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To the four–leggeds and the winged ones and those who swim the sea: thank you for remembering what we have forgotten .  .  .


And to Andrew and the beasts for navigating this luscious life beside me.
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Every creature of the world is a book or picture, and also a mirror for ourselves.


— Alain de Lille, Twelfth century (from Holy Dogs and Asses: Animals in the Christian Tradition by Laura Hobgood-Oster)


We are, indeed, unique primates, we humans, but we’re simply not as different from the rest of the animal kingdom as we used to think.


— Jane Goodall
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Preface
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The air smelled of apples and woodsmoke and the warm, strawlike scent of freshly cut corn. Although it seemed impossible to get lost with a rural road on one side and a river on the other, as I crouched and crunched through the autumn leaves a small part of me worried that I wouldn’t be able to find my way back.


But something held me in its thrall, tugging me deeper into the woods that lined my friend’s freshly shorn fields. I crossed a small clearing almost on my hands and knees .  .  . and then, I can’t say why exactly, felt I’d gone too far. Turning around slowly, chills went up my spine. Rising out of the ground (which I could have sworn I’d just crawled over) were five bone-white tines.


Despite years of studying religion and spirituality, this gathering, which had sent me wandering into the woods, was my first encounter with a medicine woman. Two medicine women, actually. Both were trained in the old ways and had come to lead a land-blessing on a friend’s farm. Just ten minutes before, thirty of us had stood around the campfire, listening to these women speak about our relationship to the land and the cycle of the seasons. Then they’d sent us out to find something we could offer as a gift — a metaphor for our blessings — such as a stone to signify strength or the empty curl of a cocoon to symbolize regeneration.




As I set off around the edge of the field to find my gift, some instinct pulled me into the woods .  .  . and ten minutes later I walked out with a deer antler.


Never has the magic of the world felt as close as it did in those moments when the spirit of Deer seemed to whisper: It’s time to walk a new path.


Whether it’s time to walk a new path or refresh your commitment to an old one, this Bestiary is a doorway to the magic inherent in the wild world in which we live. May it reconnect you with a sense of mystery that ignites your spirit, reminding you that you, too, are part of a greater whole.
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Introduction
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Don Antonio sat at the back of the boat making minute movements with his fingers and chuckling to himself. The Amazon River was broad and sluggish, and we were drifting only slightly faster than the mesmerizing motion of the shaman’s fingers. He caught me watching and nodded toward the jungle. Not for the first time, I scanned the treeline, baffled.


It was a few days before I realized he was imitating the sloths, perezoso in Spanish. They hung from branches high in the canopy, the moss growing off their backs blending them seamlessly with the foliage. Sloths do move, but you’ll need a huge dose of patience to see it. Don Antonio imitated their slow-motion movement, amusing himself for hours as we toured the river.


Teaching beside a real-deal shaman was eye-opening in none of the ways I expected. Sure, there were ceremonies filled with strange scents and mysterious chanting, but the real lessons were the quiet ones. Witnessing how Don Antonio moved through the world — reverent and humble, curious and laughing — was a gift in itself.


But the deepest understandings came when we connected, through sign language and broken English, about his childhood. His uncle was the village shaman and Don Antonio his chosen apprentice. To be clear: this was not a glamorous post — it was a lonely one. At a very young age, Don Antonio spent months by himself seeing his cousins only when they brought food into the jungle for him.




Listening to the stories of this young boy, sequestered in solitude, turning to the animals and plants for solace, echoed the intense loneliness I felt when I lived in Ireland, apprenticed to a medicine woman. Far from friends and family, I, like Don Antonio, began to turn toward nonhuman companionship. I played my wooden flute for the swans on the river or the cows in the field; I turned to the Hawthorn tree for sympathy; I let the ravens bolster me with their harsh cries. I became one strand, one life force among many, and part of the larger tapestry of existence.


The deep knowledge that I was woven-in and integral cured some nameless longing that had haunted me since childhood. Something in me calmed and became still.


This is the magic earth medicine — the medicine of the plants and animals, the stones and sky. It connects us not only to the world around us but also back to ourselves and our sense of groundedness, inner-knowing, and deep wisdom. It reminds us we are never alone.


Working with animal medicine is about opening your mind and heart to the energies animals hold in the world and then gently asking what they have to teach you. While the animals you find in this book may not live near you, their energy is part of the web of which you too are a part. We share this world with so many creatures, each holding a place not only in the physical world but also in the ecosystem of spirit.




When we talk about habitat loss and animal extinction, I can’t help but wonder what energies the world will lose when a particular species passes from this earth. If they are gone in physical form, will we remember the farsightedness of Eagle and the deep understanding of Dolphin?


We humans are part of this tapestry as well. Sometimes we are threads, sometimes weavers, and sometimes, like the Greek fates, it is we who cut the threads, our actions rippling across the lives of many species. We live in a complex world where all things are intertwined in the loom of creation. When we understand this, we begin to know what the shaman knows: that to become whole and healed you must remember what you have forgotten — that we humans are a thread in the larger web of creation.






The Bestiary Watch List


Due to changes in climate, deforestation, and loss of ecosystem, many animals are struggling to survive. To increase awareness, this icon marks the most vulnerable species in this book.
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Hearing Spirit’s Song


I think of the song of the spirit as a kind of second song, a counterpoint and harmony existing parallel to what our cognitive mind understands. While animals are physical beings they are also spirits and guides. Their second song connects us to necessary parts of our own psyche.


How do you hear an animal’s second song? It begins with simply tuning in to the world around you. Once, when I was out on a walk with friends, a peregrine falcon flew ten feet in front of our faces. My friends were engrossed in conversation and neither of them noticed.


What animals are around you? Who is not simply crossing your path but sparking your imagination, or trying to get your attention? Sometimes an animal will seep into your subconscious, like the way Horse came to me over and over again as a child. When you begin seeing an animal in daydreams and nighttime dreams, in meditation, and on shamanic journeys, it’s time to take note.


Sometimes you’ll find clues in the physical world. You might find feathers or see photographs or notice an animal on the jersey of your favorite basketball team. You can also use the cards that come with this book to ask yourself: Who wants to guide me right now? Who has a lesson for me today?





How to Use This Book


This book is meant to inspire you to feel into the energy of different animals with rituals and reflections to help you dive deeper and connect more fully. You can draw a card from the deck to guide your day, open the book to a random page and see who wants to speak with you, or read the book cover-to-cover to familiarize yourself with all the animals here. If you want to connect more deeply to an animal’s medicine, try this:




Be the Animal


There’s an ancient tradition of slipping into the skin of an animal to see how it feels to be that animal, to look at the world through the eyes of a deer or a duck or a wolf. You don’t need to literally wear animal skin to do this. Instead, watch a few videos to see how an animal moves and reacts. Then find a comfortable (and private!) place to close your eyes and picture the animal. Breathe as though your breath is the animal’s breath. Allow the feeling of the animal to come into your body. Try moving like your animal. How would this animal feel? What would it be like to see through its eyes? Ask yourself: What can I learn from this experience?




Invite the Animal into Your Dreamtime


Before sleep, and after the lights are out, sit on the side of the bed with your feet flat on the floor. Sit up tall, allowing your body to be a conduit between the earth and sky. Breathe here, feeling your skin, quieting your thoughts. Picture your mind like a pond or a watering hole. Invite any animals who have a message to come visit this pond during dreamtime.
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