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  Both Traditional Witchcraft for Fields and Hedgerows and Traditional Witchcraft for Woods and Forests assume a certain degree of magical understanding on the part of the reader with regard to routine divination, spell and Circle casting. For this reason the text does not include the basic elements of rudimentary witchcraft that can be found in titles similar to Traditional Witchcraft for Urban Living and Traditional Witchcraft for the Seashore.


  

  


  
Chapter One

  

  Fields and Hedgerows

  



  
    Lost in such ecstasies in this old spot

    I feel the rapture which the world hath not,

    That joy like health that flushes in my face

    Amid the brambles of this ancient place …

    John Clare

  

  For a witch the magical energies of Traditional Witchcraft for Fields and Hedgerows differs quite considerably from Traditional Witchcraft for Woods and Forests because whereas the woods have been part of our landscape since the beginning of time, fields and hedgerows are a relatively recent innovation. It therefore stands to reason that the witchcraft of fields and hedgerows is going to be much more of a domestic and homely variety, not moving far from hearth or cattle byre. It will lack the primitive, sometimes hostile, sensations that we encounter when walking alone in the woods. Unfortunately, very few modern witches have the opportunity to understand the land, but once we learn to appreciate it again and begin to feel part of it, it begins to share its secrets.

  It’s not only woods that can be dated from the variety and number of different species, hedgerows also have their own history and this is chronicled by certain tell-tale signs, familiar to a local witch or cunning woman. Hedgerows are a prominent and distinctive feature of the landscape and the oldest are probably remnants of the continuous woodland that once covered most of the land. As villagers and landowners cleared the forest for agriculture, they would leave the last few feet of forest standing to mark the outer boundaries of their land. A traditional witch will know that these boundaries have a special magical significance, especially at dawn and dusk.

  Some of our most ancient hedges are the remnants of such boundaries, perhaps even now still marking parish borders. Hedges were also formed to enclose patches of land to contain livestock. This would have been done close to a farm or village, and in many places, these small, irregular enclosures can still be recognised by witches of today, as indications of old field patterns and ancient hedgerow. The majority, however, were planted in the 18th and 19th centuries to enclose patches of land in order to establish ownership. Nevertheless, the older the hedge, the more we will feel we are walking in our ancestors’ footsteps as we search for magical and medicinal ingredients.

  For both countrywomen and witches the hedge was extremely important. A veritable treasure house: a source of food, drink, medicine, shelter, fuel and dyes, while numerous superstitions arose around many hedgerow plants. The special plant community that makes up a mature hedgerow also offers a wider range of food for animals and birds than most deciduous woodland, making the hedge a very attractive habitat in winter. After feasting on the autumn harvest of elder and blackberries, birds turn to rosehips and haws, then sloes, and finally to ivy berries and this is where we become familiar with our totem animal or bird in its natural habitat.

  The Romans introduced a large number of herbs to Britain, valuing them for their supposed supernatural powers, as well as culinary and medicinal uses … and many of these plants now grow profusely in the wild. By the Middle Ages, the use of herbs for magical purposes was commonplace, and every village had its own witch or cunning-woman. A medieval witch was an expert in the identification of wild herbs, and from the countryside surrounding her home she would gather the appropriate plants for scenting linen, flavouring sauces … or procuring an abortion. Herbs were so important in daily life that when people moved around the country, they took with them the plants and the superstitions surrounding them.

  Unlike the wort-lore of traditional witchcraft, however, folk or domestic plant medicine was the everyday use of plants by ordinary people to cure minor wounds and ailments. Although there is a wealth of material from the classic herbalists recorded by the Benedictine monk Aelfric, the Physicians of Myddfai and the 17th century apothecary, physician and astrologer, Nicholas Culpeper, very little has actually been preserved of the common domestic plant remedies used by our forebears.

  In fact, the use of common native plants in everyday home medicine is now almost obsolete, largely because it was mainly a DIY collection of first aid remedies, often passed on orally, rather than a written record. As a result, even many of today’s witches are unaware of the therapeutic effects of ordinary kitchen herbs. With proper care and caution, the same herb used to flavour cooking can be used in a more concentrated form to relieve pain.

  For example:

  
    	Marjoram acts as a circulatory stimulant and helps to relieve circulation problems.

    	Parsley can be chewed to help combat bad breath.

    	Sage has antiseptic properties and makes an effective gargle for a sore throat.

    	Rosemary is a warming circulatory stimulant that can relieve fatigue.

    	Thyme has an expectorant action and can be used to relieve chesty coughs.

  

  Simple home remedies did not require any accompanying magical ritual to make them work; a countrywoman would merely pick the necessary plants from the garden or hedgerow to make a preparation for the family’s fever, or to treat a wound. For example, a hot infusion made from yarrow, comfrey and cayenne, increased perspiration and helped to reduce a high fever. In fact, towards the end of WWI, the British government used tons of sphagnum moss placed directly on wounds as surgical dressing, when the demand for cotton bandages could not be met. Fortunately, this folk-remedy had not faded from memory — and is still used in some rural areas today.

  Similarly, feverfew has been used since the Middle Ages for its analgesic properties. Culpeper recommended the herb for ‘all pains in the head’, while current research has proven the efficacy of feverfew in the relieving of migraines and headaches when taken as a tea. The common plantain has long been recognised as an excellent restorative and tonic for all forms of respiratory congestions — nasal catarrh, bronchitis, sinusitis and middle ear infections. The plant’s demulcent qualities make it useful in an infusion for painful urination. As a lotion, plantain also calms the irritation and itching of insect bites, stings and skin irritations; and as a disinfectant and styptic for wounds … and how many of us automatically search for a dock leaf after a close encounter with a stinging nettle?

  Despite all its magical connotations and Faere connections, the elder tree has long been known as the ‘poor man’s medicine chest’ because its bark, flowers and berries have so many uses in treating respiratory infections and fevers. The leaves make a useful ointment for bruises, sprains and wounds, while an ointment made from the flowers is excellent for chilblains. The inner bark has a history of use as a purgative dating back to the time of Hippocrates … not forgetting the ‘tonic’ of elderflower champagne and elderberry wine.

  Nevertheless, in Memory, Wisdom & Healing: The History of Domestic Plant Medicine, Gabrielle Hatfield makes a valid point about village ‘wise women’ in that once an individual gained a reputation as a healer, they were immediately set apart from ordinary folk and credited with certain powers. Once this had happened, the healers became increasingly motivated to shroud their practice in mystery and magic, (and this in turn set them still further apart from the rest of the village), expecting some form of payment in kind or money for their services.

  In Traditional Witchcraft for Urban Living, however, this author observed that although herbs have been grown for many purposes, the gift of healing (herbal or otherwise) is obviously a natural one. It might also suggest that many of those who faced the noose accused of witchcraft, were often no more than simple healers with an understanding of potions made from plant extract but with no Craft associations whatsoever. In the meantime, as Dr Harold Selcon records in The Physicians of Myddfai, that by the end of the 14th century a different class of medical herbalist was developing — the apothecaries — who purchased herbs collected from the countryside by wandering professional herb collectors, known as the ‘green men and women’.

  The apothecaries might buy the goods to pass on to their town-dwelling customers, but it was the ‘green men and women’ who knew what to collect and when. And this is also an important part of traditional Craft wort-lore. It isn’t enough to know that moneywort can be used as a lotion and applied to wounds; or that a teaspoon of dried cowslip flowers taken as a tea will prevent insomnia. It is also necessary to learn when to collect them; how to prepare and store the plants; what to mix with them and in what quantity, before they can be of genuine use.

  Gabrielle Hatfield also believes that too much has been made of the link between magic, witchcraft, superstition and plant medicine. She maintains that the image of the herb-gatherer only collecting plants at certain time of the day, and in dark and shady places, has twisted the truth, and turned herb collecting into a dark mysterious ritual. Here we have another case of academic viewpoint unable to accept that genuine witches and cunning folk were fully aware that many plant constituents could vary in their concentration, depending on the season, and how, when and where they were gathered. Although many useful plants were common knowledge, others were so potent or deadly, that their use and identity was a closely guarded secret. Craft’s most esoteric remedies have seldom been revealed to cowans (i.e. outsiders), while the sceptical learn nothing at all.

  Nevertheless, prior to, and during the First and Second World Wars, Britain grew large quantities of its own medicinal herbs; while a significant quantity of wild herbs were gathered for commercial use. The ‘wild herb men’ finally went out of business in the early 1960s, although in December 1972, the East Anglian Magazine featured an article on one of the last men to gather wild plants for a living. This occupation was a traditional one with a long history, and during the reign of Elizabeth I the ‘Wild Herb Act’ was passed, giving the ‘green-men’ the right to gather herbs and roots in wild uncultivated land.

  Through the daily life of ordinary country people, however, the use of folk medicine had been preserved with remarkable accuracy from one generation to another up until the early 20th century. As a result of two world wars and with the large-scale dispersal of country people into the towns, the need for folk-medicine diminished outside the practice of traditional witchcraft. Old people who remained, no longer had anyone left to whom they could pass this age-old wisdom and so much of it died out for lack of interest. In many cases, only the remedy surviving to pass into folklore and superstition. For the traditional witch, however, wort-lore is part of her (or his) heritage and must be preserved by developing a greater understanding of the fields and hedgerows where these plants can still be found.

  It doesn’t matter whether we refer to ourselves as witch, wiccan, or pagan. Whether we belong to a coven, or consider ourselves to be a solitary but important part of the larger pagan community … when we observe what we can view as ‘field Craft’, more often than not, we tend to work alone. The benefits of being a solitary witch means we can work whenever we feel like it, regardless of the date on the calendar, the phase of the moon, or what anyone else considers to be a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ time of the day. The only ‘rule’ we need to learn and obey, is the call of the natural cyclic tides of Nature … nothing else.

  And whether we live in the country, town or city, Nature is all around us. It cannot be suppressed, destroyed or eradicated and if Nature suddenly ceased to be, then every living thing on the planet would die. No book ever written can teach us how to become a witch. Only Nature can do that. Only Nature can coax out those long suppressed abilities and give us back the freedom to be a witch, releasing the knowledge of the Old Ways back into the world. So let’s walk through the fields and along the hedgerow together and discover Nature as she moves through the year …

  Warning: For hundreds of years the hedgerows have provided witches with all the ingredients for their healing potions. It is unwise, however, to guess as to the identities of those with which you are unfamiliar. Many plants, such as the Umbelliferae family, can look very similar but may contain one kind that is poisonous — e.g. hemlock! The most common problems in herbal treatment are not the side effects but the reactions to misguided self-diagnosis; the wrong herb may compound the problem.

  Visualisation Exercise

  Not all witches will have access to open fields and hedgerows. Some of us may never move out of the towns or cities — and many more will not be familiar with British flora and fauna because they live in other parts of the world. Nevertheless, our country-born ancestors, when they moved further afield, took their knowledge and beliefs with them — and learned to improvise. And along with their own traditions, they would probably have absorbed some of the knowledge of local peoples — from the native Americans to the Australian aboriginals — in order to utilise the magical energies of the flora and fauna of their new country.

  Nevertheless, everyone — regardless of where they live — will be able to picture in their mind’s eye, the summer lushness of an English buttercup meadow … even if they have never set foot in the British Isles. We may need to use picture books to aid visualisation to begin with, but it isn’t difficult to look into a picture or photograph and visualise ourselves actually viewing that scene. We only have to stretch out our hand and pick the flowers …

  Try this simple exercise:

  Pick a common wild flower, possibly one that is considered to be a weed, from a piece of waste ground or local building site and identify it; remembering that many so-called weeds have medicinal or magical properties. Discover all you can about it and press the flower between the pages of your magical journal, recording the notes as you find out more about the plant. The power of the witch is a natural ability and with practice, we should be able to visualise the flower in its natural wild environment, not the place where it was found.

  For example, we have discovered a small clump of Herb Robert growing amongst the rubble on a new supermarket site. This distinctive little pink flower with its colourful fern-like leaves is recommended by Culpeper for: ‘It speedily heals wounds and is effectual in old ulcers in the privy parts or elsewhere …’ Its modern usage, is listed in the RHS Encyclopaedia of Herbs and Their Uses as being suitable for use internally for gastro-intestinal infections and externally for treating skin eruptions. Now visualise the flower in its natural setting, growing at the foot of a hedgebank with the summer breeze causing the delicate leaves to flutter; there is someone in period costume — perhaps one of the ‘green’ men or women gathering plants to sell to the apothecaries in London — bending to pick the plant …

  Once you have proved to yourself that you can immediately visualise the pictures painted in the text of Traditional Witchcraft for Fields and Hedgerows, you can create your own fields and hedgerows on the astral. And walk there whenever you please.

  
    To make a Hawthorn Witch Ball

    On New Year’s Day the women of the house should cut a selection of long, thin branches of hawthorn and plait them into a sphere. This should be dried in the oven/hearth and suspended in the kitchen until the following New Year. While the women of the household were making a new ball, the men would take the old hawthorn ball out into the fields and set light to it. According to tradition, it should be carried so that pieces of the burning hawthorn fall into the furrows in order to bring life and fertility to the crops. For a special charm to bring good fortune into your home, burn the ball in the garden and when it has been rendered down to ash, sprinkle the remains around the boundary of your property for good luck.

    


  


  

  


  
Chapter Two

  

  January — Dead Moon

  



  January is the Dead Moon — the time of the year when snow usually makes its appearance and from the Old Celtic for ‘the end of winter’ in a calendar where February was the first month of spring. Represented by the Rowan, otherwise known as mountain ash, sprigs of this tree are considered to bring good luck, and to protect from negative magic and the evil eye. An old Celtic salutation was: ‘Peace be here and rowan tree!’ Twelfth Night falls on the 6th January, when many Old Craft witches celebrate the old Midwinter Festival according to the Julian calendar. The Anglo-Saxons called it Wolfmonath, when wolves moved closer to human habitation to feed off the carcases of fallen stock. The 14th century misericord country calendar shows it as the time for collecting firewood.

  With modern climate change knocking the seasons out of kilter, there is something re-assuring about deep snow and freezing conditions around Midwinter and the New Year. We may be inconvenienced for a few days by electricity cuts and frozen pipes, but for a brief moment, we have an insight into how our ancestors viewed these conditions: huddling together for warmth around a meagre fire, with fuel and food supplies running low, and wolves prowling outside, waiting to feed off the dead. Snow represents tradition, custom and history — the ancestral life-blood of traditional British witchcraft.

  But with the thaw will come flooding, turning vast tracts of river valleys into monumental lakes — recalling the time when much of our lowlands were covered by sea. This is a mysterious frozen world where trees loom ghost-like out of the mist. Everything is covered with a glittering film of hoare-frost that forms when moisture in the air freezes on cold surfaces (usually overnight), producing ice crystals in the shape of scales, needles, feathers and fans. This heavy frost represents magic, mystery and Otherworld — the spiritual life-blood of traditional British witchcraft.

  There is an old country saying that a foot of snow is worth an inch of rain, simply because melting snow slowly percolates down into the subsoil. For all the disruption it causes, the thawing process is so slow that most of the water finds its way into the underground water systems, the maze of streams flowing along the underworld of the land. Our winter weather is Nature’s way of demonstrating that, despite all the scientific discoveries, humans have little control over life on the planet. With this rather stark reminder that all was not rosy in the countryside of our ancestors, it is the ideal time to start to familiarise ourselves with the bare bones of Nature and begin to identify the flora and fauna that appear on the blank canvas of the year.

  January is the month when all seems to be stillness and silence. Small animals remain hidden, hibernating, or sleeping to conserve energy. Migrant birds left in the autumn and it will be many months before they return. Insects are dead or dormant. The fields seem empty but even in these freezing conditions, the delicate green shoots of the woodbine, or wild honeysuckle, can be detected in the hedgerow. The weak winter sun reflects on the bright yellow flowers of a sheltered gorse bush, even if the blossoms are seared by frost.

  The banks of the hedgerow house the rabbit warrens but the entrances often look undisturbed because while the snow lies on the ground, only a few rabbits venture out to travel a few yards down the hedge and disappear again. By the end of the month, they will be out in greater numbers to find what nourishment they can from the young grass. Their droppings are everywhere but never more than a couple of yards from the shelter of the hedge.

  Foxes too, are active, for here and there are signs of disturbed earth at the entrance to the larger burrows, and a few feet from the hedge are the unidentifiable remains of what was once a small, furry animal. Yet another reminder for the traditional witch that Nature, although beautiful and mysterious, is also red in tooth and claw. In The Country Book of the Year, Dennis Furnell writes that the snow ‘is as useful a clue as is the murder weapon to the detective’. Here we find the telltale signs of scurrying mice in the hedge-bottom; the paired ‘snowshoe’ imprints of rabbits at the field margin, or the purposeful straight line of fox-tracks that chronicle the previous night’s hunting.

  The snow also records the strongly scented territory markings the dog-fox leaves as his calling card. January is the month when foxes mate, with the vixen’s shrill, yelping scream echoing eerily in the darkness, answered by the sharp, staccato bark of the dog fox. The traditional witch knows that at the conclusion of a magical working, the answering call of a fox (or dog) is the sign that the spell has gone home.

  January, of course, is named after Janus, the Roman two-faced god of vigil and doorways, who looked backwards to the old year, and forward to the new one. Even as late as the early 1900s, the old Roman custom of strena was still being observed in rural parts of Glamorgan, Carmarthen and Monmouth. Small boys would collect the calenning (New Year gifts of pennies and small cakes) although the practice of decorating oranges and apples had largely died out. The fruit was pierced with corn, holly and mistletoe and stuck with three skewers to serve as a stand when not being held. A fourth skewer acted as a handle. The strena was a Roman symbol of fruitfulness for the coming year.

  Wrenning, or ‘hunting the wren’ is another of those old customs that survived from ancient times right up until the 20th century. The wren is a winter singer whose song is very loud for such a tiny bird; it is a clear, jubilant trill. This busy little bird with its characteristic erect tail, scurries around in the undergrowth or flies for short distances close to the ground. Although usually unsociable and aggressive, in winter the wren will roost communally for warmth in some small cavity. Despite its diminutive size, wrens are fearless birds that will mob predators, such as owls, cats or stoats with a loud rattling alarm call.

  Probably this bravery led the wren to represent the spirit of the old year doing battle with the robin, representing the spirit of the new. Believed to be an enactment of the old regeneration theme (the Old King being sacrificed to make way for the Young King) the wren and the robin were probably chosen because these birds are the boldest, and most likely to risk coming close to humans during cold, lean times.

  Although the wren has always enjoyed a certain protection as a sacred bird, on one day of the year it was hunted and killed. As an example of transference magic, the wren was expected to shoulder all the ills and problems of the people; effectively taking their bad luck, ill health, and so forth leaving them free to hope for good health and prosperity in the coming year. Traditionally, the tree of the wren is the ivy, while the robin is allocated the holly. A simple rite that could be performed instead of the actual killing of a wren could be as follows:

  
    A traditional substitute for a wren was a ball of sheep wool collected from the hedgerow and dyed brown. In the late afternoon before the Winter Solstice, visit your local hedgerow and ritually cut a length of flowering ivy, stating as you do so, that you are honouring the spirit of the Old Year. Wrap the ivy in a piece of silk and carry it home. Place the ivy in a central part of the house, where it can absorb all the dross accrued over the year — perhaps as part of the festive decorations.

    At dawn of Twelfth Night, re-wrap the ivy in its silk and, together with the wool, return to the hedge. Locate a strong male holly tree and wind the ivy and wool round the base of the trunk, stating your intention.

    Offer thanks to the spirit of the ivy/wren and then leave the ivy to die.

  

  The intention of this ritual is to offer the life force of the old year in sacrifice, to the spirit of the new, so that it can flourish with extra vigour (as will your own fortune). Light a small fire and burn the silk (silk headscarves can be obtained quite cheaply from most charity shops). This represents the destroying aspect of the Goddess and by performing this rite, you will have enacted the entire birth-death-regenerative cycle. The reason why the traditional Midwinter ‘hunting of the wren’ now takes place in early January is because the shift from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar in 1582 meant 11 days were lost in the process.

  Although robins have endeared themselves to countless generations, they are also extremely aggressive and territorial. In fact, the robin or ‘ruddock’, size for size would out-gun an eagle in terms of ferociousness. Both the robin and the wren would be excellent totems for a witch, and an amulet of a wren can be carried in the form of an old British farthing coin (if necessary, purchased off eBay) that has a wren featured on its reverse.

  While others will be taking down the festive decorations, the 6th January marks Twelfth Night when, as we have seen, many traditional witches celebrate Old Midwinter according to the Julian calendar. The clever witch will have a wide circle of pagan friends that will allow them to party from Saturnalia on the 17th December right through to Twelfth Night on 6th January! Twelfth Night customs are many and varied across the country, being another relic of the Roman festivities … such as drawing lots with beans to see who would be King and Queen of Misrule for the duration.
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