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  INTRODUCTION

  There are eight major festivals, and each is roughly six weeks apart. These follow the year’s turning and are tuned into nature and the seasons. Some of the festivals are well known, Beltane and Samhain (Halloween) are two of them and they are at opposite times of the year. In fact there are four solar festivals, two solstices and two equinoxes, these mark the path of the Sun (it’s actually the Earth that moves and not the Sun, for this is an illusion and it’s easier to think of the Sun growing and getting warmer and then colder).

  There are also four “cross festivals” these were fire celebrations and folk would build a big bonfire, light candles and have a celebration. The four cross festivals are: Imbolc (February 2nd), Beltane (May 1st), Lughnasadh (August 1st) and Samhain (October 31st).

  Put together they divide the year into eight festivals referred to as “The Wheel of the Year”. Each of them is connected to nature and its changing seasons, to what’s going in the farmer’s year and to special things to remember through the year.

  Imbolc is the first Pagan festival of the Wheel of the Year after Midwinter. The Pagan Celtic Year ends at Samhain, but for the purpose of this book and for little children I think it may be easier for them to link early spring to new starts and so I am starting with Imbolc.


  IMBOLC – “FIRST MILK”

  TEACHERS, PARENTS AND GUARDIANS NOTES
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  Imbolc was dedicated to Brigit to welcome in the start of the spring.

  At Midwinter, we celebrated the birth of the Divine Child, the light of inspiration and hope. We teach that the Mother Goddess labours all through the longest night to give birth to the new child, the tiny Sun. This is a myth, a story we tell our children and young ones to help them understand. Naturally, you and I know that it is the orbit of the Earth around our star, the Sun, which causes the change in the seasons, and we know the Sun will get stronger after Midwinter. But it’s not just the basic facts we are talking about here, in order to encourage a faith, we need to put our thoughts into story form for the sake of our young ones. Then it is a good idea to teach in story form. It’s difficult for little ones to understand the ever-changing seasons, the farmer’s year, the birth, growth and then death of our animals.

  We are told by our own elders that Brigit was very fond of animals. Saint Bridget as she became to the Christian Church was said to have a healing mission especially for animals and it is said that she helped cure many a sick animal.

  February 2nd is the day in which we celebrate the Goddess Brigit. We connect to her in three ways and indeed some stories tell of her having two sisters of the same age. She is a Goddess of the Hearth, Goddess of Smithcraft and Poetry, and she is also the healing Goddess of Birth, and Lactation. Christian myths tell of her being the midwife of the Baby Jesus and she certainly does link with midwives.

  In early times, the hearth was a very important part of family life, not only did it provide a place where food was cooked, it was the heat source of the home and it was around the hearth that the family and friends would sit in the evening and sing songs, play music and tell stories.

  A blacksmith was also a very important man in a village for without him the horses would not have suitable shoes to enable them to do the heavy work needed on a farm, and the blacksmith would also make and mend farm tools as well as knives, swords and spears — all the things needed to kill and butcher meat for the family.

  In Ireland and amongst other Celtic tribes, Brigit is Mary of the Gaels, the main Goddess called upon and called to for many different reasons throughout the year. Myth tells us that the first Brigit was the daughter of the Dagda, the good God and one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, the children of Danu, that she was the half-sister of Cermait, Aengus, Midir and Bodb Derg. She is a classic triple Goddess.

  Brigit gathered herself a group of young women whom she taught the skills required for healing, astronomy, herbcraft and healing. These priestesses became important people within their villages and tribes; they were the midwives, the healers and they taught others how to work with the changing seasons. At some stage back beyond recorded time, following a great war, Brigit and other Dananns chose to take to the land beneath the ground. She travelled on, leaving a high or chief priestess in charge of the group of women who kept a flame burning night and day all year round bar one and continued to teach all the skills needed in their roles in early tribal life.

  I am sure you know the story that eventually Christianity came to these lands and Pagan ways were swallowed up into a new faith, but Brigit was so very important to the Gaels that the Church made her a Saint.

  So in honour of her very important role in our lives we remember her special feast day, we remember her role of healer, especially of birth and lactation. This is why we link this festival to first milk, the liquid produced by a mother for her young to give them antibodies that are needed in order to help fight disease. We link this time to the mother sheep, the ewes who are getting ready to lamb and she is also linked to most white flowers but especially snowdrops.

  Gemstones linked to this time of year would be Moonstone and also Bloodstone according to astrological sources. I would personally pick white or milky white gemstones, any stone that brings to mind milk or snowdrops. When picking crystals and gemstones each person must follow their own instinct and when you come to dedicate your stone keep the reason clearly in your mind the whole time because like all magical matters it’s the intent that is the most important.

  Imbolc (Im-olk) is a festival of light to welcome the spring and say goodbye to the winter.

  In the fields the ewes, the mother sheep, were getting bigger; their tummies were getting big because they were growing tiny baby lambs inside them. Soon it would be time for the baby lambs to be born.

  The Ewe’s udders, the place where the baby lambs would suck their milk from were filling up with a very special “first milk” (this is what the word Imbolc means).

  The snowdrops were popping their heads out of the cool earth, and the ground was getting ever so slightly warmer.

  A Story for Imbolc

  Lucy lived on a farm up in the hills, her dad kept a large flock of sheep and her mummy was always busy cooking, soon she would be feeding the tiniest lambs that could not feed from their own mothers. Sometimes the ewes had three lambs and were not able to feed all three, so the smallest were brought up to the kitchen in Lucy’s house and fed with a bottle of milk, they had a little warm box to sleep in.

  Lucy woke up one morning and quickly got ready to go out with her dad to look at the sheep. She had favourites and one of them looked very fat yesterday and was behaving oddly. She kept wiggling backwards, and went round and round in the same patch of ground. “She’s ready to lamb that one!” said Dad.
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