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				Foreword

				This timely book offers a ready introduction to our dependence on nature for our physical and mental wellbeing. It offers insights into the cultural history of folk practices and beliefs, many of which can still be found today. It also serves as an aid to anyone who wants to get more out of their daily walk, explaining how to tune in to the finer details of the natural world, whether in the local park or a distant forest.

				Who among us hasn’t picked up a feather from the hedgerow, or made a wish on the pull of a chicken bone, or carried a smooth flat pebble in our pocket while we try and figure out some tricky problem? And who hasn’t tossed a coin into a public fountain? But what are we doing when we make these small but focused interactions with the natural world? Until relatively recently, there were thousands of sacred wells and springs across Europe where we made our wishes and gave thanks, and many still remain, such as the Chalice Well at Glastonbury, or the Tobernalt Well in Sligo.
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				While many of these old places have disappeared, the same practices have simply reappeared in urban settings. The proof is in the sparkle of coins that wink back at us from civic fountains everywhere. The annual haul from the Trevi Fountain in Rome is estimated to be around US$1.5million, an indication that these traditions remain as popular as ever.

				No matter that most of us live in cities, nature continues to play an important part in our lives, contributing to our sense of wellbeing, now and for the future. Next to most medieval churches grows the evergreen yew. This pairing is so familiar that we may never stop to question why. Venture into the church and you will most likely find a stone font. Within its bowl can be found a smooth wooden disc – this is merely the end of a long rod that reaches right into the ground. Early churches were often built next to sacred wells or in sacred glades, and when Christianity was introduced, the symbols of our reverence for nature were brought inside the building. When we baptise our children in the blessed waters of the stone font, with its rooting into the earth, we sum up our relationship with the natural world: we are of it, and it is of us, both spiritually and physically, and we will depend on it from infancy until old age. This conjunction of faith and water is not uniquely Christian, and ritual immersion in still or flowing waters can be found in many faiths – no more so than Hinduism, where the sacred Ganges river is considered to be the tirtha or bridge between this world and the next. 
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				As the most noble forms of vegetation, trees also feature large in spiritual practices. In ancient Greece, men and women sought to learn their future from the wind rustling through the oak trees at the Oracle of Dodona. In Japan, Shinto shrines are set among groves of sacred cryptomeria trees. Across Europe, the Maypole, once the centre of spring festivities, which included dances such as “strip the willow”, have much in common with the traditions of the Blackfoot tribes of North America, in which a sapling is stripped of all but its uppermost foliage and set up as the focal point of a great seasonal gathering. 

				Close by the Bronze Age circle of standing stones at Avebury, Wiltshire, you will find an ancient oak hanging with coloured rags or “clooties”, each tied to express a desire of something to come, or in gratitude for a wish granted. Go to Lindisfarne, or take the road to Santiago de Compostela, or hike any long-distance trail and you will see cairns of carefully piled stones. These are indications of the inner, as well as the physical journeys, of those who have passed along the way. 

				Within the pages of this book can be found scores of examples of how we have traditionally connected with nature. Finding space for contemplation doesn’t always need a major expedition up a mountain or to a distant shrine. A walk through a local park, or heathland, or beach, offers an opportunity to contemplate whatever is of concern that day. 

			

		

		
			
				“Trees, water, stone: they are ubiquitous in nature and in timeless rites and practices to be found across the world.”

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				Nature’s Hidden Charms

			

		

		
			
				In this book, Liz Dean offers guidance on how to focus our thoughts through the detailed consideration of small, natural objects we might find on such walks, and how to make the most of the natural world around us. After all, though we exist in nature, it exists in us too. In one of his many journals, the great naturalist and wilderness prophet, John Muir, wrote, “I only went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.”i1

				Victoria Preston

				Author of We are Pilgrims 

			

		

		
			
				i	Muir, J, ed. L M Wolfe (1938), John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir.
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				Introduction

				From acorns in woodland to pebbles on the beach, we’re drawn to hold a piece of nature. Our desire to seek treasures in nature runs deep in our psyche, as when we were hunter-gatherers scouring the land for food, firewood, bones for tools and amulets for protection. The fairy tales we heard as children are full of magical, transformation charms, from the bone used by Hansel and Gretel to trick their captor, to Snow White’s poison apple. Today, as natural gatherers, we take home totems of our experience to keep alive the memories of our walks, all the while holding a feeling that there is somehow more to it. A feather, a stone, a flower, a leaf – these are natural charms that carry significance beyond the literal. We collect them to remind ourselves of a special experience, a person or a place; where we were; who, if anyone, we were with; the turn of the season; the way it rained on the way home; how the rainbow’s haze appeared from the drizzle. Charms are often receptacles for our memories and our hopes.
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				Walking in nature is a call to reconnect with nature’s cycles, and to enjoy a deeper relationship with the natural world – to be a part of it, rather than an onlooker admiring flowers from behind the park railings. And through charms, those tiny pieces of the whole, we can make a start. Charms open us up to sensory experience and, through this, a real sense of connection with nature and reconnection with the self – bringing serenity, self-empowerment, healing and wish-fulfilment.

				Nature is sensational medicine. When you stop to really look at a herb sprig, a fallen twiglet or a shell, you sense its elemental energy. You see its detail, and notice a vague scent – lavender, earth, salt. The shape, colour and pattern become immersive, and spark your imagination; it’s impossible to flit back to the mindset you had before your walk because your senses are suddenly open and conversing with the land, the trees, the charm in your hand. You become present in the moment. Stress fades away and curiosity steps in – you’re drawn to the intricate fluting on a leaf-edge or the tiny holes in a white stone. Perception shifts. One of our greatest modern challenges is stress and anxiety. When you go into nature, 

				nature helps you reconnect with the part of you that knows how to heal.

				A charm is hope, a living symbol of your wishes. The charms and the rituals of charm-making you choose are unique to you – they’re a 

				
					
						“A charm is hope, a living symbol of your wishes.”
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				way to celebrate nature, and they enhance your awareness of what you need, going forward. You can dedicate a charm to assist in decision-making, letting go, problem-solving, positivity, meditation, love, creative projects and much, much more. 

				Charms operate through sympathetic magic – the way in which one object stands in for another. When we carry a charm or place it on display at home, it keeps its source properties. There’s a sympathetic connection between two objects: the twig disassociated from the tree still holds the power of the tree. The feather found on the sand possesses the innate qualities of the bird it once belonged to. This relationship between the piece and its origin, the small and the large, gives many charms their meanings. Many traditional charm meanings are included in this book, but you’re encouraged to intuit your own, and work with them in rituals to create positive changes in your life.

				Through the many ideas, techniques and practices in the following pages, this book invites you to take a sensory journey into a garden, a park, the woods, a lakeside, or any wild places, to powerfully reconnect with nature, and with your wild, creative self.

				So, take a breath, venture out – and prepare to be charmed.
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				How to Use This Book

				This book includes a host of practices – activities to try out in nature and at home. Loosely termed ”techniques” and “rituals”, their purpose is to help you connect with nature at a spiritual level. Techniques show you how to approach a task or learn a skill, such as collecting finds or communing with a plant, whereas rituals focus on particular charm projects.

				You can read through the chapters before or during your walk, or intuitively choose a technique or ritual: take a breath, close your eyes and ask to see the practice you most need at this time. Flick through the pages and stop when it feels right to do so. The practice nearest your stopping page is the one for you today.

				In the first chapter, we look at how those who came before us used natural charms, and the endurance of popular ones such as the four-leaved clover and the corn dolly, along with concepts of protection and enchantment. 

				In Chapter 2, you can explore the techniques and approaches for walking in the wild – what to look for, what to bring, how to connect with your finds and how to dedicate and make combination charms. 
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				In Part 2, Chapters 3 to 9 are your core resource, as they are arranged by charm type: trees; fruits, nuts and seeds; herbs; grasses and vines; stones; shells and seaweed; and eggshells and feathers. 

				To discover how to work with sacred shapes, turn to Chapter 10, which gives you ways to make a charm circle, spiral, tree, infinity symbol, vesica piscis (two intersecting circles) and pentagram for a home altar or outside, if you have a garden or a yard. 

				Chapter 11 shows how to interpret your charms in terms of their number symbolism and see the significance of numbers in counting charms. 

				Important Notes

				Terminology

				In this book, the words “charm” and “find” are used interchangeably to refer to any natural object you find and feel drawn to. “Charm” encompasses amulets and talismans (protective charms are amulets; wish-granting charms, often made at special times, are generally thought of as talismans). A charm can also be a poem or a rhyme, spoken as part of a “ritual”. A ritual is a sequence of actions undertaken to express devotion, make a spiritual connection or request, and, broadly, to honour life in all its forms.

				Access to Nature 

				Always be respectful of nature. Take only small items, or small amounts of leaves, shells, feathers or other finds. Follow the local rules – for example, some authorities may not allow you to take home pebbles 
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				and shells from their beaches because their removal may cause environmental damage. It may, however, be permissible to carry something for the duration of your walk and leave it behind before you go. If in doubt, check with the relevant authorities or landowners before you take anything. 

				If you’re not allowed to pick up or take anything from an area, you can use the rituals in this book that don’t depend on collecting an object. You can take a photograph (again, if permitted), draw, write and connect through sight.

				Note that you don’t need access to woodlands, countryside or beaches in order to carry out the activities in this book, because you can adapt them for your own local environment. Or, if you prefer, you can read about them here and then do them when you next visit a forest, the countryside, the beach or other suitable setting.

				Safety 

				Avoid handling plants, fungi, berries and anything else that may be toxic or otherwise unsafe to smell, touch or eat. If in doubt, do NOT touch and certainly do NOT eat them! You can still connect with them from a distance (see page 42). 

				Sustainability

				When you are out looking for and collecting charms, be very mindful of the environment. Often the advice given is to “leave no more than a footprint” after your visit, and you should always leave the woods, the countryside or the beach as you find it. 

				Do not pick growing leaves, buds and flowers – you can usually find some that have fallen naturally from the tree or plant. Avoid stacking 
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				stones and, before taking any objects, consider the impact of your actions on the sustainability of the landscape or their role in providing food and shelter for wildlife. Don’t take anything non-biodegradable with you and never leave behind anything to pollute nature.

				There’s an old saying that for whatever you take from nature – even just a leaf or two – you should give the fairies something back. A few strands of your hair will do, because, as the saying goes, the fairies will make use of it. On the same note, if you take something, make an exchange, such as by collecting any litter you see.
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				In this part, we look not just at the charms that lead us back into folk tradition – the four-leaved clover, hare’s foot and corn dolly – but those lesser-known charms that have other stories to tell about the beliefs of their bearers.

				We will also discover the techniques needed to seek out charms – beginning with ways to heighten sensory awareness to commune with a tree, a plant, an object or a place – and to make unique charms in nature or at home, from pine cones to shells, and from pebbles to grasses and feathers. There’s also an intuitive guided activity showing how one charm can guide us from place to place, opening up new experiences in favourite places. 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				1

				Charms of Old

				Our ancestors made charms for protection, courage, luck and magic from the natural materials around them – wood, bone, animal skin, shell, stone, herbs and feathers. When we walk through the forest, roam on the moor or follow the hedgerows, we become part of an ancient desire to positively influence the present and the future. Charms were a key ingredient in survival and protection, and our needs today are perhaps not so different. 

				Animal Charms

				Animal totems were highly prized in early cultures. Owning a piece of an animal was to possess part of its spirit; a feline claw, like that of a panther, was a charm for courage; a shark’s tooth protected the wearer from accident or poison; and a fox tongue was thought to make the bearer bold and brave, just like the intrepid fox itself. While much of what we know about animal charms has been passed down to us through folklore, many animal charms survive in physical form – tangible proof of their vital role in survival. The fox tongue and shark’s tooth are part of the collection of William James Clarke (1871–1945), 
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				an English folklorist whose cache of rarities includes a charm against conception (the inner ear of a codfish) and tiny mole’s feet, used to combat toothache. Like mini time-capsules, these preserved charms reveal our ancestors’ hopes and fears.

				A Viking locket found in Gotland, Sweden, contains the remains of a small but whole coiled snake. We might assume that the keeper of the locket killed the snake or was given it by someone who did. The snake-locket was likely a portable charm against poisoning or other misfortune, while the snake as a symbol hints at a deeper, magical purpose. The dragon, its mythical ancestor, takes a key role in Norse mythology as the Midgard Serpent, which encircled the earth in a binding spell, and as Fafnir, the once-human dragon vanquished by his brother, Sigurd. When Sigurd drinks Fafnir’s blood, he gains supernatural powers.

				Bones are both literal evidence and a metaphor for truth. Swearing on the bones of the ancestors is to declare an absolute, so dedicating a bone as a charm declared true purpose as it was sure to work. Bones were carried to bring strength, and also good fortune – for example, a bone from a sheep skull was seen as lucky, with the bonus of protecting the owner from witchcraft. The chicken wishbone for luck is an echo of 

				
					
						“When we walk through the forest, roam on the moor or follow the hedgerows, we become part of an ancient desire to positively influence the present and the future.” 
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				this bone tradition. Two people pull on each fork of the bone to break it, all the while making a silent wish. The person who gets the most bone when it snaps gets the luck.

				Pagan Anglo-Saxon graves often contained animal bones and shells, and women’s graves in particular housed amulets (protective charms) that included boar tusks, horse teeth and cowrie shells (the shiny, coiled shells that were historically used as currency). Paganism scholar Ronald Hutton suggests that the cowrie shell symbolized female genitalia, while the boar tusks were a lunar symbol, also denoting femininity.1

				Bones were used in prophesying, too: in Hoodoo or root work, the magical practice originating in Africa, bone divination is still practised today. This type of divination has other cultural roots – a shoulder blade of an ox dating to 1300–1050 BCE from China’s Henan province features a pattern of cracks in the bone caused by heating, which the diviner would interpret. In England, the Museum of Witchcraft in Cornwall has the shoulder blade of a rabbit pierced with nine pins for use in divination. 

			

		

		
			
				“Bones are both literal evidence and a metaphor for truth. Swearing on the bones of the ancestors is to declare an absolute, so dedicating a bone as a charm declared true purpose as it was sure to work.”
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				The Hare and the Rabbit

				The hare’s foot and tail, or those of the rabbit, were popular charms during the first half of the 20th century. Some were carried generally for luck, and others were used in English folk magic. An exhibit from 1936 in the Museum of Witchcraft in Cornwall consists of a hare’s foot wrapped in paper that has magical symbols drawn on it. The description reads, “Hare’s foot. Bound with a parchment charm made by a sorcerer in order to cure a farmer who had injured his leg while foxhunting.”2 Another charm, housed at the Scarborough Museum in Yorkshire, is a hare’s tail used by a fisherman to bring in a good catch.

				There’s always been a magical air about the hare, perhaps due to the way the animal “flies” – its hind legs land before its front legs, so all four paws are momentarily off the ground. 
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				Or maybe because, like the rabbit, the hare is born with its eyes open, which in early times signified it was protected from the “evil eye”. Its most potent association, however, is its place in nature as the harbinger of spring. Our ancestors recognized the hare as a fertility symbol of the goddess Éostre, or Easter, and its ability to reproduce quickly led to the Roman idea of hares as symbols of lust and fertility. As ever, charms came in and out of fashion – before hare’s feet and tails became commercially available at the turn of the last century, the hare had a darker meaning as a portent of disaster. In the 19th century, the following protection charm involved spitting over the left shoulder before reciting:

				“Hare before, 

				Trouble behind: 

				Change ye, 

				Cross, and free me.”
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				Elves, Fairies, Witches and the Evil Eye

				Every kind of evil necessitated every kind of charm. From potions against naughty fairies to healing salves and spoken charms or incantations, our ancestors employed whatever they had to hand – along with practices passed down the generations – to ward off negative influences. The Anglo-Saxon nine-herb charm (see page 221) lists nine herbs that “have power against nine evil spirits/Against nine poisons and nine infections.”

				From medieval texts to folk magic and common superstition, the concept of “evil” is personified according to culture and belief. In the Anglo-Saxon period, elves were considered largely to blame for illnesses, along with “flying venom” (airborne diseases). By the Middle Ages, fairies loomed large in human consciousness, often as dangerous agents of disruption who could steal children and replace them with changelings. By the 17th century and the witch trials, the witch was the most prominent personification of evil (although, ironically, these women were the victims of exactly what they were accused of doing). These so-called faces of evil have co-existed over the centuries and played centre-stage according to the spirit of the age and the influence of the Church. Moreover, you couldn’t always blame the supernaturals: 

			

		

		
			
				“There is a suggestion that knots were used to deter fairies, as if cure and cause were one and the same.”
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				it was believed that humans, too, could give the evil eye – a catch-all term for all sorts of misfortune. 

				According to scholar Wendy Rouse3, “The concept of the evil eye appears to have originated in the Mediterranean region thousands of years ago and became widespread throughout the Middle East, Europe and later the Americas, with the expansion of Western civilisations.” 

				A person with the evil eye could intentionally or accidentally harm your child or destroy your livestock with just one look. Random misfortune needed an explanation, a source, whether elf, fairy, witch, demon or human.

				In English folklore, elves and fairies were renowned for their tricks. One farmer in Cornwall, England, woke to find his horse’s mane knotted with “fairy stirrups” because fairies had been riding the horse at night. He had “no doubt that at least twenty small people had sat upon the horse’s neck,” and that “the piskie (Cornish pixie) people had been riding Tom again”4. In one account reported by Walter Scott, a man “found his hair was tied in double knots (well known by the name of elf-locks) and that he had almost lost his speech.” There is also a suggestion that knots were used to deter fairies, as if cure and cause were one and the same. Folklore collector Thomas Westropp relates how “Seven hairs were knotted in the mane of a horse or the tail of a cow to protect against fairies.”5 In this instance, the knots acted as a kind of magical antibiotic. We see the same with witches: the hawthorn bush guarded against witches, although witches were believed to shape-shift into hawthorn bushes. As Desmond Morris in his charm compendium Bodyguards explains, the witch-tree could be depended on to catch a fellow witch. 
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