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INTRODUCTION
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Throughout history, forests have been known to be full of danger, fascination, and mystery. To walk into a forest is to open up to the possibility of unexpected adventure. The forest is a place for dreamers, explorers, and those in need of escape. Fairy tales and folklore are often set in enchanted forests. Some ancient tales of the woodlands were told to try to explain the unexplainable. Some have religious origins. Cultural legends and shared stories have planted seeds of woodland enchantment in all of us. People young and old enter a woodland longing to find a flicker of magic—something fascinating that could change their lives forever. The enchanted forest is a hiding place, a place of rest. A delightful realm where trees can talk, and damsels are hidden for knights to rescue. Enchanted woodland stories often feature humanlike creatures, whether they be tiny pixies or towering giants. Some of them have origin stories that go back from before the Earth was formed. Other stories feature creatures that have been created out of human strife, the Earth itself, or simply for entertainment.


Almost all enchanted creatures are said to keep their distance from humans, but there are some who can speak a traveler’s language, some who are looking to help or to hurt, to trick or to heal, or to capture and, possibly, to kill. In the days of yore, many tales of the forest and its alluring enchantments were used by well-meaning elders to scare children from going too far into the woods. Others were told by those who claimed to have set eyes on, communicated with, fought, or run away from otherworldly creatures, magical animals, or spirits themselves.


Enchanted woodland creatures have been part of the thread of cultures throughout the world. They are the mascots for sports teams, they are depicted on the columns of ancient temples, they’re in children’s books, on T-shirts, in the folklores and stories we will continue to tell and be fascinated by.


So, who are some of these creatures and where do they come from? Are any of them real? If we walked into the forest at the right or wrong time under the right or wrong circumstances, may we in fact come upon fairies dancing in a clearing? Or perhaps a hellhound? The Jersey Devil. Or maybe Athena’s owl beckoning us on toward a great adventure. Regardless, it’s best to know what’s out there, because as you’ll see in this compilation, there are many mischievous enchanted creatures roaming the wild forest.
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ENCHANTED WOODLAND CREATURES
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AGROPELTER


THE AGROPELTER IS a fearsome critter deeply rooted in American folklore. According to legend, it is said to inhabit the dense forests of conifer trees, spanning from Maine to Oregon. The creature gets its name from the words aggro, meaning aggressive, and pelt, referring to the act of throwing objects. The Agropelter dwells within hollow trees, utilizing these natural hideouts as its vantage point and patiently awaiting unsuspecting passersby or intruders who venture too close to its domain. In an act of aggression or self-defense, the creature hurls wooden splinters and branches at its targets with remarkable precision. According to some accounts, the creature is so swift that it has never been directly observed by humans. Instead, it remains an elusive and mysterious entity, striking from the shadows and disappearing into the depths of the forest before anyone can catch a glimpse of it.


AL-MI’RAJ 


WITH ITS BLACK horn and yellow-golden fur, this horned hare is originally found in the tales of Arabic legend and is said to originate from a dragon-laden island off the coast of West Africa. Al-Mi’raj, unlike its Leporidae kin, the jackalope, has only one horn, resembling a unicorn horn rather than antlers. This tremendous creature is known for its ability to drive away an animal who looks at it with just one glance. There are ancient tales of Alexander the Great owning this horned hare as a pet. Hailing from a forest island in which dragons roamed, there are also legends of the Al-Mi’raj slaying dragons by feeding them poisoned meat.


ANANSI


THE STORY OF Anansi the spider originated in West African folklore and was passed through the Caribbean and then to America through the trafficking of enslaved people. Although most traditional stories depict him as a trickster, Anansi is seen as a sort of flawed genius, as most of his trickster ways are used as a means to attain wisdom and freedom. But sometimes he makes big mistakes with serious consequences. One such story recounts Anansi hiding all the wisdom in the world in a pot in the forest, only for the rain to wash away the pot of wisdom forever. There are chronicles of his fight against Death. Stories of Anansi were also used by enslaved people to instruct, entertain, and speak in code about their desire for freedom and the dangerous decisions they were forced to make to stay alive. Anansi is an important and powerful spider of the forest.
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ANDVARI


A DWARF FROM Norse mythology, Andvari lives under a waterfall, guarding his precious treasures: a hoard of gold as well as a magical ring called the Andvaranaut, which is said to bring immense fortune to its possessor. He is a solitary creature who only cares about protecting his fortune. Beware, for he is also known for his curse, which brings misfortune and tragedy to anyone who would dare steal his riches. He has the power to turn into a pike, seeking refuge in the depths of the river to protect himself if necessary.


AZEBAN


IN ABENAKI AND Penobscot legend, Azeban is the name of a trickster raccoon, whose exploits were highlighted in many stories meant for children. In these stories, the creature gets into mischief that impacts others, but unlike many other tales told of more nefarious creatures, Azeban is not dangerous. The stories shared are often humorous, and they reflect many common perceptions of the creatures. The same cleverness and curiosity in raccoons can both inspire and distress humans, depending on the time and place of their escapades. Raccoons have a tendency to behave unexpectedly, and this has made the mischievous animal an impeccable archetype for a lighthearted lesson.
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