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Introduction

When I visited Ireland a few years ago, I was privileged to meet followers of the Irish Druid tradition. They called themselves “Forest Druids” and, upon hearing of my Druid studies, my work with the trees, and my book Tree Medicine, Tree Magic, they told me that I was one of them. Forest Druids are working to reconstruct the ancient woods wisdom of Ireland and hand it down to the future.

The Forest Druids told me the story of their past, and why it is so important to keep their woods wisdom alive today. According to them, until the Elizabethan era most of Ireland was covered with a vast oak forest. The native peoples depended upon trees for fuel, shelter, medicine, furniture, household implements, weapons, and food. The trees were also a focus for spiritual teachings and rituals. The Forest Druids were the wisdom-keepers of the tribes (as opposed to the ancient aristocratic Druids who served courts and kings). The Forest Druids kept the ancient tree wisdom and lore in their heads, and passed it down through the generations.

Queen Elizabeth I (1533–1603) began sending troops into Ireland at the start of her reign in 1558, with orders to cut down the trees. She was terrified that the Irish would ally with Catholic Spain and attack England, and she knew that by removing the trees the English would have a military advantage because they would be able to see any troops that were massing. The English used the wood to build ships to face the Spanish armada, and once the trees were gone they parceled out the cleared lands to English lords so they could establish “plantations,” large farms and estates so named for the “planting” of British citizens on Irish soil. The process of forcing English laws and social customs on the Irish and the cutting of native trees that began at the start of Elizabeth’s reign continued until 1603, with particular violence from the 1560s to the 1580s.

Suddenly many of the native people had nowhere to live or hunt for food, and if they did so on the newly privatized land they were declared “poachers.” A bounty was put on the head of any poacher, who could be legally shot while seeking food. Almost half of the native people of that time were still Pagan, living by their wits and the ancient woods wisdom.1

The chaos of this period marked the beginning of the end of old tribal families and relationships that had existed for millennia. It was also the beginning of the end for ancient tree medicines, lore, and stories. The alphabet that is covered in this text still has some of the old traditions associated with it, particularly via the “Word Oghams,” or poetic descriptions of the individual trees. The work of piecing together these lost fragments of tree magic and healing continues, and this book is but a small contribution to the ongoing reconstruction. It has been my distinct honor to contribute to this effort.

I was in County Cork attending a summer solstice ritual, part of which called for everyone to “jump the flames.” (Tradition states that it is very lucky to jump over a sacred fire on one of the holy days of the Celts.) A Forest Druid who was present fell into the fire, and an ember became embedded in the flesh of his knee. He was badly burned.

I had a jar of my tree salve with me, made from horse chestnuts, walnut hulls, comfrey, calendula, lavender, beeswax, and olive oil. I told him to apply it to the burn. He later wrote to tell me that the burn healed in a week and he never saw a doctor.2

THE OGHAM LEGACY

The “Tree Alphabet” is a vital bit of tree lore that has been handed down through the centuries. The ancient Scots, Irish, and other Celtic peoples did not use the alphabet that we use today (A, B, C, and so forth). They had their own script, called Ogham, which was both a type of sign language and a written alphabet. Ogham writing appears to be as old as the second or third centuries CE, but written descriptions of it do not appear until medieval times when literacy became widespread courtesy of the Christian scriptoria. Before that, knowledge of Ogham was part of the oral tradition.

Ogham was not used to write books; it was used on commemorative stones such as burial markers. It was also used for magic: an Ogham spell could be written on a scrap of tree bark and placed in the way of an approaching army, which would stop them in their tracks. The Druids and ancient Irish knew other alphabets, such as the Greek alphabet, which they used to tally merchants’ goods and for other mundane functions. But they preferred to keep truly sacred things in the oral tradition, to preserve them.3

Oghams typically had four or five groups of letter symbols, of five letters each. The oldest Ogham seems to be four sets of five letters.a According to the Ogam Tract in the late fourteenth century Book of Ballymote, there were other ogham alphabets besides the tree alphabet. For example, in the mucogam the characters were named for five different kinds of pigs of different color. In Ogham usceach, each ogham group lists wells, rivers, rivulets, and weirs. Conogam lists groups of dogs: watchdogs, greyhounds, herding dogs, and lapdogs. Damogam is a list of bulls, oxen, bullocks, and steers. Boogam is a list of milk cows, strippers, three-year-old heifers, and yearling heifers. There were other Oghams, including ones that consisted of whole phrases and musical notations.4 I will be focusing on the Tree Ogham (crannogam) and “plant” or wood ogham ( fidogam) here.

Most Ogham is found on standing stones in Ireland, Scotland, the Isle of Man, and Wales, dating from the fourth to the seventh centuries CE.5 The best collection of Ogham stone boundary markers and grave markers is housed at the University of Cork, Ireland. For those interested in this subject, the collection is well worth a visit. But that does not mean that Ogham was only written on stones. As we will see, Ogham was also written on rowan, birch, and yew, as well as other woods, according to traditional stories.b

THE MAGICAL USES OF OGHAM

Ogham was carved not only on stones but onto wood and possibly other media; but, being perishable, these have not come down to us, except in verbal accounts and stories. The stories show that the Ogham alphabet was a secret language known only to the Druids, since a Druid had to be found to interpret the message. Ogham was used in the practice of magic and also as a divination tool.

The Táin Bó Cúailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cooley) tells us how Cúchulainn (the greatest warrior hero of northern Ireland) wrote Ogham letters on a hoop and placed it on a stone in the path of an approaching army. The letters were mysterious to the warriors and had to be shown to a Druid for interpretation. A similar magical challenge was written on a tree fork.6 The purpose of these spells was to halt the advance of the warriors.

In Tochmarc Etaíne (The Wooing of Etaíne) the Druid Dálán inscribed Ogham letters on four sticks of yew and cast them to divine the hiding place of Etaíne.7 In the same story, Etaíne’s rival Fúamnach used a magic wand made of rowan to turn Etaíne into a pool of water.8

In the story Baile in Scáil (The Phantom’s Frenzy), a young woman who personifies the sovereignty of Ireland is preparing to serve ale at a feast. The giant Scál tells her to wait until the poet Cesarn can recite the names of every ruler of Ireland, to the end of time. Cesarn has difficulty doing this until he consults four sticks of yew upon which Oghams are inscribed.9

In the Book of Leinster, Corc, son of Lugaid, rejects his stepmother’s amorous advances. She then accuses him of attempted rape, and Corc flees to the territory of King Feradach in Scotland, bearing a shield with a mysterious Ogham inscription. Feradach’s seer interprets the inscription, which says that Feradach will kill Corc by beheading him. But Corc had once rescued the seer from slavery, so the seer interprets the shield differently to King Feradach, saying that it advises Feradach to give Corc his daughter in marriage. This seems to provide evidence that Ogham was only for the initiated Druids, poets and seers.10

In the Sanas Cormaic (Cormac’s Glossary), there is a story of how Finn mac Cumhaill (the greatest warrior hero of southern Ireland) was initiated into the secrets of Ogham. Finn’s jester cuts Oghams onto a four-sided wand, and Finn has to use all of his wits to interpret the message, which reveals his wife’s infidelity.11

We have these stories and many others, but we really have no idea how the ancient Druidic soothsaying system worked. The Druids wrote nothing down, preferring to keep in their memories things that were sacred and important. Divination systems that readers may know, such as Ogham card decks, were created by modern neo-Pagans, and will not be discussed here.

DECODING ANCIENT SECRETS

When addressing the subject of Druids the byword is “caution,” because so little is known about what the ancient Druids actually believed and practiced. The earliest accounts of their teachings come to us from foreigners and military occupiers—not the most reliable informants for learning spiritual mysteries. Later, the Christian monks, who had prejudices of their own, reported on Druid beliefs and activities. Bards and poets kept some truths alive but hidden, and folklore preserved the rest, embedded in stories and traditions.

That said, I have chosen to tackle the subject of the Tree Ogham Alphabet from my own perspective as a practicing Druid priestess and professional herbalist of the early twenty-first century. I have turned my herbalist’s eye to the word phrases and descriptions of the Tree Alphabet found in the Word Oghams. Word Oghams are short phrases used to describe a letter. For example beith (birch) becomes “faded trunk and fair hair” and luis (rowan) becomes “delight of eye.” These poetic phrases are an invaluable aid to deciphering the mystical meaning of the trees.

The oldest written account that we have of the Ogham letters is from the fourteenth century, which is fairly late in terms of ancient Druid traditions. The only obvious tree names that we have in the ogham lists are beith (birch), fearn (alder), saille (willow), dair (oak), and coll (hazel), yet even these have been called into question by some scholars. According to German linguist and Celtic scholar Rudolf Thurneysen (1857–1940) for example, beithi or beith, the first letter of the Tree Ogham Alphabet, may be an imitation of the Hebrew beth.12 He also asserts that ailm may have been inserted in imitation of the Greek alpha by medieval scholars.13 To make matters worse ailm has been translated as “elm” and also as “silver fir.”

Quert is often translated as apple, yet the actual word for apple is aball. Quert may originally have been something like cert or ceirt, which means “rag.”14 Some scholars have translated quert as quillenn, or holly.

The t sound is often listed as tinne, holly, or teithe, furze. Onn is often translated as “furze,” “ash,” or “wheel” (as in the wheels of a chariot).15 Muin is sometimes translated as vine but may also be a corruption of midiuiti or “unsimple.”16 There was no ng sound in Irish, so the word “ngetal,” which is often translated as “reed,” may be a corruption of cétal, or “charm.”17

Scholars have translated straif as blackthorn or as a corruption of sraiph, that is, “sulphur,” a tool of alchemy.18 And ùr, heather, has been translated both as “humus” (as in “earth”) and as “moisture or rain.”19 There are many other translations for the purported “trees” in the alphabet.

I do not claim to possess the ultimate truth on this subject, nor can anyone else. Scholars can’t even agree that there ever was a “tree alphabet” (because they have decided that some of the Word Oghams do not refer to trees or even plants) and much confusion reigns as to the kennings and meanings of the Ogham symbols. I feel that the way into the meanings is to remember that the Word Oghams were written by poets. They are bardic allusions to well-known trees and herbs of ancient times. With that in mind, I present in this book what my own imbas (poetic inspiration) has shown me.

I have chosen to omit the forfeda, a group of five symbols that seem to have been grafted onto the tree alphabet at a later date, preferring to stick to what may be an older, purely Pagan symbol system.

Some have claimed that the Tree Ogham derives from or is related to the Germanic Runes. I prefer to think that the original four aicme (“tribes”) of five letters each represent a pictorial description of an ancient sign language that was spoken with the five fingers against the nose, palm, or shin (see the introduction to part 1 for more details on the use of Ogham in signing).

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

For me, the Tree Ogham is a practical tool for passing down tree lore to future generations. It can serve the same function as did the ancient tales of the senachie (traditional storyteller) before literacy was widespread. Until a century or two ago, few humans could go to a bookshelf to look up the herbal uses of a tree or herb. The lore was passed down by word of mouth and practical experience.

The first section of this book gives details about the letters of the tree alphabet. A chapter is devoted to each tree and letter, including the poetic meanings of the Word Oghams, herbal uses of tree berries, leaves, bark, wood, and roots, and spiritual aspects of each tree. The Herbal Basics section at the end of this chapter describes methods for preparing tree medicines and proper dosages.

I have included Native American plant lore and healing uses because of the unbroken tradition that still exists regarding their use of trees as medicine—a boon to reconstructing the herbal tree medicine of the past.

In the second part of the book, I include magical practices and suggestions for ritual and prayer using trees, as well as a guide to the ancient fire festivals of the Forest Druids and instruction on Ogham divination methods and meanings.

Because we have no genuine accounts of how Druids used the Oghams for divination, I have consulted with a traditional Norse soothsayer who uses rune sticks in her divinations. We know that Vikings and traders from Scandinavia were plying the coasts of Celtic Europe for millennia; therefore, I have adapted some of her methods, and also offer some techniques of my own.

[image: ]

HERBAL BASICS

Please note: In the event of a medical situation, readers are advised to seek the assistance of a competent health professional. Some of the remedies described in this book are from herbal tradition and have not necessarily been empirically tested. Persons on medications prescribed by a health professional should seek advice before ingesting herbal preparations.

 

A Note about Dosages

The dosages mentioned herein are for an adult weighing approximately one hundred and fifty pounds. Amounts should be halved for a child who weighs seventy-five pounds, and quartered for a child of thirty pounds. Infants can get the benefits of the herbal remedies via their mother’s breast milk.

 

Preparation

The general rules are that roots, barks, and berries are “decocted” (simmered, not boiled) and leaves and flowers are “infused” (steeped in freshly boiled water, removed from the stove) using two tablespoons of plant matter per cup of water for about twenty minutes. Please use only nonaluminum cookware, and be sure you have a tight lid on your pot to avoid losing the volatile oils via the steam.

Herbal teas can be safely stored in the refrigerator for up to a week in a tightly capped glass jar. Unless otherwise stated, the usual dose is one-quarter cup, four times a day, not with meals.

See instructions for making salves on pages 161–62 in The Magical Arts of the Forest Druids—A Practical Guide chapter.

To make a poultice, soak a clean cloth in a strong tea and apply, or put tree parts into a blender with enough water to make a slush. Pour into a bowl. Add buckwheat flour (not wheat, as many people are allergic to it) or powdered slippery elm bark and knead with your fingers until you have a “pie dough” consistency. Roll out on a clean cloth using a rolling pin. Apply to a wound or burn for one hour and discard.

 

A Bit about Gathering Medicinal Parts from Trees

Never gird a tree by removing bark from the main trunk, as this will kill the tree. Bark should only be taken from a twig or from the root or trunk of a tree that has fallen or been cut down. The medicinal parts are found just under the outer bark, in the thin living layer of tissue called the cambium. Leaves should be collected before Summer Solstice (after that they will contain too many natural insecticides and be too harsh for human consumption), and berries are gathered in the fall.


 

 

 

Part One

The Ogham Tree Alphabet


 

The Alphabet and the Ogham Trees
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When Ogham was carved onto a stone, only the edge of the stone was chiseled. The edge of the stone became the “stem line” for the shorter lines that denoted the different letters. These short lines were carved to the right, the left, diagonally across, or straight across the implied stem line. The position and number of short marks identified the letter. The carving began at the bottom left of the stone and was read in an upward direction, bottom to top. If the message was too long for one side of the stone it continued around, either down or up the right side of the stone.1 Sometimes the Ogham was written in a horizontal line.2

The letters were grouped into four sets of five letters, each set called an aicme, or “tribe.” Each aicme is named after the first letter in its group. Aicme beith, the birch group, includes beith, luis, fearn, saille, and nuin; aicme huatha, the hawthorn group, includes huath, dur, tinne, coll, and quert; aicme muine, the vine group, includes muin, gort, ngetal, straif, and ruis; and aicme ailme (the silver fir group, includes ailim, onn, ur, edad, and idad.

The letters seem to be paired phonetically—that is, letters with related sounds appear adjacent to one another—and these pairings also reflect similar uses and growing conditions, or similar poetic meanings, for the corresponding trees. For example, alder and willow (F and S) are paired; both are trees that like to have their feet wet and grow near water. Oak and holly (D and T) are paired; both are trees that have hard wood and make a very hot fire. Hazel and apple (C and Q) are paired; both are trees that are used for food and both have strong associations with the otherworld. Ash and heather (O and U) are paired. Both are associated with fertility and water. And aspen and yew (E and I) are paired; both trees have funerary associations.3

The letter f was probably pronounced like v. Str (as in “straif”) was probably pronounced like z. The letters h and str have only been found on Pictish (Scottish) stones. N and g each have their own Ogham letters, as does ng (as in Ngetal). S, t, and r each have their own letter, as does str.4

Ogham must have been used by Druids, bards, and poets to communicate with each other in secret—the average person did not memorize these extensive word lists, such as dog Ogham, cow Ogham, pig Ogham, and so on. The medieval Book of Ballymote gives a description of how Ogham was also used as sign language; the person signing could use his or her fingers against the shinbone, the ridge of the nose, or the palm to make the characters.5 To make the signs, the fingers were placed to the right of the shinbone for the letters in the B aicme, to the left for the H aicme, athwart the shin for the M aicme, and straight across for the A aicme. One finger was used for the first letter, two for the second letter, three for the third, and so on. For nose Ogham, the fingers went to the right, left, oblique to, or across the nose, and for the palm Ogham, the side of the upturned palm was used as the baseline.

OGHAM AND THE BREHON LAWS

The ancient Irish law text on farming called Bretha Comaithchesa groups trees according to their status. There are eight “chieftain” trees, eight “peasant” trees, and eight “shrub” trees. The chieftain trees are alder, oak, hazel, vine, ivy, sloe, furze, and heath. The peasant trees are birch, quicken, willow, ash, whitethorn, whin, and apple, according to the Auraicept na N-Eces (The Scholars’ Primer). All other shrubs are peasant trees.6 The trees are divided this way according to the penalty for illegally felling them and due to their value as crops. These laws are valuable in helping us to understand the uses and value of trees in the Ogham alphabet.

Ogham was also a feature of the Brehon Laws (early Irish laws). The use of Ogham as a form of legal notice predates the coming of Christianity. One such use was to mark tribal territories or farm boundaries. The process of claiming a piece of land to which one was legally entitled but which was being held by another group or person is outlined in the Brehon Laws. Legal entry of the disputed property, or tellach, involved a number of formal procedures that had to be done in the presence of witnesses. The first step was for the claimant to enter the contested land accompanied by witnesses and two horses, crossing the boundary mound of the property. The person occupying the land could challenge the entry in court after five days. If the occupant did not issue a legal challenge, the claimant could enter again, ten days after he or she first laid claim to the land. This time he had to bring two witnesses and four horses, and the horses were set free to graze on the property. The occupant could challenge the entry in court after three days.

Twenty days after the first entry the claimant could enter the property again, with three witnesses and eight horses. At this point the claimant could feed and stable the horses on the land. If no legal challenge was forthcoming, the claimant now had legal ownership. Ownership was formally declared by the new owner spending the night on the land, lighting a fire, and tending his or her animals.7

The next step in formalizing the claim was to erect or identify a permanent boundary marker. Twelve kinds of boundary markers were acceptable, including a rock, a ditch, a tree, a body of water such as a creek or river, a road or lane, a venerated old tree, a great oak, a mound with a tree on it, or the stump of a large tree.8

A large natural rock or stone might be used, or a stone placed by the occupants such as a gravestone or a standing stone with Ogham markings. The Brehon Laws state: “The Ogham in the standing stone . . . is like a witness [of ownership].”9

Ogham was also used to mark the graves of dead nobles. The Book of Ballymote describes the death of Fiachra, brother of Niall of the Nine Hostages:

 

Maidhi Meascorach wounded Fiachra mortally in the battle. . . . Then Fiachra carried away fifty hostages out of Munster, together with his tribute in full, and set forth on his march to Temar. Now when he had reached Forraidh in Uibh Maccuais in West Meath, Fiachra died there of his wound. His grave was made, and his mound was raised and his cluiche cainte (funeral rites including games and dirges) were ignited, and his Ogam name was written, and the hostages which had been brought from the south were buried alive around Fiachra’s grave.10

 

The Leabhar na h-Uidhre (Book of the Dun Cow), an eleventh- or twelfth-century manuscript of which only fragments remain, describes the grave of Fothadh Airgthech, a ruler of Ireland, who was killed by Cailte, foster son of Finn mac Cumhaill, in the Battle of Ollarba (285 CE).

 

The ulaidh (cairn) of Fothadh Airgthech will be found at a short distance to the east of it [the iron head of a spear buried in the earth]. There is a chest of stone about him in the earth. There are his two rings of silver, and his two bunne doat [bracelets?], and his torque of silver on his chest; and there is a pillar stone at his cairn; and an Ogham is [inscribed] on the end of the pillar stone which is in the earth. And what is in it is, Eochaid Airgthech here.11

 

Airgthech means “robber” or “plunderer,” and it is unusual that the Ogham was cut so as to be hidden under the ground. Perhaps Fothadh Airgthech disgraced himself in some way.
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According to tradition the Ogham alphabet was invented by Ogma, god of eloquence and fair speech. The first message he wrote in the alphabet was a message on a birch rod, consisting of seven strokes. For this reason, birch is the first letter of the Ogham alphabet.1

The poets give beautiful and evocative descriptions of the birch tree in their ancient Word Oghams. In the Word Ogham of Morainn mic Moín, feocus foltchain is described as “withered foot and fine hair.” The Word Ogham of Mic ind Oic lists glasium cnis, “most silvery of skin.”2 We also have maise malach “beauty of eyebrow” (from Briatharogam Con Culainn).3

It is fitting that birch is the first of the Ogham trees. Birches are among the very first trees to make an appearance after ground has been disturbed. They were also one of the first trees to take hold after the ice retreated ten thousand years ago. Mystically, the birch is a tree of new beginnings.

Birch is also “the way shower.” Try visiting a mature forest on a night when the moon is full. The white birch blazes forth gloriously, shining in the starlight.

In Siberian cultures the shamans use birch as a sky ladder, traveling in drumbeat trance up her branches and out to the Sky World. Native American women fashion prayer baskets from her wood. Birch is a wood of choice in Scandinavia for carving rune sets for divination, and birch poles are the traditional wood for the maypole. (In Wales the maypole was always a living tree; no birches were sacrificed for the celebration!) Sometimes a maypole was decorated with sprays of birch on top.4

In ancient times an entire birch tree might be offered as a sacrifice in a sacred grove, by dropping it into a votive pit. Coils of birch bark are full of a dense oil that will ignite a fire whether the tinder is dry or wet, so birch twigs were once used to ignite ritual fires. Birch twigs make excellent brooms. The bark can be used to make a dye for tanning hides and for strengthening fisherman’s nets and lines.

Birch wood was used to make cradles in Wales, thus bringing the protective power of the Goddess into the nursery. In the Western isles of Scotland, birch was hung over the cradle as protection. Rituals celebrating Imbolc in Scotland featured a “bride doll,” a straw effigy of the goddess Brigid, who held a birch slachdan, or magical wand, symbolic of her ability to transform the weather. Striking a cow with a birch twig was said to promote calving.5

Throughout Europe, birch wood was used on New Year’s or at Winter Solstice to “beat the bounds” of the local district. Birch torches were believed to purify the land and expel evil spirits. Birch was said to repel ill-intentioned fairies. One could place a wreath of birch under the milk pail to prevent the milk from being spoiled. A Scottish story tells of a man who protected himself from “Headless Hugh,” a nasty headless horse-riding spirit, by clinging to a birch tree.6
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HERBAL USES

In ancient Scandinavia after a long, hard snowbound winter, everyone went to the sauna for a purifying sweat. During the sweat they would beat themselves with bundles of fragrant birch twigs, to increase circulation.

Birch leaves can be picked in very early spring to make a laxative tea. Used as a gargle, the tea heals mouth sores. Taken internally, the tea helps to purge kidney and bladder sediment and benefits gout and rheumatism. The tea is also slightly sedative and helps sore muscles.7
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CAUTION

If you are going to chew leaves or use them in tea, please collect them before the Summer Solstice. After that they will contain too many plant alkaloids.
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Make a strong tea using the leaves, twigs, and bark, and add it to the bath or use it as a wash for eczema, psoriasis, and other moist, oozing skin conditions.

All birches are valuable as medicine. Betula alba, white birch, has no real flavor and should be avoided as a beverage tea, but the leaves can be used in an herbal brew. Native American herbalists and medicine people have used a yellow fungus that grows on birch for millennia to heal tumors. Known as chaga, it boosts the immune system. Modern medicine has only recently discovered that birch sap contains betulinic acid, a potent antitumor cancer treatment.8

White birch is used by the Cree for skin conditions, by boiling the powdered wood and applying it to the skin. The Ojibwa use the roots, cooked with maple syrup, for stomach cramps.9

Betula lenta (cherry birch) is used by the Cherokee as an antidiarrheal and for treating colds. They make a tea of the leaves or chew them.

The Chippewa use the bark tea for diarrhea. The Iroquois use the bark as a decoction for fevers, menstrual cramps, and exhaustion. The Mohegan use the bark in spring tonics. The bark can be used to make dwellings; it makes a beautiful waterproof covering.10

Betula lutea (yellow birch) is used by the Delaware as a cathartic—the tea of the bark is emetic (it makes you vomit). The Iroquois used it as a wash for itching skin. The Potawatomi add the twig infusion to medicines as a flavoring agent and the Ojibwa use the inner bark as a diuretic.11

Betula nigra (river birch) is used by the Cherokee as an antidiarrheal, by chewing the leaf or making an infusion with the leaf. The Cherokee and Chippewa take a bark decoction for stomach pain. The sap can be harvested in spring to make syrup.12

Betula papyrifera (paper birch) bark is used by the Chippewa for enemas and as a cathartic tea. The Menominee use the inner bark in a tea to treat dysentery and as a general tonic. The Ojibwa use the root bark in a tea for stomach cramps, and the Potawatomi use the twigs to flavor medicines.13

Betula populifolia (gray birch) bark decoction is taken internally as tea. The MicMac use the inner bark tea to treat infected wounds and also as an emetic. The Iroquois use the tea internally for bleeding piles.14 The inner bark can be dried, ground, and added to flour as a famine food to make bread.15

Betula pumila (low birch) is used by the Ojibwa as a gyneco-logic aid; the cones are infused in a tea to ease menstruation and to strengthen a woman’s body after childbirth. The smoke of the cones is inhaled to help clear catarrhal conditions in the lungs.16

To prepare a birch leaf tea use one tablespoon of fresh leaf in one-half cup boiled water and steep for twenty minutes. Take one-quarter cup, four times a day.17

To prepare a birch bark tea simmer one teaspoon of inner bark per cup of water for twenty minutes. Take up to two cups a day in one-quarter cup doses. Gather the bark from a twig using a sharp knife.18
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CAUTION

When using the bark, please take the bark from a twig—never from the trunk of the tree. Girdling a tree can be fatal to the tree.
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The best beverage tea is made from black birch and other birches, such as river birch, that have a distinct wintergreen smell when you crush the leaf or chew on a twig.
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Spring Tonic

Each spring I like to make one batch of nonalcoholic beer using birch. The tonic warms the blood and increases circulation, a perfect antidote to the doldrums of a cold winter here in New England.

I am fortunate to have a small grove of sassafras trees by my house. Each year I sacrifice one small tree to make the tonic. (Sassafras trees grow in colonies, all connected by their roots. If you take one tree you are really just pruning a small part of the larger organism.)

I dig up a sassafras tree and cut off the root. (The leaves can be dried and powdered to make Fíle Gumbo, a Louisiana Cajun recipe featuring bell pepper, onion, celery, tomatoes, and a combination of fish and shellfish or chicken, sausage, and other meats. Powdered sassafras leaf is the traditional thickening agent for the gumbo, which is added only after cooking is done.) Using a sharp knife, I peel off the bark of the root. The root bark is where the sassafras flavor comes from.

Then I visit a river birch tree behind the house. I harvest a few feet of branches and cut them into one-inch sections. Then I slice up a large section of gingerroot (Zingiber officinale).

I place everything in a large, nonaluminum pot with a tight lid. I just barely cover the roots and twigs with spring water, and simmer these ingredients for about twenty minutes. I let the pot sit for about fifteen minutes longer and then add a sweetener, such as maple syrup, sucanat (dried sugar cane juice), honey, or organic sorghum, to make a syrup.

To make the birch beer I pour about two ounces of the syrup into an eight-ounce glass, and then fill the glass with a sparkling water such as Evian or Perrier. Voilá!
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SPIRITUAL ASPECTS

In my spiritual work as a ban-drui (Druid priestess) I like to visit a large birch tree that grows behind the stone circle in the forest where my grove and I do our rituals. She blazes forth on moonlit nights like a column of white flame bursting out of the dark woods. It is obvious to me why birch is known as “the way shower.”

The ancient Proto-Indo-European word for birch, bherH-g-o, is associated with the words for it shines, glitter, flash, shimmer, brilliance, brightness, white, and bright in several languages. The Gaelic word for birch, beith, is closely related to the Gaelic words bith (existence, enduring, constant) and bithe (womanly, feminine).19

Scandinavian couples would celebrate May Day by making love in a birch forest because birch forests were sacred to Frigga, goddess of fertility and love. The legendary Celtic lovers Diarmid and Grainne slept in birch-branch huts as they fled their pursuers. Birch trees and linden trees were commonly offered as sacrifices in Druidic groves.20

Birch is regarded in all cultures as a Goddess tree. Use her energy to put yourself in touch with the feminine aspect of the universe and within yourself.

Birch helps us to focus on what needs doing and gives us energy in the process. She tells us to honor our female side, our vulnerability, and our feminine life-giving, nurturing qualities as well as to honor those qualities in others.

Give all your honor and respect to the birches. They show us the straight path of wisdom, lead us safely through dark forests of the soul, and bring us home to the clear light within.
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The second letter of the Ogham tree alphabet is luis (rowan, also known as mountain ash). The Word Ogham of Morainn mic Moín designates rowan as li sula, “ delight of eye.” The Word Ogham of Mic ind Oic characterizes it as cara ceathra, “ friend of cattle.”1 We also see lúth cethrae “sustenance of cattle” in Briatharogam Con Culainn.2

The word luis means “flame or radiance,”3 which is a fitting description for this tree. When the mountain ash or rowan is covered with berries, it glows like a tower of red or orange (depending on the species). According to legend, the original rowan was brought from the Land of Fairy by the Tuatha de Danann, the tribe or peoples of the goddess Danu, who preceded the Celts in Ireland. One berry fell on the ground in Eire and thus the first rowan took root. Those who ate the berries were young and joyful ever after.4

Garlands of rowan berries were worn by ladies of the Scottish Highlands as a form of magical protection, and tied around the horns of cows and the necks of pigs to keep them healthy and safe.5

In Scotland, tiny crosses were made of rowan wood. With arms of equal length symbolic of the sun, they were bound with red thread and secretly sewn into clothing as a protection from sorcery. Rowan branches were placed in the cradle, laid over the lintel of the home, and hung in the barn to protect the cattle. Churn staffs were made of rowan wood to keep the butter safe from evil spells. Cradles, plow pins, pegs, and whips were made of Rowan wood to protect the baby, the horse, and the land.6

Rowan in the home is said to protect it from fire. Planted outside, it protects the house from witches. A circlet of rowan placed under the milk pail prevents the milk from being stolen by fairies or witches. Tied to the collar of a hound, it will make it run faster. Rowan berries are tied to a wild or unruly horse to calm it. In Scotland, rowan wood was once used for the crossbeams of the chimney, as a form of protection for the house. The distaff, the water mill, flail rods, and other household and farm implements were made of protective rowan wood.7

Welsh graveyards and churchyards are often planted with rowan trees. Rowan prevents the dead from rising and protects against evil spirits, thus Scottish coffins and biers were once made of rowan wood.8

Rowan is considered a powerful protection against being taken by the fairies. A rowan wood walking stick is used for this purpose. A green rowan stick allows the explorer to safely enter and exit a fairy fort (an ancient cairn or stone circle). It also affords protection when walking over a fairy hill (a cairn covered by grass). Wear rowan on a hat to avoid being “fairy led,”9 an expression that means becoming unaccountably lost when traveling in familiar territory, usually on a country road or path. (The correct way to undo the fairies’ charm is to take off one’s clothing and put it back on inside out—that way one is no longer recognizable to the fairies.)

Rowan bark shavings were once used as fodder for cattle in Scandinavia,10 which accounts for rowan’s Ogham name “sustenance of cattle.” The beauty of a rowan tree in spring, when it is covered in white flowers, and its beauty in the fall, when it is lush with berries, explains the name “delight of eye.” Birds are very fond of rowan berries, adding to the delightful image.

Rowan was an important wood for the Beltaine festival, the celebration of the official start of summer and the light half of the year (please see details on how to observe this festival in the Celebrate the Celtic Fire Festivals chapter).

A rowan fire in the hearth brought luck on May Day morning. Sprigs of rowan were mixed with the cattle fodder and the cows were switched with Rowan to protect them from spirits who might be about. Rowan was tied to the tails of the cows, placed in windows, on doors, and in the fields. In Scotland, lambs and sheep were made to walk through a rowan hoop. In the Isle of Man, tiny rowan crosses were tied to cows’ tails on Beltaine. The crosses had to be made without the use of a metal knife,11 because fairies detest iron and helpful spirits might be repulsed by the use of iron implements.
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