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NOTE: This book is intended only as an informative guide for those wishing to know more about herbal remedies. The information in this book is not intended to replace, countermand, or conflict with the advice given to you by your own physician. The ultimate decision concerning care should be made between you and your doctor. Always consult your physician or qualified health care professional on any matters involving your health. The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, in connection with the use or application of any contents of this book.
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INTRODUCTION



Women of the Woods


Call forth an image of a woman of the woods. She lives a solitary and self-sufficient life, secure in her own power, with the knowledge that she can trust the forest to provide for her. She steps softly, her feet pressing gently into the mossy floor, the ferns brushing her ankles in a gentle greeting as she passes. The creatures know her—the deer do not startle, the chipmunks skitter up the path before her, and the birds watch her from the branches above. She gathers only what she needs—mushrooms, berries, leaves, and vines; branches, grasses, needles, and twigs—murmuring a blessing and a thank-you to each as she moves by. When she passes a tree that needs tending—whether from bark rubbed by a deer’s antlers, tiny branches growing from the base of the trunk, or a vine that has twisted where it is unwelcome—she stops, mending the forest as it requires. Each breath she inhales is a gift from the woods and each breath she exhales is a gift she offers in return.


We cannot all be Baba Yaga or Circe or any of the other witches of the woods, and yet we are their legacy. It is our birthright to carry on their traditions, in whichever ways work best for us. We don’t need to dwell alone on an island, much less in a house with chicken legs, to practice forest magic. We don’t even need to live in a cottage in the woods. While forest magic may seem impossibly far away from an apartment in the city, the truth is that it is around us always wherever we are. There is no city on this earth that doesn’t have some form of forest life—it is there in the weeds that grow through the cracks in the sidewalk, the trees that loom over park benches, the abandoned lots littered with cornflowers and Queen Anne’s lace. The forest is where the wild dwells, and the wild dwells everywhere.


But it does need our help. There’s a term called rewilding, which refers to conservation efforts to bring back and allow room for the wild places, returning them to their natural uncultivated state. Examples include the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone National Park and bison to Montana; the removal of dams to allow fish to make their annual pilgrimages; and even the creation of bridges for animals to facilitate migration across highways. Each of these efforts is substantive, scientific forest magic at work.


Our forests burn, recede, and disappear, and it is our sacred duty as witches of the woods to serve them in any way we can. We can—and must—protect them through political action, including letter-writing—since a letter is a powerful spell sent out into the world—donating whatever and whenever we can, using our power as consumers wisely, and, of course, voting. But we can also take it upon ourselves to work our will in more tactile ways, particularly when systemic change—which is always a slow process—feels overwhelmingly difficult.


That’s where this book comes in. Forest Magic will serve as your lodestar in tending to and harnessing the power of the woods. It will guide you toward finding and creating your own sacred grove—the part of the world’s forest that you will take on as yours to tend—teaching you to care for it as it will care in turn for you. This book will teach you how to channel the power of the forest throughout the year, the seasons, and the day. As you move through the Wheel of the Year, you will pause at each pagan holiday, or sabbat, and discover the plants that resonate most with that time. You will study their magical properties and discover ways to work your own spells with them—though please note that they should not be consumed unless it’s specifically stated that it’s safe to do so. (Even so, always consult an expert or medical professional to be sure a particular plant friend is right for your body.)


For ease, the general guidelines in the chapters that follow assume a location in North America. If that doesn’t describe you, don’t worry—it doesn’t describe me, either! Depending on where you live, the weather conditions, and the topography of the land, these plants may not grow near you at these times or at all. But there is still so much to learn about and from all of these plants and trees.


Forest magic is both a gift and a responsibility. Whatever we take from the forest, we must return in kind, creating a cycle of support, potential, and magic that will grow with each passing day. As this exchange of power continues to swell, it will create a sustainable, healing restoration for our forests—and therefore for us all. Let’s rewild our forests… and ourselves.
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FINDING AND CREATING YOUR SACRED GROVE



Sacred groves are groups of trees that have particular importance. They can be found all over the world, including in Ireland and other Celtic regions, Germanic countries, Greece, Italy, India, Japan, Eastern Europe, North America, and West and South Africa. One of the most ancient sacred groves is in Greece—the oak grove at Dodona. In Celtic cultures, sacred groves were known as nemeton, after the goddess Nemetona, who was honored there. When Abraham planted a grove in Beersheba and spoke the Name of God, he was creating a sacred grove.


Sacred groves remained plentiful up until the first century BCE, when the Romans attacked the modern-day United Kingdom. But in spite of that, many remain, and apart from their spiritual significance, they play a powerful ecological role. The Buoyem sacred grove in Ghana protects more than 20,000 fruit bats, and the sacred forests in West Africa serve as ecological preservation sites, as well as carbon sinks that help offset the climate crisis. There are thousands of sacred groves in India—some estimate as many as 100,000—and they keep rare and endangered plants and animals safe.


Finding, choosing, and creating your own sacred grove may be as simple as stepping outside, as some witches’ groves are right in their own backyards. For others, tending them may require a journey—sometimes brief and sometimes a bit longer.


Close your eyes and ask yourself, Do I already know my sacred grove?


It may be a location from your childhood or somewhere you’ve gone hiking or swimming. It may be a place you picnic or a group of trees you jog beneath or walk through on your lunch break. It may be just one tree rather than a group of them—which is part of a sacred tradition that includes the Buddha’s bodhi tree, ancient camphor trees, and banyan trees.


If a variety of choices come to mind, jot them all down in a journal. Write down a memory for each and consider sketching or painting each forest. Once you know them well and are clear on them in your heart and your mind, choose between them.


If this choice feels challenging, that’s okay! We are meant to have connections to several forests, and you will likely feel called to tend multiple sacred groves over the course of your lifetime. This choice is not forever or to the exclusion of any other place—it’s more a question of, Which forest do I feel called to tend right now, today?


If you cannot think of a single one that feels right to you, that’s okay, too. These things can take time to reveal themselves.


Start by taking a walk. You can simply stroll out your front door, heading for the nearest group of trees you can find, or you can venture farther away, seeking a place filled with nature that feels magical to you. Either way, walk around with open eyes and a seeking heart. Brush any branches you pass with your fingertips. Listen to the rustle of the leaves in the wind. If there are leaves on the ground, step on them, feeling and hearing their crunch. Take your time. The answers will come when you are ready, so this walk may be fifteen minutes long or may take a few hours. You may find your grove today, or you may happen upon it on another walk, on another day. Right now, you are simply exploring. As you journey, continually ask yourself the following questions:



Do I feel called to sit beneath a tree? Some trees feel welcoming, with a sense that others have sat beneath them, generation after generation. Others seem secret, as if the shelter they offer is meant only for a chosen few. And still others feel unwilling, as if they are too shy or simply not ready to accept company.


Do I hear a song in the murmuring of the leaves? It may be a song you know or something just outside your range of thought, like a sensation you can’t quite grasp.


Do I feel a reverence in my heart? Sacred groves are, after all, sacred, and they should evoke reverence. That doesn’t mean you can’t laugh or play or shout within them. (Play is absolutely a way to respect and tend to your sacred grove.) But there should still be a slight sense of awe, of awareness that these entities have power.


Do I feel known, recognized, or accepted here? We don’t just choose our sacred groves—they choose us, too. It is a decision made in tandem, and as you recognize your sacred grove, it should also know you. This is a place where you can be all that you are in full, where you can weep and rage and rejoice and reflect—the trees will accept it all.




If the answer to any or all of these questions is yes, you may have found your sacred grove.


It can be as simple as that! Magic doesn’t require anything more than choice and intention. Sometimes, however, it can feel right to perform a ritual—sealing the deal, so to speak.


Choose a tree to sit beneath. Nestle yourself amongst its roots, aligning your spine with its trunk. If you can lean against the tree, do so, but if not, simply let your trunk, the vertical line of your body, match up with the tree’s stretching energy. Close your eyes and listen to your tree, as well as all the others in your grove. Maybe they are all in a line, planted along a shaded city street. Maybe they are grouped in a park. Or maybe you’ve found a forest off a hiking trail. Maybe the trees are tall and majestic, or maybe they are young, newly planted, and fiercely energetic. Your grove is yours, and it is whatever you need, as well as whatever needs you.


Feel the tickle of grass or the press of rocks beneath you. Smell the loam of the earth and the cool, damp air of the forest. Listen to the creaking of the branches and the song of the leaves. Listen to the birds as they fly past and to any insects or creatures that make their home in or beneath the trees. You are one of them now. Visualize the network of branches stretching up and out and the mirrored network of roots stretching down and away, surrounding you, sheltering you from above and below.


Say aloud or in your mind, I choose you. Do you choose me?


Listen for the answer.


Visit your grove often. Get to know every single tree, checking over them and giving them your love. Slowly, you will come to learn the animals that live here by the signs they leave. Over the course of the year, you will watch how your sacred grove changes, sprouting new growth, sending its seeds forth into the world, settling in for a long wintry sleep. You can meditate within its shelter, ask it for advice, and share with it your joys and sorrows. You are its caretaker, watching over it, ministering to it, and protecting it for the generations that will come after you.
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