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ANYONE WHO HAS EVER HAD THE GOOD FORTUNE TO FIND themself standing in a forest can attest to the peaceful, almost otherworldly feeling of watching tall branches sway in the breeze and the flickering of sunlight through a canopy of bright green leaves. For Witches, the forest is a place to commune with the unseen creative forces of the Universe. The same is true of fields, mountains, deserts, oceans, and canyons—any place where the energies of Nature still prevail over the destructive tendencies of human beings can be a place of communion. All that’s needed for a magical experience is to tune in to Nature’s silent, graceful presence.


Of course, not everyone can go for a nature hike, let alone hold a ritual in a forest. But magical energy can be felt wherever trees, plants, animals, and even rocks reside, whether it’s a national park or your own backyard. Even if you live in a high-rise in the city, you can still make a point of connecting in person with the energies of Nature by taking a walk in a local park or growing flowering plants on your windowsill. The aim of this guide is to encourage you to cultivate a relationship with the magic of Nature in your own individual way, get hands-on practical experience working with trees and flowers, and deepen your spiritual practice in harmony with the Earth.


In part 1, we’ll explore the magical significance of trees, flowers, and nature spirits to our pagan ancestors, as well as to the contemporary practice of Wicca, which draws on those older traditions. Part 2 offers profiles of common magical trees and flowers, including their energetic properties, magical uses, and associated folklore. You’ll also find advice for forging and deepening a personal connection with the spiritual energy of the natural world around you.


Part 3 offers a collection of spells, meditations, rituals, and recipes for working with the magic of Nature.


May you find knowledge, guidance, insight, and inspiration for your journey in the pages that follow.


Blessed be.
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IF YOU HAVE EVER SPENT QUALITY TIME IN THE WILDS OF Nature—a forest, a desert, a beach, a mountain range—you’ve likely felt an energy there that isn’t perceived in the urban landscapes of the human-occupied world. Whether you experience this energy as soothing, awe-inspiring, or maybe even intimidating, it’s palpable from the moment you step into the landscape, and it often lingers in your mind for a while after you leave.


Each natural area on Earth has its own signature energy and has a magnetic pull on those who love to spend time there. As Witches know, experiencing Nature goes beyond simply seeing its inherent beauty with your eyes or listening to the sounds of animals, waves, or wind. It’s also about how you feel when you’re in Nature, which can be harder to describe than what you perceive with your five ordinary senses. That feeling is an indication that you’re picking up on the energy of the land or water all around you, the eternal yet dynamic energy of the Earth that our ancestors also felt and is always available for us to tune in to.


Unlike in modern societies, which have created boundaries between the “wilderness” and the “civilized world,” the earliest humans lived their lives at one with the energies of Nature. Their experience of these energies was at the root of the earliest known spiritual belief systems, which are referred to by modern anthropologists as “animism.” Animism is a worldview that sees absolutely no separation between the material world and the spiritual world. Animistic qualities are at work in many religious belief systems around the world, especially in African, Native American, and Southeast Asian cultures. Animism was certainly present in pre-Christian Europe as well, as can be seen in the mythological lore of ancient Germanic and Celtic tribes.


What animism looks like in practice varies across cultures, but two broad strands of belief are relevant to this guide. The first is the belief that there is a soul, or spirit, in inanimate objects found in Nature, such as trees, mountains, rocks, rivers, lakes, plants, and so on, as well as animals. In some animistic cultures, this “soul” is recognized in some material things but not necessarily others. For example, there might be one particular tree in a grove that is considered sacred, while others around it are not. This doesn’t mean that the other trees are seen as separate from the spirit world, only that they don’t possess the same kind of potent spiritual energy that humans are able to recognize and interact with. The second strand is the belief in an unseen force that organizes and powers the material world. The focus here is not on individual objects, but on the organizing principle of the big picture. In this view, everything is interconnected, and all things are imbued with spirit because they were created by spiritual forces. Both of these ideas—the interconnectedness of all things and the spiritual energies inherent in natural phenomena—are at the heart of what makes magic possible.


Wiccans and other Witches, especially those who follow the paths of green and hedge witchery, are animists who work with the energies of Nature. They understand trees, flowers, plants, and animals to be individual expressions of the Universe, each with its own spiritual energy. This is also true, of course, of crystals and other stones, bodies of water, and anything else found in Nature. Witches also recognize nonphysical spiritual expressions of this universal energy, such as the Elements of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. Some might communicate with spirit-plane beings, often referred to as “faeries,” which are imperceptible through ordinary human senses. Others might simply recognize and appreciate a more general, less definable spiritual presence while communing with Nature. Whatever the case, tuning in to natural energy is itself an act of magic and a good way to increase your connection to your own magical power. So is learning about the specific energies of the trees, flowers, and other plant life in your environment, as well as the magical correspondences and folklore of these plant beings.
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In the following pages, we’ll explore the history of the spiritual relationships between trees and our European pagan ancestors, which fostered magical traditions that are still followed to this day. We’ll examine the significance of trees in Wiccan belief and practice, from our concepts of deity to the use of time-honored magical tools. We’ll also take a look at the history and practice of flower magic, and the mysterious realm of nature spirits.
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WE ALL KNOW THAT HUMANS, AS WELL AS ANIMALS, plants, and insects, depend heavily on trees for basic survival. Trees provide food for a whole host of living things, both visible and invisible, and shelter for humans and animals alike. As our earliest ancestors evolved, trees became the chief source of fuel for fire, thus providing a crucial turning point toward civilization. And before people began to build their own permanent shelters, trees often served as the only available cover from pelting rain and the fierce heat of the sun. They were also beneficial to our health and general well-being; the bark, leaves, berries, and sap of many trees were used for medicine and healing, while fruits and nuts provided sustenance. Twigs, branches, and stumps were transformed into tools and carved into toys for children.


The magical and spiritual significance of trees was also recognized by our animist forebears all around the world. Myth and lore surrounding trees is found in every land inhabited by humans, from the Inuits of the Arctic to the Akha mountain people of southeast Asia to the San people of the Kalahari Desert in southern Africa. Beliefs about the nature and purpose of trees vary as widely as the cultures that have traditionally revered them, and many of these ancient beliefs are still alive today in some form. For example, in some cultures, trees are believed to have their own unique souls. In others, trees are merely homes for spirits, who can choose to inhabit them or leave them at any time. The ancient Greeks and Romans, however, believed that hamadryads (tree-dwelling nature spirits) would die when their trees did, whether the tree was cut down or died of natural causes.
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Tree spirits might be nonhuman in origin, such as faeries, dryads, and other Elemental beings, or they might be the actual ancestors of the people who live near them. Several belief systems allow for deceased humans to come into their next incarnation as trees. And in many tales from ancient Greece, the gods could turn humans into trees. Trees could also be the homes of deities and were often associated with particular ones. For example, there is a grove in India considered sacred to the monkey god Hanuman. For the ancient Romans, oak trees were connected with Jupiter, the god of the sky, and a special fig tree in the center of Rome was sacred to Romulus, the city’s mythical founder. Trees were the first temples in the religious life of many peoples, including the Greeks, the Celts, and other ancient Europeans.


Some cultures believed that trees can feel pain, and certain trees have been said to make terrible sounds when being cut down. The ancient Persians waited until trees fell naturally on their own, rather than causing them such distress. Other societies would ask for forgiveness, make substantial offerings to the tree before felling it, or consult with the community’s shaman to determine whether the tree would come down willingly. The Celts believed that permission must be sought from an elder tree before cutting it down, and even then many people were still wary of doing so.


These traditions were often about more than just respect for the trees as sovereign beings—people also feared that the spirits of the tree would be angered and take revenge. Indeed, trees were not universally viewed as benevolent or harmless beings. Forests, which were unfathomably vast in many parts of the world before the onset of human modernization, show up in many myths and folktales as intimidating, dangerous, and forbidden places where evil spirits reside and unsuspecting wanderers could disappear forever.


Despite this trepidation about forests, the value of trees to human survival was widely acknowledged by ancients around the globe. Trees stood as symbols of life, abundance, fertility, and renewal. Many belief systems include a version of the archetypal Tree of Life, including Judaism and (by association) Christianity, and artifacts depicting similar iconography are found in ancient Iran and Mesopotamia, China, and several European cultures. These depictions often feature a lush, abundant tree with many fruits, surrounded by animals. In some myths, the tree of life is literally the origin of all plant life—it was the first living plant on Earth and contains the seeds of all other plants to come.
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Trees are also associated with knowledge and wisdom, such as the Bodhi tree under which the Buddha became enlightened. It is perhaps this association with wisdom that gave rise to the Kabbalah, a mystical tradition that began in Judaism and has been adapted over the centuries by both Christians and magical practitioners alike. Visually depicted in the shape of the Tree of Life, the Kabbalah is a framework for viewing the transformation of nonphysical reality into the physical reality of the world as we know it. All of creation is represented within the “branches” of the Tree of Life, and many Witches who work with this symbolic system find that their spiritual and magical practice is enhanced by studying the Tree of Life through the lens of the Western mystery tradition.


Another common archetypal symbol is the World Tree, which connects the heavens and the earth. In many cultures, trees are integral parts of creation myths, and they are often seen as ladders or bridges between the physical world of human beings and the invisible world of the gods. It has been theorized that this universal pattern could stem from ancient genetic memory, an acknowledgment of our earliest history as tree-dwellers, when the forest could indeed have been the whole world. The World Tree archetype appears in belief systems from Siberia to the native tribes of North America, as well as in Chinese, Hindu, and African traditions. Some people equate the World Tree with the Tree of Life, but while they may be interchangeable in some cosmologies, in others there is a distinct difference. The Tree of Life is a symbol of what living organisms need to survive and thrive, while the World Tree relates to everything in the Universe—the gods, spirit beings, and geographical features like mountains and rivers. The World Tree is, in many cases, the Universe itself.
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IN THE NORTHERN EUROPEAN WORLD, WHERE MANY OF OUR neo-pagan traditions come from, two ancient cultures in particular are known for working with trees as a means of connecting with the divine and the magical energies present throughout the Universe: the Celts and the ancient Germanic peoples. Since the legends, myths, and lore of both of these cultural groups was primarily oral rather than written down, much of the information we have about their beliefs and activities comes from outside observers, such as the ancient Roman writers Tacitus and Pliny. We also have plenty of mythology that was finally written down in later centuries, but because many of these later sources were imbued with the influence of Christianity, it’s hard to know just how accurate the details of the stories are. However, we can still glean plenty of insight into how our pagan ancestors worked with the natural wisdom of the trees that grew in their native lands.


The Druids and Celtic Magic


The Celts were an ethnolinguistic group of tribes who originated in central Europe and migrated to several places on the continent and throughout the British Isles. The Druids were their spiritual and philosophical leaders, who held authority over the religious rites, education, legal matters, healing, and the oral tradition of  the tribe. According to ancient observers, as well as myths and legends largely from British and Irish sources, the Druids had several customs associated with trees. One of the most widely known is their reverence for oaks and in particular oak groves, which the Druid priests considered sacred and where they held religious rites. The word druid has actually been connected to an old Welsh name for oak, and translated as “knowing the oak tree.” The Druids were also most certainly magicians—so much so that even in recent Irish history, the words Druid and magician meant the same thing.
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One of the most well-known Druidic rituals involved the harvesting of mistletoe from a sacred oak. Using a sickle, the Druids would climb the tree on the sixth day of the lunar cycle and slice a branch of mistletoe so that it fell onto a white cloak placed on the ground beneath the tree. This harvesting ritual was followed by the sacrifice of two white bulls and then a feast. The purpose of this practice is unclear (as is the specific role of the mistletoe), but it is a fair assumption that the bulls were offered to one or more of the gods in the ancient Celtic pantheon. Druids were said to revere mistletoe because it “fell” from the realm of the gods, and this marked the oak tree on which it grew as sacred. Mistletoe was also associated with healing powers (and has in fact been used recently as a part of treatment for cancer patients). White is said to have represented purity to the Druids, which may shed light on the use of white bulls and a white cloth, as well as another reason for the importance of mistletoe—its white berries.


Although the oak is perhaps the tree most widely associated with the Druids, it is definitely not the only one they worked with. It seems the Celts believed that all trees have spirits, and that those trees with the most palpable magical energy were inhabited by the most powerful spirits. Furthermore, each species of tree held its own type of spirit, and so one species of tree could be more suitable than another for a particular magical purpose. These spirits would have been present in all of the trees mentioned in connection with the Druids, including rowan, hazel, yew, aspen, birch, and apple. Branches, boughs, and bark from these and other trees might be used for healing, divination, wand making, and/or various rituals. For example, leafy birch branches were used to cover the body of the deceased as it was carried to the grave on a wooden pallet. The grave itself was measured with a rod of aspen or yew, which was inscribed with Ogham lettering (though it is unclear what the inscription may have meant).


Ogham (pronounced OH-um) is the name of the script, or alphabet, used for writing the Irish language during the first few centuries of the Common Era (CE). Some historians assert that the alphabet was actually developed within the first century BCE or earlier, but it’s hard to know since any inscriptions made on wood would have disintegrated well before Ogham was studied by scholars. It is believed that the Druids invented this alphabet, possibly as a means of communicating in secret, so that the authorities in neighboring Roman-ruled Britain would not understand them.


Several of the letters in Ogham were named for trees—birch, alder, willow, oak, and hazel. Additionally, the ancient Irish words for letters were feda (trees) and nin (forking branches), appropriate names for the branch-like shapes of the letters themselves. Some people believe that Ogham was also a system of magical symbols and a form of divination that only initiated Druids had access to. This belief has never been proven academically, but it has nevertheless inspired the practices of many modern Celtic-oriented Witches and other pagans.
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OGHAM ALPHABET


We do know that the Druids used actual trees in a variety of divination methods. In one, the future was divined from the appearance of the roots of trees. In another, branches were fashioned into “omen sticks.” These were cast upon the ground, and answers were extrapolated from the way they landed. (From some tales in Irish mythology, it appears that Ogham lettering may have been involved in this method, but it’s unclear how the symbols would have been interpreted.) In a more elaborate divination ritual, the hides of the sacrificial bulls mentioned on page 11 were spread over a frame made from a rowan tree, with the inside of the hide facing upward, and then read for signs of upcoming events.


Wands were clearly of great significance to the Druids, who carried them in part as a signifier of their position within Celtic society. Their more important function, however, was to direct energy toward a desired result, much as they are used in Wiccan and other pagan ritual and magic today. It is also thought that Druids spoke special words, or “charms,” while using the wand for magical work. Wands were made from the branches of trees, and wands made from hazel, rowan, elder, apple, and yew appear in Irish mythology as well as in Celtic folk customs, which most likely trace back to the pre-Christian days of the Druids. In the myths, wands are used for transformation—usually of a person or deity into an animal—as well as divination and defense.
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