five elements in rituals and spells, seeing them as a link to nature and the spirit world. They call on the elements to maintain stability or introduce it where things have become unsteady or out of whack. The element Spirit accompanies us on our inner journey, Water soothes and heals, Fire ignites our passions, Earth holds us and keeps us grounded, and Air refreshes and revives us.


The ancient Greeks considered the five elements as the constituents of all life, not only on this planet, but throughout the universe. Each one has its own strengths, characteristics, and correspondences (see the following chapters for explanations), but they are most powerful when they work together.
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This complementary relationship brings about an equilibrium that creates a functioning world. Keeping all five of them in balance is one way to create a harmonious and peaceful garden.


ELEMENTAL CORRESPONDENCES


Each of the four physical elements (Water, Fire, Earth, Air) is defined by certain characteristics. (Spirit is not a physical element, so doesn’t have correspondences.) These include the color associated with them, symbols, and herbs, and they are used in magic work. These correspondences are also useful guides when planning a magical garden. Although they vary according to geography and tradition, most are fundamentally the same. They are explained in each relevant chapter.


THE PENTAGRAM


The elements are usually represented on the mystical symbol of the pentagram, with each one sitting at one of the five points. Spirit is at the top, with Air and Water below and Earth and Fire at the bottom (see illustration opposite). In modern witchcraft, the single point is always at the top. If a pentagram is shown upside down, with two points uppermost, it is a sign of darker magic.


This five-pointed star has recently been adopted by anyone interested in magic and the occult, but it has long been associated with mysticism. The first appearance of the symbol dates from 3500 BCE on a piece of Sumerian pottery, and it reappears in ancient Greece, Babylonia, and in European folk magic where it was used to ward off evil influences.


The magic of the pentagram is that it can be drawn in one unbroken movement comprising five straight lines. Often it is enclosed by a circle, in which case it is called a pentacle.


In my small city garden, I laid turf in the shape of a five-pointed star. While this created interesting flower beds and was a powerful place to sit or perform a ritual, the points quickly became ragged and were hard to keep sharp. An alternative would be to incorporate a pentagram into a pebble mosaic, perhaps, or to create a pentagram herb garden with different herbs in the points, each corresponding to one of the elements.
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The Wheel of the Year and your garden


When you have a garden, you are automatically plumbed into the turning of the year. You notice and respond to the seasons and the cycles of nature. When I lived in a city, I was aware of the coldness of winter because it meant the heating was turned on and it was dark as I got on the bus home from work. The light and promise of spring were a relief after the cold months, but all it really meant was that I could put my winter coat away. Summer was welcomed because we could eat our lunch in the park, and although I liked scuffling through leaves on my way to the office, I wasn’t really in tune with the melancholy beauty of the fall.


Since I’ve had this garden, though, the seasons guide everything I do. Not just the planning, planting, and caring for the plants, but the way I behave and what I do. City life can distance you from the cycle of the year, but having a patch of land to care for hooks you straight back in. The Wheel of the Year is the cosmic cycle of all things: birth followed by death followed by rebirth. It applies to nature and the seasons, but it also applies to our lives. It is a powerful way of seeing the world.







A year of festivals


The Wheel of the Year is a map of the seasons. Around its circumference are eight annual festivals (called sabbats in modern witchcraft) marked at equal intervals. Originally Celtic festivals, they mark the high point of each season and moments on the agricultural calendar. Two of the eight sabbats occur at solstices (the longest and the shortest days of the year) and two at equinoxes (when day and night are of equal length). These are the solar or minor sabbats, which are also known as quarter days. In the midpoints between them are the four earth or major sabbats, which are also known as cross-quarter days. (Please note: the dates given below are for the eight sabbats in the Northern Hemisphere.)


THE FOUR MAJOR SABBATS


Samhain: October 31 Plants die back and the earth slips into slumber.
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Imbolc: February 2 The first stirrings of growth as the dark days recede.
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Beltane: May 1 A green, fresh time of year as plants burst into life.
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Lughnasadh: August 1 A time of abundance and trees heavy with fruit.
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FOUR MINOR SABBATS


Winter Solstice (Yule): December 21 A few berries remain on the holly, but otherwise plants lie dormant. A still and peaceful time.
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Summer Solstice (Litha): June 21 Seeds sown in spring burst into flower.
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Spring/Vernal equinox (Ostara): March 21 Germination begins: seeds push up their shoots from the earth. Birds prepare nests for their eggs.
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Fall equinox (Mabon): September 21 Seeds disperse on the wind. Apples grow full on the boughs and are ready for picking.
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Rituals and ceremonies: a guide


The word “ritual” can be a loaded one, conjuring up visions of shadowy figures clustered around cauldrons chanting incantations. I like to think of rituals as simply symbolic acts that mark an occasion or focus attention on an intention. A ritual can be as simple as lighting a candle or writing a wish on a piece of paper and casting it into the fire.


Performing a ritual, either on your own or with others, can be a powerful way to realize your hopes and dreams. It is also a way to express gratitude for kindnesses or to celebrate what you have and what nature has provided. A ritual is especially meaningful when performed outdoors at one of the eight sabbats, or during a full or new moon. Magic is conjured up when people gather in a circle at night beneath the trees in the light of the moon. It is the sort of magic that you don’t experience standing on a rug in the living room. Outdoor rituals have always been with us: from the ceremonies undertaken at ancient sites like Stonehenge, to well dressing, hanging rags above trees over sacred springs, or visiting a Buddhist shrine in a sacred place.


Any ritual I perform is guided by Druidic practice, which has a gentle, nature-loving element that I love. I belong to the Order of Bards, Druids, and Ovates, a dynamic nature spirituality that is flourishing worldwide. At its heart is a love of land, sea, sky, and, most importantly, of earth, our home.


Throughout the book, I suggest rituals and ceremonies that chime with the different elements. Overleaf are a few pointers for holding a ritual gathering, which will help you establish a way to organize your own. They are, of course, open to interpretation and adaptation. You may find yourself drawn to one of the elements more than the others depending on your needs and intent. Holding a ritual is a creative process and, as such, always evolving.
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HOLDING A RITUAL: THE BASICS


This applies to rituals held with other people, although you can easily scale it down if you are practicing alone.


1 Gather everything you need Like baking a cake, you need to have your ingredients at hand in readiness. Nothing breaks the magic like hopping into the kitchen to find some salt or a candle.


2 Cast a circle This will protect anyone inside it from negative energies and keep you all safe. Place all your “ingredients” at your feet. They must stay within the circle. Trace the circle either by walking around it in a clockwise direction or marking it in the ground with a stick or an athame (a ritual knife). The size of the circle will vary according to the number of people, but one with a 10ft (3m) diameter generally works well.


3 Invite the others in Usher other participants through a “gate” in the circle cut with your hands or the athame, then close it behind them.


4 Light four candles Place the candles at each of the four cardinal points, or quarters, of the circle. As you are outdoors, the candles will need to be inside a lantern or a jam jar to prevent them blowing out or over. The four points also represent the four physical elements: north = Earth; west = Water; south = Fire; east = Air. You may decide to place something that represents each beside the candles.


5 Face east Say “Blessings to the east and all who live there.”


6 Turn clockwise to face south Say “Blessings to the south and all who live there.”


7 Turn clockwise to face west Say “Blessings to the west and all who live there.”


8 Turn clockwise to the north Say “Blessings to the north and all who live there. The circle is cast.”


9 State your purpose, such as “This is a fire ceremony to help us let go of what we don’t need and replace it with what is,” so that the spirit of the garden (and any garden spirits) know what you are up to and can help.


10 Work your magic.


11 Thank the spirits, the garden, and anything else you think is appropriate. Then blow out the candles.


12 Close the circle by walking around it in a counterclockwise direction.
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CHAPTER 2


Spirit
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What is Spirit?


The element of Spirit is the hardest to grasp because it is not tangible. Unlike the four physical elements, Spirit is ethereal and immaterial. It has various names in different beliefs and cultures including Akahsa, Sanskrit for “space” or “atmosphere”, “Quintessence”, a name given to it by alchemists, and Aether, the word accorded to it by Greek philosopher Plato, meaning “pure, fresh air” or “clear sky.” In the pentagram representing the five elements, Spirit is placed at the top as a presiding and unifying force. Although it has no physical presence, it is within all living things, a pulsing energy to draw on when creating your magical garden.
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