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  Introduction

  The Hedge Riding Hedge Witch

  Many people call themselves hedge witches but the true hedge witch will practice the main feature of hedge witchcraft — hedge riding. However, the individual hedge witch’s other interests and practices may vary. Not every hedge witch lives in a rural cottage in the forest or on the edge of the village, many live in the suburbs and in towns with only a window box as a garden. However, this will not stop the determined person, from their daily hedge witchcraft pursuits.

  Hedge riding is the journey of your spirit into the other-world realms. These are generally the upper and lower worlds. There is also a middle realm, our everyday world, which has spiritual aspects. We can use this realm to travel back into the past to meet our ancestors, former selves, or forward to the future. In the lower world, an earthy place, you will find your animal guides and it also has access to the underworld of the souls of the dead. In the upper world is the home of the divine, gods and goddesses, spirit guides and wise teachers. Having said this, to otherworld travelers the worlds, realms or planes can have various levels, depending on the individual and/or their teachers and their own explorations.

  Hedge witches do not roam the other realms for the sheer fun of it or the experience; we go there for a particular purpose whether that is for healing, spiritual advancement, wisdom, knowledge or for spell work. Therefore, only those who already have at least three years intense experience and study of witchcraft should attempt to hedge ride. That experience should cover all aspects of the Craft before attempting a journey. You should never hedge ride if you are ill, particularly if you have a mental illness as it can tip you into a psychotic episode, or leave you susceptible to negative entities. Please heed this warning. Hedge riding is not something to be undertaken lightly and without thought, by anyone inexperienced in the Craft or without some form of shamanic teaching. If in doubt, then go and seek teaching and only hedge ride in the company of an experienced rider or shamanic practitioner who can then guide and instruct you.

  Before hedge riding, which I have been doing for twelve years, I had been astral projecting/travelling for thirty-nine years. Within astral travel, I have visited my own environment but also the three other realms, although for many years I did not know where in particular I was and just accepted it. This was a natural occurrence and it was not until I was a young adult that I learned to induce it. Anyone, who has the capabilities of astral projection, will almost certainly find it easier to hedge ride.

  This book is not the definitive guide to hedge riding; it is simply a guide. The hedge riding aspect of hedge witchery is perhaps the most difficult part of the pathway. This book focuses on that aspect alone and further study, research and practice are essential.

  If you want to learn more about Hedge Witchraft, there is an accompanying book in this series, Pagans Portals — Hedge Witchcraft.
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  What is Hedge Riding?

  The ‘hedge’ in ‘hedge witch’ has more than one meaning. Primarily the hedge is the boundary separating this world and the otherworld. The hedge witch rides the hedge or as I like to say, has one foot over it, meaning she or he regularly explores the realms of the otherworld This is sometimes referred to as getting ‘oot and aboot’. The hedge is also both psychically and physically protective keeping out unwanted visitors, spirit or human. It separates the witch from civilization, where she or he lives close to the wilderness on the margins of the town or village. In crossing the hedge, the witch enters the twilight, the veil between worlds, and emerges in the other realms, the lower, middle or upper.

  Hedge riding is shamanic in nature and is related to seidh. Seidh which involves communication with the spirits, is often oracular, but does include other practices including magic and shapeshifting, which are also aspects of hedge riding. Modern seidh more often involves a group of people of whom one, the seer, is guided into trance (by one or more people through various methods such as chanting) and seeks answers which will serve the community or group. Hedge riding is usually solitary as the hedge witch is solitary, but there is nothing wrong in occasionally joining others for journeying and for support. Within a group, often the riders share symbols and even experiences, which indicates a psychic link can be formed within groups. Here though, we concentrate on solitary hedge riding.

  When riding, the hedge rider’s consciousness travels to another place, the otherworld, which is also the realm of the collective unconscious. There she or he encounters archetypal symbols and assimilates this knowledge to help guide her or him on their pathway.

  
    I know this the tenth:

    If I see the hedge-riders magically flying high,

    I can make it so they go astray

    Of their own skins, and of their own souls.

    Nigel Pennick (Havamal, Complete Illustrated Guide to Runes, 2002)

    A tenth I know, what time I see 
House-riders flying on high;

    So can I work, that wildly they go,

    Showing their true shapes,

    Hence to their own homes.

    Henry Adams Bellows (Hovamol, verse 156, The Poetic Edda, 1936)

  

  The above verses (two different translations of verse 156 of the Havamal) concern those that shapeshift (the witch) and who fly at night. Verses 147–165 of the Havamal are charms. Depending on which translation you follow, reciting the charm can cause either the hedge rider to show their true self and return home, or the rider’s spirit to become separated from their physical body. The Havamal is from the Poetic Edda of the thirteenth century but perhaps composed earlier. The hedge rider of ancient times flew to the otherworld to consult with spirits and gods for the purposes of magic or prophecy. The hedge rider of modern times will certainly do this among other things.

  As well as seidh, hedge riding has a kinship to what we now call shamanism. Although indigenous peoples do not use this term and are more likely to use the terms ‘medicine man’ (or woman) or ‘elder’, for clarification I do use the words shaman and shamanism.

  To gain an understanding of hedge riding, we first need to look briefly at shamanism in general. Shamanism is a generic term that covers a wide range of traditional practices and beliefs of indigenous peoples the world over. Shamanism, which is thought to have existed since prehistoric times, involves travel and communication within the spirit realms (often induced by drugs), and is used for divination purposes (as does Seidh), healing, acquiring knowledge, controlling of the weather and such things as exorcism.

  Riding to the spirit realms is achieved by entering an altered state of consciousness (ASC), by such methods as drumming, drugs, fasting, dancing, and sweat lodges.

  I will not insult these traditional people by comparing Western or Core Shamanism with the traditional. Traditional shamans earn their status having been ‘chosen’ — and often not through their own choice — having gone through some sort of hardship of pain or disease, such as mental illness, going out into the wilds for many days with no protection, food or water, or through suffering an NDE, near death experience (sometimes all three). They work with the darkness and with the light and live in harmony with nature. It is a lifetime commitment.
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