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For my ancestors (especially the Goodchilds): Thank you for helping to guide my life even through death, and for teaching me that we have value beyond our struggles.
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By opening this book, you have just taken your first deliberate step toward developing a spiritual relationship with your ancestors.


The truth is, you probably already participate in ancestor veneration (a term for honoring your ancestors), you just don’t realize it.


I like to use the 1995 film Clueless as an example of how ancestor veneration often begins. Within the first ten minutes of the movie, the main character, Cher, holds a geometry test up to a portrait of her deceased mother and informs her of the good grade she earned.


This simple gesture is an act of working with ancestors.


Chances are you do little things for your ancestors, much like Cher. Maybe you toast your deceased grandparents during holiday meals, or ask your dad’s spirit to watch over you before a big work presentation.


Ancestor work is the act of developing a spiritual relationship with the spirits of our deceased family and friends and turning it into a consistent practice.


Making your ancestors a part of your spiritual routine or practice can enrich your life in myriad ways. Not only can it provide you with answers to questions and help you connect to your own history, but your ancestors can also play a beneficial role in improving your life through magic and ritual.


Not everything we uncover or learn on this journey will be easy. Ancestor work requires dedication and consistency, but don’t let this intimidate you. Like all magical or spiritual work, the more energy you put into it, the more you will get out of it.


You already possess the skill set needed to build these relationships with spirits—you just need the tools and direction to get started. My hope is that this book can be your guide in that process.
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INTRODUCTION



A few short years ago, I was feeling lost and unsteady in my life. I was newly sober and struggling with what that meant for my identity.


You see, I didn’t know who I was without alcohol. I knew who I wished I was, but I didn’t think it was possible to get there. It was as if I had the destination, but no road map to follow.


Each day was a battle between my old self and this new terrified self. I had all these people around me telling me who I was, but none of their descriptors felt correct or comfortable.


One day, in a moment when I felt like giving up and caving in to my cravings, I closed my eyes and asked for a sign.


It was then that my sign appeared. Hundreds of them, actually. They came in the form of my ancestors. There in my mind’s eye they stood. Rows and rows of them, spanning decades and centuries.


I had always felt my grandparents’ spirits around me—and if you’ve read The Book of Séances, then you know I refer to the dead as my constant companions—but this felt different. It was an internal pull toward something. Something that was old and new all at once. It was a pull toward understanding legacy.


In this daydream or vision or whatever you want to call it, each of my ancestors held a different object in their hands. Objects I would later realize were headstone symbols—a language I have since learned is very useful for communicating with the spirits.


There was something else peculiar about this experience: one-quarter of these ancestors were frozen, unmoving. It was quite obvious to me that these frozen spirits were my paternal ancestors—particularly my paternal grandfather’s line. The ones who struggled with addiction.


They say that the past informs the future, or at the very least the present. I realized that if I wanted to understand who I was and who I wanted to be, I needed to understand where I came from.


When I was growing up, not many positive stories were shared with me about my paternal ancestors. I had been indoctrinated to believe that their lives were nothing more than their addictions. And, as the one in the family who took after them in terms of my physical looks and personality traits, I believed that same lie about myself. This lie said that no matter what I accomplished, in the end, my struggles would be the only thing I was remembered for.


As an already-practicing witch who had an abundance of experience in spirit communication and paranormal investigating, I thought the transition to ancestor work would be easy, but boy was I wrong.


The four years following my journey into this realm were difficult. While there was an abundance of wonderful resources out there for the ritual aspect of ancestor work, they included very little on how to research and study genealogy. Without that factual foundation, I couldn’t feel a connection to the magic I was being asked to perform. I realized that in order to do ancestor work, I would have to start with the data and learn to combine the two.


Another problem I faced was that each avenue of study or experiment led back to the same spiritual roadblock: that healing the ancestral trauma in my family was entirely up to me, and that it was the only worthwhile part of ancestor magic.


Thankfully, I realized early that this is an impossible task and not the be-all and end-all of this practice.


Don’t get me wrong, trauma is covered in this book—after all, it is my trauma that originally sent me down this road. But making trauma the sole focus of ancestor work reinforces the idea that our trauma is the sum of our identities. And it’s not. No one person can heal thousands of years of pain.


I wanted to know who my paternal ancestors were without alcohol. Who were they apart from their trauma? If I couldn’t answer these questions about them, how could I possibly answer them about myself?


These questions forced me to explore other paths in the spirit world, ones I might not have otherwise followed. Headstones and their inscriptions revealed artistic taste, socioeconomic status, and religious beliefs. Locating old addresses and learning about the surrounding neighborhoods provided me with information on local flora and fauna to incorporate into rituals. Old shop names, advertisements, and even receipts offered a glimpse into my ancestors’ daily habits and routines. Newspaper articles and court records revealed accomplishments as well as some periods of turmoil.


I learned that my ancestors were multifaceted and complex. They lived, loved, and sometimes suffered. Remembering them for only one negative aspect of their lives had not only held them back, but it had held me back as well.


By freeing my ancestors’ memories from the confines of their faults, I ended up freeing myself from those same limiting beliefs. This quest taught me to be consistent and thoughtful in my exploration not only of my ancestors and other spirits, but, most importantly, of myself.


I feel incredibly lucky that I now have the opportunity to teach you everything I’ve learned during this process. My hope is that you too can uncover the people you are descended from, their stories, and the legacy you and your ancestors will leave behind.


As you move forward with this book, remember that we all have ancestral trauma, but ancestral trauma is not all we have.


WHO IS CLAIRE?


The short version of my story goes something like this: I’m Claire and I’m an artist and author who spends much of her time talking with ghosts.


The long version takes place over the last thirty-five years, as well as across the millennia in which my ancestors have lived and died.


In the interest of time, I will share with you the version that falls somewhere in the middle.


I have been a witch for two-thirds of my life. I found my spell-casting legs, like most millennial witches, on the Wiccan and pagan message boards of the early internet and in the pages of the few beginner books that were available at the library.


I was first introduced to the community when I was just eleven years old, by a family friend, and I took to witchcraft immediately. I was a sensitive and shy kid surrounded by chaos, and it was something I could focus on that made me feel confident.


Two years before this, I had been witness to my maternal grandfather’s death. An event that contained too many unusual and otherworldly circumstances to be chalked up to mere coincidence. This experience led to my insatiable curiosity about ghosts and spirits.


Witchcraft provided answers about those things in a way that differed from the mainstream. Instead of telling me that the spirit realm was dangerous or “evil,” the majority of these pagan spaces embraced death—in a respectful and compassionate way. Pagans used their personal beliefs to better themselves, their communities, and the afterlives of their ancestors.


Witchcraft taught me that energy doesn’t end when something or someone has died. It just changes. That power or life-force (spirit) finds a new outlet or way to be expressed.


This made sense to me. After all, how could the afterlife automatically be someplace bad, or filled with dark forces whose sole purpose was to hurt people, if all of our loved ones were also there? Surely for every “negative entity” on the other side, there are one hundred positive ones looking out for us.


When I began my deep dive into divination—predominantly tarot reading—I was underwhelmed by the decks available on the market. While beautiful, none of them really explored the Underworld or themes relating to spirits. I realized that in order to have the type of tarot deck I wanted, I would have to create it. So I did. This is how the Antique Anatomy Tarot was born.


At the start of my ancestor journey, I began to experiment with crafting different tarot and oracle decks whose focus was on paranormal investigation and spirit communication. This led to the creation of my Memento Mori Oracle, a deck designed to bridge the gap between the living and the dead.


“Memento Mori” is a phrase found on many headstones, as well as in literature and art; it is Latin for “Remember that you will die.” It sounds grim, but it’s actually a message of positivity. It is a reminder to live your life to the best of your ability because it’s the only one you get.


Ancestor work is another one of these reminders. While some things, like our birth, are out of our control, other things we do have a say in—such as our character and how we treat people. Every person matters and every person has a story to share, and we can honor that by being willing to listen.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Though I have dedicated my life to understanding the spirit world, that doesn’t automatically mean that I am better at this than you. All it means is that I have had more practice with it. And it is this practice that has granted me the opportunity to help get you started on this journey… on the right foot.


Working with spirits—particularly your ancestors—doesn’t take any special abilities, or a divine gift from God. You don’t even need to identify as a witch. It just takes dedication, curiosity, and a willingness to learn. The stories of your ancestors are stories of the dead, but they are also the story of you.


The dead are around us all the time. They live in us. They live in our hearts, in our minds, and even in our DNA.


Within this book is everything I have learned during my own ancestor practice over the last five years. I am gifting you my rituals, my genealogy research tips, and guides to building family trees and working within cemetery walls, as well as instructions for creating your own ancestor grimoire—a hybrid spell book and family history book.


However, the most important thing I can teach you is this: Your relationship with your ancestors is unique to you. Nothing I have written is set in (grave)stone. Take what I have shared and make it your own.
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Who Are the Ancestors?


THE SPIRIT WORLD


We all die. It’s an unfortunate reality for every living being on earth. Because our lives in the physical realm are limited, death will ultimately be the state in which we spend the majority of our existence. Because of this, we must become comfortable with death. And while death may separate us from our loved ones in a physical sense, death also unites us on a human scale because it is a common experience. When someone dies, we instinctively come together.


Being comfortable with death doesn’t mean we need to be happy about death—I want that to be clear. Death has a profound impact on our lives. This doesn’t mean we can’t mourn or be angry about the loss of life. It just means we need to realize that dying is a transformative process from one state of being to another.


Working with your ancestors is about establishing a relationship with death and everything that comes along with it. This includes the spirits of your ancestors, as well as the spirits of other humans and of sacred areas belonging to the dead, such as graveyards.


We all have ancestors and we all can benefit from building a posthumous relationship with them.


You don’t need to be a witch to start this process, nor do you need to have a concrete idea just yet about what ancestor work will provide for you. Chances are your ancestors are already watching over you and helping to guide your life. By taking on an active role in this relationship, you will improve and strengthen it.




DANGERS AND PRECAUTIONS: Many people are nervous about beginning spirit work because they have been led to believe it is inherently dangerous. Frankly, this just isn’t true.


Of course, there are precautions that you should take to protect yourself (I cover those in depth in chapter 3), but it really comes down to common sense. The rules and boundaries you use to protect yourself from abusive or dangerous people in the living world are easily transferable to the spirit world. Just as the majority of people you interact with in our world are kind and courteous, the same can be said about the spirits of the dead.





SPIRITS


A spirit is the animating force of a living thing. This applies not just to people, but to all things on earth. I am of the belief that the spirit of a person continues to exist in some form even after death—it just no longer animates a physical body. The spirit is also sometimes referred to as the soul.


GHOSTS


A ghost is the physical manifestation of a deceased person. This manifestation is known as an apparition. The conscious spirit of the deceased isn’t always present with their ghost form when it manifests.




The terms “ghost” and “spirit” are often used interchangeably, and this is fine.






HAUNTINGS


Hauntings are interactions between a spirit or ghost and the living world. There are two main categories of hauntings you should understand: intelligent hauntings and residual hauntings.


Intelligent hauntings are when the spirit or ghost is aware of their interaction with the living world. With intelligent hauntings, the manifestation and interaction are often deliberate. When a spirit leaves a message or sign, that is an intelligent haunting. When you participate in activities such as divination in order to communicate with a spirit, you are taking part in an intelligent haunting.


Residual hauntings are instances in which a ghost manifests without consciously doing so. These are usually energetic imprints left on an environment that replay on a loop, such as an apparition walking up a flight of stairs. Residual hauntings generally don’t include the consciousness of the deceased. It’s as if a small portion of the spirit was left behind or got stuck in some fashion. They are not choosing to be there and are not aware of it.


THE SPIRIT REALM OR THE OTHER SIDE


“The spirit realm” and “the other side” are catchall terms for the place the spirit goes upon death. There are countless beliefs about what this place is or may be. For some it is called heaven, while for others it is a place that mirrors the living world. Others believe that the living realm and the spirit realm are on the same plane of existence—the living just can’t always see the spirit side.




Take a few moments and think about what “the other side” means to you. What do you imagine it is like? Has religion or your personal spiritual belief shaped your ideas?





ANCESTORS


Ancestors are the people whom we are descended from in either a literal sense (through genetics) or a spiritual sense (such as through mentors).


There are three types of ancestors you will learn about in this book: blood ancestors, community ancestors, and archetype ancestors.


Blood ancestors


Your blood ancestors are those whom you are related to genetically. Because these ancestors will be the main focus of this book (as well as of your ancestor practice), we don’t need to go into too much detail now, but here are the basics.




NOTE ON ADOPTION AND STEPPARENTS: I include adoptive relatives and stepparents in blood ancestor work. If you are adopted or have a stepfamily, please feel free to use the terms that work best for you. I have one friend who refers to her adoptive family as her soul family and her genetic family as her birth family.





Your blood ancestors include your parents, your parents’ parents, and so on all the way back to the beginning of our species.


When starting an ancestor practice, I recommend working only with your parental lineage up to five or six generations back, so you don’t get overwhelmed. Bear in mind that when you reach back six generations, you are looking at sixty-four different fourth great-grandparents!


An easy way to determine how many grandparents are in each generation is by doubling the number of parents.


For example:




• You have two biological parents.


• They each have two biological parents, which brings you to four grandparents.


• Those four grandparents each have two parents, so that brings you to eight great-grandparents.




As you can see, the relatives add up quickly, which can lead to mistakes and other issues when doing your research. You’ll also be spread so thin that each ancestor may not get the attention they deserve. Not to mention how these issues multiply when dealing with adoptive relatives and stepfamily or in-laws!
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Of course, all families are unique. If you want to work with ancestors such as aunts, uncles, and cousins, please do. You know better than I do who should be included as you begin your practice. Always listen to your instincts.


While we are on this topic, it’s important to know that you also have the right to not work with any ancestor you choose. If someone was abusive or did unforgivable things, they do not need to be included. This also means that just because you do choose to work with these people, you are not necessarily condoning or agreeing with their behavior. This is a deeply personal experience, and nobody can tell you what is best for you.



Connecting with your blood ancestors


For right now, if you have never worked with your blood ancestors before, all you need to do to initiate contact with these spirits is to take a moment to introduce yourself out loud and let them know you will be in touch again soon.


Over the days that follow, you may start to notice odd little occurrences around you: like seeing shadows out of the corner of your eye, or maybe smelling perfume, or even dreaming about people you’ve never met before.


You don’t need to do anything about it yet, just observe and take notes if you wish.


Community ancestors


Community ancestors are those whom we connect with on an identity level. We’re all born into various communities, such as social identity groups like the LGBTQ2S community, or cultural communities, such as Latvians or Congolese. Other communities we are part of by choice, through, say, our religious affiliations and our vocations.


Working with community ancestors can be a very rewarding experience. It can be beneficial to give thanks to those who opened doors for us as well as for future generations.


When it comes to working with community ancestors, there are some guidelines I believe should be followed.


The first is that you should ask them only for protection.


While I believe that our blood ancestors can be called upon for a variety of reasons, and that we can have higher expectations of their involvement, we shouldn’t place that same burden on community ancestors.


For one, our relationship with community ancestors is not as personal, and the focus of our work with these groups should be to the benefit of the wider community we’re all part of and not just ourselves.


Protection is a good thing to ask for because it is something all community members can share.


The second thing I believe should be the focus of your community ancestor work is making time to give thanks.


Giving thanks to those who helped pave the way for us isn’t just about saying thank you (though that is always appreciated), it is also about giving back. This is known as an act of service.


Throughout this book, you will see different types of acts of service. These are actions we take in order to help our community, to give back to our ancestors, and to say thank you.


In witchcraft, it is imperative to not only engage in the act of taking. You must also be willing to give.


Connecting with your community ancestors


A good way to start connecting with and honoring your community ancestors is by making a monetary donation of some sort. If you are a woman or femme-identifying person who works in STEM, helping to pay for science camp for a young girl not only helps the next generation, but also gives thanks to the women who opened the door for you.


Of course, not all acts of service need to be monetary. Volunteering one’s time and lending one’s hand to community projects are also admirable actions.


In order to begin your relationship with these spirits, take some time to write down which community ancestors you feel drawn to, as well as ideas you have about how you might thank them.


Archetype ancestors


The archetype ancestors are a special group because they can be the spirits of individual people, but they also exist as an independent energy or idea.


An archetype is a universal model or group of characteristics and concepts. These concepts are what influence human behavior.


Archetypes exist across all cultures throughout time and appear in literature, folklore, art, and religion… though most people associate the idea of archetypes with Swiss psychologist Carl Jung. But Jung didn’t create archetypes, he just gave certain ones names and categories.


Archetypes represent the human experience. They can symbolize our motivations and explain how these motivations are expressed through personality traits.


In a spiritual sense, archetypal energy is neither inherently good nor inherently bad, it just exists. It is our underlying motivations that determine which way each archetype swings: positive or negative.


Both your main ancestors, blood, and your secondary ancestors, community, can be grouped into the archetypal categories.


Not only can we learn a lot about our ancestors through archetypes, but we can also become better acquainted with ourselves. We all contain a blend of every archetypal energy that exists (there are hundreds, maybe even thousands) but often feel more connected with one than with the others.




Archetypes can also be worked with on their own. Remember what I said earlier about archetypes also existing as independent energy. Archetypal work can be useful if you don’t yet feel ready to work with your blood or community ancestors.





Below you will find the five main archetypes I work with in my practice. Though there are countless different archetypes in existence, I think starting with only a few will help you to get acquainted with the concept. Some of my archetypes you may recognize, others you may not. You may find that my categories do not suit your needs, and I encourage you to adjust them or even create your own!




I also recommend studying Jung’s twelve archetypes and seeing if any of those speak to you.





The forgotten


The forgotten are those who have been lost or hidden over the centuries. This obscuration could be deliberate, or be the result of the passage of time. Some ancestors are shunned or erased purposefully as punishment for their actions, while others—such as illegitimate children—were never included in the family to begin with and are innocent victims of omission. In some cases, these ancestors being forgotten is unintentional: people just stopped talking about them.


Identifying the forgotten
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[image: image] Babies and children who died young


[image: image] Shunned ancestors


[image: image] Out-of-wedlock or secret children


[image: image] Victims of genocide


[image: image] People of lost or erased civilizations and communities


We all have forgotten ancestors. Even if their names and stories cannot be told with intimate detail, they should still be acknowledged. The forgotten ancestors need us in a way that the others don’t. They rely on us to be revived and remembered.


The protectors


Protection comes in many different forms. It can be brash and obvious, like a warrior defending their land from invaders, or it can be subtle and gentle, like a child taking their younger sibling outside so they won’t hear their parents fighting.


Those who fall into the protector archetype group are those who are hyperaware of danger. Sometimes these dangers are real threats, and other times they are imagined threats born of trauma.


When it comes to spirits of the dead, most protectors were forced into the role based on what they experienced during their lifetime, but some just have a natural affinity for safeguarding others.


Identifying the protectors
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[image: image] Warriors and community leaders


[image: image] Parents and older children


[image: image] Land defenders


[image: image] Firefighters and other first responders, as well as social workers


The protectors can be called upon for protection rituals and act as middlemen between us and other ancestors and spirits—especially when we’re just starting out on this journey. It is imperative that we also encourage this archetype to rest. They spend much of their time in the spirit world looking out for others, and therefore we need to look out for them in return.


The teachers


The teachers are the archetype that provides advice and presides over all matters relating to communication. It is these ancestors whom you may actually notice first when you begin your ancestor journey.


Teachers come in many different forms. Parents and grandparents are often our first teachers, so by default these people can be included in this category; however, only a select few will end up staying in this archetype as you move further along in your practice.


The members of this archetype provide us with the guidance and skills we need to lead successful lives. Unfortunately, they don’t always teach us “healthy” skills and behaviors. This is as true in death as it is in life. Some of your ancestors will be wonderful teachers and thrive in this archetype, while others will fail spectacularly at it.


Identifying the teachers
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[image: image] Schoolteachers and historians


[image: image] Religious leaders and elders


[image: image] Parents and grandparents


[image: image] Tradespeople


[image: image] Writers and journalists


The teacher archetypes are wonderful to call on when it comes to actively researching your ancestry. They help us to uncover secrets and explore ideas from a variety of different angles. However, the teachers should also be reminded that not everything needs to have a lesson attached to it. Some things can be just for fun.


The reapers


The reaper archetype sounds a lot scarier than it actually is. You will want to think of these spirits as the welcoming committee for new arrivals. Good, bad, right, and wrong are irrelevant to these spirits. Their job is to keep things in balance and in order.


Surprisingly, their job is also to provide comfort to other spirits and help guide them through the transition from their life to their new reality in death. Comfort doesn’t always equal coddling or acting in an overly nurturing way; sometimes it is just about providing structure and stability when it’s needed most.


Identifying the reapers
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[image: image] Judges and other public servants


[image: image] Doctors, midwives, and death doulas


[image: image] Undertakers and funeral directors


The reapers are the ones to call when you need to make tough decisions or are going through a major change in your life. As with the Death card in tarot (which features a reaper), the reaper doesn’t always speak of physical death, but often represents a symbolic death of something that no longer serves our spirit. The reapers are the archetypes who show us what we have outgrown.


The thread spinners


The thread spinners are the archetype that stands out from the others. They have a quiet authority, almost like they command attention without trying. I think we all have that type of person in our lives: the ones who perhaps aren’t the most beautiful or the most intelligent or the wealthiest, but who have a magnetism that attracts others. People listen to and respect them.


Identifying the thread spinners
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[image: image] The driving force in a family


[image: image] The thread that holds everyone together


Like the reapers, the thread spinners come around most during difficult or life-changing events. Whereas the reapers teach us to accept things as they are, the thread spinners offer us solutions and creative ways to alter our situations. If you don’t like the fabric of your life, they show you how to cut it apart and start sewing something new.


In many cultures, the thread spinners are known as fate or destiny figures. Fate isn’t about things being completely set in stone, with no free will or agency. Fate changes based on the decisions you make, and what decisions others make that affect you.


Think of your life as one long thread with you holding one end and a thread spinner holding the other in the spirit world. At times this thread can get knotted, and we need help to untangle it. It’s then that we tend to feel this archetype most, as if a higher power has stepped in to help us. This is what’s known as a spirit guide.


A spirit guide is the special entity or ancestor who spends the most time with us of all our ancestors. They do this by choice, and it is to make sure we have as few tangles as possible in our thread. These spirit guides, known as guardian angels to some, interact with us more than other spirits. They generally don’t wait to be called on for help and will just show up.



Honoring the archetypes


In chapter 3, I teach you a daily candle ritual to perform for your ancestors. The archetypes can also be included in this practice. Additionally, there is a color correspondence list at the back of the book that can help you identify which colors may be beneficial to incorporate into your rituals.


The forgotten


Candle color: gold or purple


Time: once a week, month, or year


The protectors


Candle color: black, green, or orange


Time: once a month or on a special holiday such as a Sabbat, birthday, or death day


The teachers


Candle color: yellow or blue


Time: once a month or on a special holiday such as a Sabbat, birthday, or death day


The reapers


Candle color: brown or pink


Time: once a month or on a special holiday such as a Sabbat, birthday, or death day


The thread spinners


Candle color: red


Time: once a month or on a special holiday such as a Sabbat, birthday, or death day
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Ancestor Grimoire


It’s human nature to want to leave your mark on the world; to leave something that says, “I was here.”


The first humans did this through art and other symbolic markings. Our earliest ancestors drew on cave walls with red ochre pigments and carved images into the rocky surface as a way of sharing an experience with future generations.


These ancient images were how they told their stories: stories about magic and rituals, the ins and outs of daily life; these images also served as maps of geographical areas, as markers of territory.


How many of us have done something similar? Carved our name into a park bench or marked a bathroom stall with a funny quip or anecdote?


Everything is communicated through symbols. Symbols are how we express our thoughts, feelings, and desires in a succinct and direct way.


Words are just another form of symbol. If I show you the word “rose” and then a picture of a rose, you know what both of those mean. You can identify the rose and understand what I am sharing with you.


Language has always existed, whether through oral or symbolic traditions, but writing as we know it is an extremely modern concept.


Writing in a script form arrived somewhere between 3500 and 3000 BCE in Sumer, the southern region of the ancient civilization Mesopotamia.


This early writing is called cuneiform and was created by carving words into wet clay tablets.


Writing was first used to record the trade of specific items such as beer or livestock, but eventually evolved to include other subjects like religious ideas, mythology, and, of course, history.


LEAVING YOUR MARK


In this chapter, I will be covering the creation of a special ancestor book, a combination of a family history book and a magical grimoire. It will be your companion through the process of building your ancestor practice, and will be where you keep everything important relating to your journey.


Each chapter in The Book of Ancestors will provide you with content for your grimoire, which will be a combination of items you collect and entries you create. This book will be something you refer to frequently. As your ancestor practice grows, so will your book.


WHAT IS A FAMILY HISTORY BOOK?


A family history book is just what it sounds like: a collection of historical facts about your family. Family history books are a way to preserve the details and stories of a family line.


Motivations for creating one vary. For some, a family history is simply a way to honor their ancestors. Others may be the last of their lineage and want to ensure that their story is told. There’s no wrong reason to write your family history, and unless you come from a famous group of people, chances are nobody will go out of their way to tell the story for you.


There are a variety of types of family history books.




• Some contain photos.


• Some are a written narrative telling a specific story or event.


• Some focus on only one ancestor or branch of the family.


• And some are like scrapbooks containing whatever information, records, and stories are available.




It’s this last type that we will be combining with our grimoire.


WHAT IS A GRIMOIRE?


Grimoires and spell books are like magical cookbooks. They provide a person with recipes for crafting different spells and charms.


Grimoires also contain a blend of a person’s belief systems, personal mythology, local or familial customs, and symbols (such as what different plants or animals represent), as well as individual history and experiences.


You will find a dictionary of symbols commonly found on headstones in chapter 9.


As with family history books, some people have different grimoires for different areas of study, such as astrology or plants.


It can be argued that all religious texts, from those early clay tablets to the hundred-pound Bibles found in churches, are grimoires, but the ones we associate with the word first appeared in the medieval and early modern periods, thanks to Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press. These books were used to share knowledge about alchemy, protection, and even medicine.
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In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when séances and spiritualism became the rage, grimoires were brought back into the spotlight. Hundreds of books, leaflets, and pamphlets were published on the secrets of the universe and how to communicate with spirits.


In some branches of witchcraft—particularly Wicca—the grimoire is called a Book of Shadows. Though this term is most often used in the Wiccan religion, all sorts of different pagans and witches use the term “Book of Shadows,” or BOS for short.


CREATING YOUR FAMILY GRIMOIRE


As I said earlier, we will be creating a grimoire–family history hybrid of sorts.


This book will be a combination of facts and history about your ancestors, as well as any magical workings (spells and rituals) you then perform using these facts.


NAMING YOUR GRIMOIRE


What you call your grimoire is completely up to you. Some people like the term “ancestor grimoire,” others like “family grimoire” or “family spell book.” I call mine my personal Book of Ancestors, or BOA for short. This is an homage to the term “Book of Shadows,” because even though I am not a Wiccan, it was the Wiccan faith that first brought me into the witchcraft community.




“BOA” will be used to refer to your family grimoire throughout the rest of this book.





HARD COPY OR DIGITAL


There are two routes you can go when it comes to crafting your BOA: hard copy or digital.


I recommend creating a hard-copy book. Having something you can physically hold can help you feel connected to your ancestors, and my instructions throughout this book are most relevant to a physical BOA.


However, there are pros to having a digital BOA, such as backup (later in this book, I recommend you digitize every single record you come across). If you’re doing this, it is pretty easy to compile your records into a virtual book or PDF.


Not only that, but a digital BOA is also safe from physical damage (provided it’s properly backed up). It is also very easy to organize and reorganize.



MATERIAL


When it comes to crafting your BOA, it’s best to choose something like a three-ring binder or journal that can be altered to fit extra pages.


I have four main grimoires: one for each of my grandparents and their family lines. Each one is housed in a leather binder so that as my knowledge about my family and practice grows, I can expand the books.


Take your time choosing the appropriate home for your BOA. If you can’t decide what to use, begin by just getting a file folder or small binder to collect any information you already have.


ORGANIZING YOUR GRIMOIRE


There are three ways you can organize your BOA: by topic, by ancestor, and by a mixture of the two. I find the third option to be the best, as it allows you to cover all your bases. Everything you learn about your ancestors should be put into this book.
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Below are some of my recommended categories. These sections are for your blood ancestors, but you can also assign a section for your community ancestors and your archetype ancestors, as there will be overlap among all three groups. Feel free to adjust as needed.




• Book blessing


• Family trees, family crests, and other emblems


• Name meanings


• Marriage records


• Church records


• Cemetery and burial records


• Funeral records


• Neighborhood and country maps


• Lore and mythology (by region)


• Family legends and folktales


• Census records


• Photographs


• Recipes


• Heirlooms


• Spells and rituals


• Records of offerings


• Divination records


• Individual ancestor profiles
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