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To my daughter, Jess, and all who delight in
treading along Mother Nature’s pathway.









 


 


 


Safety with tea-lights and candles


To be safe with tea-lights and candles, make sure to place them in holders, and always remember to snuff them out as soon as the ritual is over; however, you don’t have to light candles if you prefer not too, instead you could imagine the lit candle flame for rituals to work. Remember never to leave a lighted candle or tea-light unattended.


Be respectful to nature


Please remember to be respectful and to avoid going too close to birds and wild animals or their habitats.


Be ethical when foraging. Never harvest endangered or threatened plant species, nor take from nature reserves or conservation areas that are protecting wildlife and wild plant life. Follow the forager’s rule of thirds as explained on page 69.
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Note to Readers


Feminine and masculine principles In most ancient mythology, folklore and belief systems ‘nature’ was, and still is, considered a feminine principle, as in ‘Mother Nature’ and ‘Mother Earth’. In nature, every copse, tree, ocean, star or cloud was also identified with, or personified as, a male or female spirit, god or goddess, and so on. As such, I use these masculine and feminine archetypes according to tradition.


Northern and southern hemispheres Please note that for the purposes of this book, I am working with the northern hemisphere; for example, when we talk about the summer solstice of 21 June, this is the winter solstice for southern-hemisphere dwellers. Please swap accordingly.


Similarly, I refer to a new crescent moon as being an ‘arc of light curving outwards to the right’ according to the northern hemisphere, but in the southern hemisphere a new crescent moon would be seen as an arc of light curving outwards to the left.










Prologue





‘But the day will come when you will gather stones and stars as a child plucks the valley-lilies, and then shall you know that all these things are living and fragrant.’


The Garden of the Prophet, Kahlil Gibran





When I was very young, I lived in a small village not far from Cambridge. In autumn, I remember the kindly sparrows would act as my protectors. I would often run wild in our garden, but their tweeting acted as a gentle warning – it was almost as if they were whispering, ‘Don’t slip! Don’t slip!’ And, somewhat miraculously, I wouldn’t fall over. By the time I was about six, an imaginary friend, Shropsy, appeared by my side, and opened the door to a world of magic and wonder.


In the summer, Shropsy and I would lie on the lawn, our backs flat against the grass, watching the clouds float by. We spotted faces in their scudding wisps. Some faces smiled down at us, others scowled, and once we started reading fairy tales and fantasy novels, we were sure that they must be spirits, gods or fantastic sky people. Among the trees and flowers we spotted fairies, talked to the ladybirds, fed the birds and smiled respectfully at the great crested newt (we called him the ‘water dragon’), who lived near our pond. Here, in nature’s wonderland, time was no longer linear, and possibility and enchantment were abundant.


As I grew up and moved away from the countryside, I believed that there was a clear future mapped out for me in city life. Yet I felt there was still something missing, a pathway I had been on before, which had somehow got lost in the tangle of urban distractions. Many moons later, I rediscovered this pathway: of being at one with nature. Even if just for a few moments, every day I would stop and listen to birdsong, whistle back, hold out a leaf as a gift to the stars, or quench thirsty flowers with spring water. For me, these simple gestures, or rituals, are ways to reconnect with the enchantment of the world around me and to find my way back to myself.


This book is about finding a way forward and back to yourself and who you truly are, by engaging with the wild enchanted soul of the world. If you only dare to open your eyes, notice, observe and engage, you’ll find that magic is all around you.


After all, Mother Nature’s gifts include you.



How to use this book


The experiences, practices and rituals in this book are designed to help you shift from disenchanted thinking to enchanted living. You will dance with the rain, talk to the trees, delight in stones and rocks, and bask in the presence of gods and spirits, and in doing so you will appreciate the wild and mystical nature of the world.


You will connect with the landscape, lunar and solar cycles, the equinoxes, solstices, and the flora and fauna. You will discover the practical crafts of foraging, birding, and how to tune in to the rhythms of nature – its music, its art, its dance, its theatre, its grace, its humility and its beauty. Perhaps, most of all, this book will enable you to realise that you belong to it and are a part of it.


If you can’t literally get back to the wild side of nature, it can still be found hidden within urban life. In fact, it’s all around us if we take a moment to observe, listen, notice and experience this joy. It’s about seeing the beauty in the house sparrow or the tatty town pigeon; reflecting on how remarkable it is that the cobweb on the car wing mirror, although ravaged by a windy drive, reappears every morning.


There are no rules, no musts or shoulds, but the more you become aware of and engage with nature on a regular basis, the more you will feel enchanted, alive and inspirited, and most of all connected to the intrinsic ‘nature’ of yourself.


Perhaps keep a journal or diary to make a note of your experiences and encounters with nature, jot down your thoughts, impressions and experiences, and anything you notice, photograph, draw or discover on your journeys. The seasonal themes in the second part of the book will give you an insight into the joy of aligning with different times of year, although most of the encounters I have highlighted can be experienced through the imagination too, as an additional interface with the soul.


This book enchants you into being the essence of you, to be at one with the moment, the place you are in, to be amazed by the world around you, to cultivate your authentic self, to embrace mystery and discover personal meaning and your true soul’s purpose. By aligning to the rhythms of nature, you can reconnect to the wonder of the universe and care not only for yourself, but also for that to which you belong.


Enchanted living is to be in wonder of planet Earth and to embrace the wisdom of the ancients, and to acknowledge the gods, goddesses and spirits who still walk here – for if we know where to look, we will find them. They are waiting under stones, running through waterfalls, singing on the wind, smiling from behind a rainbow, or sketching self-portraits in the clouds – as they did for me.










Part One



The Art of Enchanted Living




‘There are more things in Heaven and
Earth, Horatio,


Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’


Act 1 Scene 5, Hamlet, William Shakespeare





To live an enchanted life we need to be curious about the world around us. We need to experience and feel that we belong to both its wildness and its tenderness, and to surrender to its mystical nature in order to free ourselves from disenchantment.


The word ‘enchant’ finds its roots in the Latin word ‘incantare’, which can be broken down into, ‘in’ and ‘cantare’, which mean ‘in song’, so it seems that when we are enchanted, we are filled with song and delight. It is as if something has cast a magic spell over us, as if it comes from outside of us, not from within. This delightful feeling is like falling in love, when we lose all track of logic, time and rational thought – free from the cares and problems of daily life. We are like children who smile back at the faces in the clouds, have no fears, no worries, no awareness of ‘time’, and belong to this moment, and sing along with its tune. And it is this tune, or enchantment, which can be found right in front of us, in the songs of nature.


In this book I use the term ‘wildscape’ to refer to spaces that have not been cultivated or tamed: the lonely seas, the babbling brooks, the empty mountains, the flourishing copses, the bristling moors. It is where civilisation has not yet, and hopefully never will have, driven the wild out of the Earth, and it is perhaps also where we can still discover the wild within each of us. Simply put, it is where we might discover our natural sense of wonder.


This reconnection with nature is very subtle, mystical and inexplicable. What I mean by nature is not just the birds and the pretty botanicals, the silent crystals or the majestic sunsets, although they are intrinsic to that connection too, but also the stormy wind, the grey skies, the wayside, the hedgerows, the garden worm and the stars above. And it’s also about reconnecting with the soul of yourself, unfolding your authenticity, what matters to you, what gives you meaning and a sense of purpose. If you look with new eyes into the magic of nature, you will catch a glimpse of yourself reflected there, and you will be uplifted and inspired by a realisation of your soul’s enchantment.
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Getting in Tune with Nature




‘A dreamer, I walked enchanted, and nothing held me back.’


Rebecca, Daphne du Maurier





The natural world is full of wonder, surprises, curiosities and mystery, so before you try out some nature-inspiring rituals and experiences, it’s worth knowing a little more about the mystical aspects of nature. You don’t have to be a pagan to believe that there is something numinous or otherworldly out there, nor do you have to believe this to reconnect to nature, but it might just give you a new perspective on how we are all part of the universe’s mysterious web.



Mother Earth and Mother Nature


The Earth itself has mostly been associated (in Western culture at least) with the feminine principle. In fact, Earth goddesses, such as Gaia, the Greek primordial goddess who rose out of chaos, were worshipped as givers of gifts and thought to be the physical embodiment of the Earth itself.


Gaia was not only the personification of the Earth itself, but in later European folklore became known as ‘Mother Nature’. Throughout the world’s mythology, Earth goddesses have been identified as mothers of the Earth or nature, such as the Slavic goddess Mat Zemlya (Moist Earth Mother), and the Incan fertility goddess Mama Pacha or Pachamama (Mother Earth or Mother Universe). Roman poet Lucretius began his epic poem De rerum natura (On the Nature of Things) by addressing Venus as the ‘mother of nature’, while in Vedic and Hindu mythology, the goddess Prithvi Mata was the personification of the Earth and the consort of the sky god Dyaus. Her many epithets include Prishni (Mother of Plants) and Vishvagardbha (the World’s Womb).


To promote their own religious tenet that nature was created by one God, the early Christian patriarchs sought to repress all pagan thinking about any kind of Mother Nature figure. As Christianity became more powerful across Europe, the patriarchs replaced the pagan ‘Earth Mother’ figure with their own ‘Virgin Mary or Mother Mary’, mother of Jesus; however, ancient pagan beliefs survived underground, and the Mother Nature archetype, so deeply entrenched in the collective unconscious, endured in the minds of artists, writers, poets and mystics from the medieval period onwards.


Animism


Animism is an ancient spiritual belief that everything in life is permeated by a life-giving force (spirit or soul) known as ‘prana’ in Hinduism and ‘ch’i’ in Taoist philosophy. The word was first referred to in the West in a spiritual sense by German physicist Georg Ernst Stahl (1660–1734) and later by anthropologist Sir Edward Burnett Tylor in 1871 in his theory of the universal animation of nature. The word ‘animism’ comes from the Latin ‘anima’ or ‘animus’, which is rooted in a Proto-Indo-European word for ‘breath’. Put simply, this is the belief that an invisible universal or spiritual energy (also called the ‘soul’ or ‘breath of life’) flows through or permeates everything. Nature itself is flowing with this animating force.


Nature spirits


In most ancient mythologies, invisible forces of nature were personified, so the essential qualities of various flowers, trees and even landscapes became identified with specific deities, nymphs and spirits; for example, in Greek mythology the dryads were guardians of trees, the naiads tended the streams and rivers, Pan was the god of the wild mountains, and Divona (meaning ‘divine’) was the Gallo-Roman goddess of sacred springs. Although many ancient spiritual beliefs were based on polytheism (the worship of multiple deities), the idea of all nature being instilled with an animating spirit was a belief adopted by many indigenous traditions, such as the Inuit peoples of Alaska, Canada and the Shinto folk religion of Japan.


The wonder of it all


‘To wonder’ means to be amazed by something, and if you’re not in awe or wonderment at little old planet Earth and its extraordinary treasures, take a moment to listen: can you hear the birds sing or the bees buzz? Open your heart to enchantment. Be enchanted by the place, the moment, the quality or essence of the moment, and the more you appreciate and engage in nature, the more you will feel that you belong and are an ‘animated’ part of it too.


To begin your journey, open your arms and let yourself be hugged by the joy found in nature and feel that you truly belong.



THE BIG-HUG RITUAL



Wherever you are, whatever day it is, whatever time, just go outside (if you can’t go now, go out as soon as you can). It doesn’t matter if you are living in the middle of a town or city (pollution aside, for just this once, do it), get your kit on and go outside – a few minutes is all you need.


1. Take three long, slow deep breaths in and out to calm and relax yourself. Then raise your arms to the sky, as if you’re giving the sky a big all-embracing hug.


2. Imagine it as a huge, soft teddy bear or your favourite person, and all you want to do is cuddle it. Draw your arms around this invisible presence, imagine its warmth, softness, tenderness and gentleness, and affirm, ‘This is my hug for all the universe, including myself.’


3. Drop your arms to your sides, close your eyes and visualise the universe and all nature hugging you back. If you don’t feel the warm embrace of the universe, repeat this big-hug ritual as often as you can, until you do.


The more you give out hugs, the more you will feel nature reciprocating your love.



Noticing things


To form any relationship with nature, you need to notice, be curious about, and delight in everything around you. Think about whether you feel a particular affinity with a particular landscape, tree, insect or plant – what, if anything, does it mean to you? You may find that it’s difficult at first to find the words to describe your connection, so focus instead on how it makes you feel.


This perhaps unfamiliar feeling is enchantment. It is an intuitive, imaginative language of the soul. In fact, it can feel just like the moment you fell in love for the first time. Every time you truly engage with nature, you are falling in love all over again, so set an intention to find an enchanting moment in nature once a day for a week, in order to reawaken your sense of wonder. Here’s a way to get started.


THE REAWAKENING RITUAL



You will need:


paper and pen


a container with a lid (this should be roughly the size of a jam jar)


a handful of fresh or dried lavender flowers


1. Begin by making a list of ten or more things you’d like to experience; for example, you might want to listen to birdsong, admire a lily pond, go on a forest walk, or simply watch the rain fall.


2. Next, go back through your list and carefully refine it until you’re left with five things that truly sing to your heart. Write each one of these down on a separate piece of paper before folding them up.


3. Place the pieces of paper in your container and sprinkle over some fresh or dried lavender flowers to purify your intentions. Leave this in place overnight, and then every time you feel a desire to connect with nature, you can open the jar. When you do so, breathe in the rich perfume of the lavender to clear your mind, close your eyes and choose one of the pieces of paper.


4. Read your chosen intention and be ready to go out and engage with nature. After you have enjoyed the experience, write a new intention to replace it. This way you will always have enchanting moments to look forward to.


Now that you have engaged with nature a little more and have set your intention to truly notice and be enchanted by the world around you, why not try this simple ritual to notice a stone?



THE STONE RITUAL



You might like to go for a walk to purposefully find one stone, or you may just do so by accident. Good places are pebble beaches (depending on your local coastline), rocky hillsides or just a stony path or country bridleway, or a place in a local park. Wherever you go, it’s not so much the searching, but the finding that matters – and by finding, I mean that the stone finds you.


1. When you intuitively feel (or get a ‘sign’ from, let’s say, a bird chirping, the wind suddenly picking up speed, or just something in you which says, ‘Hang on, stop!’) the moment is right – stop in your tracks.


2. Stop and close your eyes, experience the moment, and let the noises, smells and sounds around you awaken your soul’s eyes. When you sense a shift, relax into the moment and pause before opening your physical eyes.


3. Look around you. You are sure now to be seen by some stones. One may spot you quickly, another may take a while to notice you, another may refuse to connect, but when you find the right one, you will know. This stone will draw your attention, because it has been looking for you all its life.


4. This is the stone meant for you, and you are meant for the stone. To find meaning in this encounter, pick up the stone and make friends with it.


5. Hold the stone in both hands, cleanse it gently if needed, and say, ‘Enchanté, thanks for finding me and for coming into my life.’ After all, this stone has probably existed for thousands, if not millions, of years – yet it has finally come to light and waited to find you so that it can guide you with its ancient wisdom. Give thanks to the stone and welcome it into your home as your new wise companion.


6. You can keep this stone in a small pouch and carry it with you wherever you go to remind you of your connection to Mother Nature.


If you are ever feeling low, worried or unsure of yourself, or you just need a friendly bit of reassurance, take the stone in the palm of your hand and tell it your problem or worry. Flip it round and round as you focus on your problem, and you will feel its comforting presence. Thank the stone, then take three slow deep breaths, and you will begin to feel free from any demons of the mind.


Appreciating your sacred self


One of the keys to reconnecting to the beauty within you and all around you is by appreciating your own sacredness. But what is the sacred self?


Your sacred self is the universe within you, an inner spiritual or magical place that’s made up of your intuition, imagination and a vivid sense of universal oneness – some call it the soul. To reawaken this awareness and to feel this universal connection, here are some rituals and practices that will encourage you to delve a little deeper within, bring out your best qualities and help you to align with those found in nature. Appreciating one’s own inner sacred magic is rather like clicking the first jigsaw piece into place to begin your personal enchanted living puzzle. To finish the puzzle all you need to do is to go out and be at one with nature, but that is to come in Part Two.


Here is a ritual for finding stillness, so that you can more easily be at one with your sacred self.


RITUAL FOR STILLING THE HEART AND MIND – BEING AT EASE



If we are serene and at ease with the world, we are more receptive to nature’s messages. Therefore, in order to reconnect with the magic of nature, we need to slow down, de-stress, and let go of our cares and worries. This ritual will help you to do so by encouraging you to find stillness and peace.


1. Find a tree that you feel an affinity with, stand beneath it with your spine to the trunk, and say hello to it, or enchanté!


2. Close your eyes. Imagine spreading your thoughts and feelings outwards like the branches of this tree. Imagine all your branches and leaves are pushing upwards towards the light of the sun. Like a tree, you are breathing in necessary nutrients, in this case sacred calm, and, like the tree, you are giving out serene strength to the world by doing so.


3. Breathe in and out, and slowly feel this sense of stillness and serenity grow as strong as the tree. As you do so, imagine nature’s sacred wonder growing like the tree, growing stronger within you. Hold the image of the tree as a nurturing force inside you for a few more minutes, and imagine that it will always offer you stillness.


4. When you feel ready to leave, thank the tree kindly for its help and blessing.


Whenever you feel any twinge of disenchantment, disbelief or dissatisfaction, either visit your chosen tree, or visualise the tree inside you, as you slowly breathe its nurturing power in and out. This will also help you to be at ease whenever you intend to reconnect to the wonder of nature.


A RITUAL FOR A HANDFUL OF EARTH



Next, it’s time to connect physically with the world around you. The more you feel in touch with the solidity of the planet, the more you will begin to feel reconnected to the visceral, deepest part of yourself.


You can do this with any kind of soil, sand, grit, dirt, or a pile of tiny stones – anything that comes from solid, natural ground.


1. Go to your chosen location on a dry day. Find a spot that suits you, and take a couple of slow deep breaths to find stillness and to calm your mind.


2. Sit or kneel down, and then scoop up a handful of earth and hold it for a few moments. Imagine that you are now connected to this mineral-rich crust, and in your hands is all this richness. Notice what the soil feels like; is it warm, cold, moist, dry? Do you like this feeling, or does it make you uncomfortable? (If the latter, you may have to practise this a few more times until you feel comfortable with the dirt of earth.)


3. Now place your earth on the ground in a little mound. This is your symbolic gesture to show that you want to be reconnected with your deep gut feelings and the depths of Mother Earth.


True visceral understanding – that gut feeling when you know something is best for you – often gets trampled into the mud by the logical mind. Holding a handful of earth can therefore remind you of this deep instinctive part of yourself. It is this inner substance that reconnects us with what we literally are: flesh, bones, dust and ash. It can help to awaken our deeper intuitive connection to the Earth that is often overlooked, like the earth beneath our feet.


In the following chapters you will discover all kinds of inspiring ways to reconnect and find an affinity with nature and to participate in the enchanting world. You may want to work with the cycles of the sun and moon, the seasons, the stars, the symbolic resonance of the four elements; perhaps you’re interested in the mystical aspects of nature, such as the presence of hidden spirits, gods or the mysteries of the landscape; or you may prefer to notice, observe, interact and get back to nature in a more practical way by walking, foraging and birdwatching.


Every landscape, plant, bird and season has its own story to tell, and in Part Two of this book, you will meet the dramatis personae of nature’s theatre. Even if you don’t literally encounter them, you are going to meet them through their own stories, and each of their tales will tell you something about yourself too.
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