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CAUTION

It is important to correctly identify any plants you are using as there are lookalikes. When using any herb always check with your medical practitioner that it is appropriate for you, especially if you are pregnant, breastfeeding or have a medical condition.




INGREDIENTS AND MEASUREMENTS

Please note that the recipes in this book have been tested using Australian measurements and ingredients.

1 cup = 250 ml (8 ½ fl oz)  |  1 tablespoon = 20 ml (½ fl oz)  |  1 teaspoon = 5 ml
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For Penelope and Lily

With love








Introduction

When I was just 12 months old, I had a life-threatening respiratory illness. Back then, in the Italian village of Spinete in the hills of Molise in central Italy, the illness didn’t have a medical name. The doctor had no known cure for this condition and prepared my parents for the worst. Despite being devout Catholics, they weren’t so easily convinced of this terrible prognosis. They knew one thing they could do. Ask the magara, the healer, who lived higher up in the mountains, close to where Our Lady of Sorrows first appeared in 1888.

That was where my parents left me.

‘What do you mean left me there? Alone?’ I asked my parents when they told me this story.

‘Sì.’ It was always the same answer with no explanation.

Imagine a parent doing this today! Unable to make sense of how they had trusted a stranger, who lived in an isolated place with no means of communication should things go wrong, I had a barrage of questions.

‘How long was I there for?’

‘Three days and three nights.’

While I have no memories of my time with the magara, I came away with my health restored and a coin-shaped scar just below my throat, which wasn’t there before. What did she do to help me breathe? Was it a form of tracheotomy?

My parents don’t recall the events exactly, only that I was healed. They had total faith in the magara, who we would call a medicine woman, healer/herbalist or shaman. Today, I still have a deep and unquestioning gratitude to this magical healer, who followed her tradition of healing from previous generations.

I lived in Molise, in the province of Campobasso, until I was nine years old. Molise is the youngest Italian region, established in 1963 when ‘Abruzzi e Molise’ was split into two regions. I grew up with superstitions, fear of the malocchio (evil eye) and its curse, the strega (witch) entering the house through the keyhole, and the mazzamauriello (imp) who caused havoc and plaited our horse’s mane, then broke things in the house.

I grew up in a world surrounded by fear of this mysterious phenomena. In my village, there were superstitions – especially the malocchio that followed my parents to their new country. This was the belief that a jealous look or feeling – whether done on purpose or not – could curse a person. Babies were particularly susceptible to the malocchio. You’d avoid saying a baby was beautiful, unless following it with ‘God bless them.’ If the curse went unnoticed, consequences included illness, headaches, rash, fatigue, stomach upset and more. People experiencing malocchio could suffer from health problems, emotional issues and even spiritual sickness.

Growing up Italian in Australia meant these ‘old superstitions’ were no longer relevant in a new country that had no connection to the old ways. The stories of the malocchio, the mazzamauriello or herbal cures no longer factored in this productive new life, which was not part of the rural and contadino (peasant) experience. Even the term ‘Italian folk magic’ elicits a confused response from people of Italian heritage in Australia. What is that? Do you mean le streghe (the witches)? This is followed by an awkward scoff as if to say, ‘What, that old stuff?’ But underneath the cynicism lies a genuine interest in these fascinating cultural phenomena.

My zia taught me how to remove the malocchio, which I’ve adapted to suit a modern pagan practice. This practice has opened my eyes, literally, to how negative energies work and how powerful we can be when we learn how to manipulate any kind of energy. Ultimately, the malocchio teaches us that thoughts are entities and everything we do influences the world around us (both our inner and outer worlds). The more intentional we are, the more we see evidence of the world around us responding to our thoughts – either negatively or positively. It’s easy to project a sense of ‘lack’ onto another person, for instance, when we feel like we don’t have enough.

We can all cast the malocchio without being aware of it. You can call this a magical power without requiring a spell. Even if you don’t mean that envious glance, it reflects something about you and your wants. The truth is that we’re all casting a malocchio ‘spell’ when we have jealous or envious thoughts or actions. Social media creates FOMO (fear of missing out) and highlights our sense of having less than someone else – whether it’s body image, holidays, romance or fun activities.

I’ve helped people who never believed this was possible. And yet, the proof is there – removing the malocchio has given them hope and lifted the dark energy from their lives. One person cut ties with toxic friends and colleagues, enabling her to open doors to new business opportunities that had been evading her.

The lure of folk magic is returning and many, including young people, are eager to rediscover these ancient magical practices with a deep connection to nature and the environment. Some have lost their parents and grandparents, and long to rediscover the magic behind these practices and belief systems that were part of living in Italy for countless generations. Writing The World of Italian Folk Magic comes after years of disregarding its cultural importance and relevance in my own life. You don’t need to have Italian heritage to practise folk magic. All readers are invited to learn more about the world of Italian folk magic, but should have respect for its origins and people in the form it was originally practised. While you may learn to integrate or adapt practices from another culture, you should first honour its original beginnings.

This is the energy I want to capture in this book – a rediscovered treasure trove of magical cures, spells and stories that will help to simplify our lives, declutter our minds and hearts, and return to fulfilling our lives’ most basic needs – namely warmth, nourishment and connection to the magical and the spiritual.

In recent years, with the renewed interest in Italian folk magic, many people are seeking to learn more about these ancient practices and integrate them into their modern lives.



This book will give you a guided tour of my life of Italian magic filled with knowledge from ancient healers and wise women, who have passed on their wisdom so you can create your own magical practices.

Stregoneria, as Italian folk magic is often translated, is not a religion but a set of principles. Anyone can incorporate them into their own spiritual practices, regardless of their beliefs. I’ve included a section on saint worship because this is an essential part of Italian tradition. There is also a strong theme on earth-based spirituality because folk magic derived from rural Italian regions. I have sourced information from firsthand interviews with those in the Italian diaspora (countries where Italians have migrated) who are keeping the magic alive through their practices. I have focused mainly on central and southern Italy because of my Molisano heritage and my friends, who are mostly from southern regions in Italy and whose parents and grandparents settled in Australia, along with the United States of America, Canada, Argentina and Brazil. Thanks to them, I could access their stories, recipes, spells and folklore.

I hope these practices will fill you with passion and a strong desire to learn or reacquaint yourself with Italian ancestral knowledge, which was mostly passed down from mother to daughter.

Benedizioni,

Rose
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PART 1: History of Italian folk magic









Chapter 1 What is Italian folk magic?


You’ve got the malocchio!’ my zia said, watching the oil drops disperse to the bowl’s edge.

‘But I haven’t got a headache or anything,’ I said, knowing that a persistent headache was a sure sign someone had given me the malocchio.

‘Well, you’ve been feeling low for no reason. Now we know.’

Looking at the odd kidney-shaped blobs of oil in the bowl, spreading to the sides, I had to agree it was odd – water and oil shouldn’t mix.

In Italian folk magic tradition, all it takes is a glance or seemingly innocent compliment from someone for them to ‘give’ you the evil eye. The symptoms are varied and hard to pinpoint, but older Italians assure me that headaches, fever, stomach aches, dizziness, things going wrong, depression, financial problems and more are all signs you’ve been cursed.

Italian folk magic is much more than believing in the malocchio – it encompasses a range of magical practices and beliefs passed down through generations of Italian families. Today, many people practise Italian folk magic to connect with their heritage and access the power of the unseen world. The word ‘magic’ can be defined as using unseen forces (energy) to influence or manipulate the world around us through various tools and practices. ‘Folk’ magic describes the magic practised by common ‘folk’, who may have been known traditionally as the shaman, herbalist or village witch, or the wise old woman who knew spells and incantations, and most likely acted as the local midwife and death doula.

Once considered primitive and simple, these practices and beliefs have been revived due to our longing for reconnection with nature, our ancestors and the world around us. Folk magic has survived because it is a practical, functional and everyday ‘common folk’ way of life. It is not ‘magical’ in sense of fairy-tales, but is grounded in deep natural wisdom that ensures our survival and protection from the elements and from those around us who wish us harm.


Folk magic and witchcraft (stregoneria)

The Italian word for ‘witchcraft’ is stregoneria. Because of its negative connotations, most native Italian speakers don’t use this term when describing their folk magic traditions. In this book, I won’t refer to stregoneria unless in a historical context such as the witches of Benevento and when describing dark magic practices.

Stregoneria was used in the past to describe a harmful practice involving magical interference to create harm or illness. Traditionally, being called a strega (witch) was considered an insult and offensive. Traditional folk magic practitioners would have been called folk ‘healers’, ‘helpers’ or ‘fixers’. They could cure various illnesses and ranged from those who healed with herbs, magic incantations and Catholic prayers, to sorcerers who were only called in when someone experienced a serious psychic attack.

Their roles often overlapped, so their names depended on their roles. Each region has its own name, but generally included the following: fattucchiere (fixers), guaritrici (healers) and magare (magic workers). Italian folk magic practitioners are predominantly female. My mother used to talk about one local stregone (male witch) in our town; the rest were female streghe. Once called gypsies (zingari), the Roma people were also known to cast the malocchio and create hexes and spells.

Each region within Italy has a distinct culture with different languages, food and religious practices. Most Italian immigrants to Australia and other countries come from central and southern regions of Italy with their own folk magic traditions in their dialects and heritage.

In this book, the term ‘Italian’ describes the folkloric healing practices of people who mostly originated in rural central and southern Italy: Naples (Campania), Molise, Abruzzo, Rome (Lazio), Le Marche, Calabria, Puglia, Basilicata, Sicily, Aeolian Islands and Sardinia.

Knowing which region and even which village you are descended from is vitally important because of its individual identity.

One thing was common – they each held onto their regional traditions and shared the best of life in the old country. Each time I visited an Italian friend, from anywhere in Italy, I would be greeted by these iconic things – the lemon tree, fichi d’India (prickly pears), persimmon tree and bay laurel in the front yard, which was surrounded by hedges of rosemary, roses and a flash of red from the ubiquitous geraniums in terracotta pots by the front door, entering the hearth and home. The backyard was an oasis of shady ancestral trees, such as walnut, fig, oak, plum and citrus; herbs like basil, oregano, sage, parsley, chamomile; and seasonal vegetables that provided year-round sustenance as part of the healthy Mediterranean diet.
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Italy only became a unified country in 1861 – before then, it consisted of multiple city states occupied by foreign rulers. These foreign occupiers brought with them a huge array of cultural histories, environmental and socio-political differences, customs, dialects and cuisines. Each region is its own mini-country.

That means Italian folk magic is not standardised, despite many practices sharing similarities across the different regions. Many of these practices were passed down from village to village through family lines. No two practices are the same – there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way in Italian folk magic. The practice of blessings, rituals, spell-casting and cooking are woven into the tapestry of Italian culture.
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Living in the Italian diaspora was different from the motherland – people from different regions mingled and shared their techniques, so original practices evolved and morphed over time. Those who followed the family’s practices remained loyal to their family’s region of origin; it is to their credit that third- and fourth-generation descendants have a connection to their ancestral region and are openly proud of their heritage. Over the years, I’ve adapted my traditional practice of removing the malocchio to my new understanding of how to use energy and included other modalities of spell craft and herbal remedies.

If you want to practise folk magic and are of Italian ancestry, I’d recommend first learning about your family’s region of Italy and town, including its patron saint, festivals, legends and special cuisine, before making any adaptations.
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A short history of Italian folk magic

Italian folk magic has a long and diverse history, dating back to ancient times and pagan religions. Over time, it evolved and merged with other belief systems such as Christianity, known as syncretism. This resulted in a unique blend of magical practices.

For those who want to follow the traditional Italian folk Catholicism practices, you’ll note I use Catholic symbols and rituals in the spells and blessings. This is not the Catholicism of church dogma, but the type of veneration the common folk were interested in and so created their own rituals of prayers and votive offerings. I also provide the original alternative deriving from pagan and pre-pagan or animistic beliefs. The practical magical methods are unique to the Italian experience; their origins are unknown due to the influence of ancient peoples who form part of today’s Italian identity.

There were ancient Italic peoples who lived in a time before the Italy of Rome, such as the Samnites. I am proud of my Samnite heritage. These people were formidable warriors (even the women) who fought bravely against the Romans for centuries. I come from this bloodline; its tradition is ancient and rich, and contains magical and religious rituals to express something intensely spiritual.




Why is the word strega not a friendly term?

The word strega (streghe in plural) has had several derogatory connotations throughout history, and those accused of these ‘evil’ practices were jailed and often killed during the Inquisition. It was essential for secrecy; the tradition was only passed down to those who could be trusted, mostly family. Being a witch or practising witchcraft thus became associated with being anti-Catholic and devil worship. This label has stuck and some stigma remains. Even today it’s not appropriate to call yourself a witch. Older family members still warn me not to mess with le cose contra la chiesa (things against the church). So tarot card or psychic readings, palm or coffee cup readings, or anything that contradicts the church’s teachings were and still are frowned on and feared. This is the legacy of the church’s dogma.

It’s very unlikely to hear someone describe themselves as a strega or stregone (male witch or sorcerer) in my Italian community, despite whether they practise the rituals. Strega is associated with those who practise black magic, whereas the ‘maga’ or similar words describes those who practise white magic and healing. In the general community, however, the word ‘witch’ has extended to mean ‘a healer’ and herbalist.

In Italian, words in various dialects and regions encompass all these meanings and overlapping roles. It does seem ironic, however, that the Befana, who brings gifts to children on 6 January, the Epiphany (Epifania), is the stereotypical witch – an old woman with wrinkled skin, long nose and black shawl flying on a broomstick. Other than the flying broomstick, the Befana is just your average nonna wearing her black clothes, headscarf, apron and shawl.




Terms used for healer/magic worker

People who practise healing and protective magic have several names, which are a blend of healer, medicine person and magician. Healers would break witches’ spells and restore health using curative and natural magic, so life could return to a positive balance in uncertain and unsettling times for their community.

The following regional terms describe the many roles of the healer/magic worker. Spelling may vary within the region.



	NAME

	REGION




	Janara (‘j’ has a ‘y’ sound)

	Campania




	Majara

	Sicily




	Magara

	Calabria, Abruzzo, Molise




	Majarza

	Sardinia




	Segnatore (healing with signs)

	Emilia Romagna




	Guaritrice/guaritore (healer)

	Generic




	Fattucchiera (fixer of spells)

	Generic




	Commare/cumare (godmother, also a term for wise woman)

	Generic








Why were women healers so essential?

Where did these traditional folk healers go? Do they still exist today? Are they even needed when we have science, technology and medical advances?

Italian folk magical practice developed in rural communities – life was harsh and survival was the main priority. Until World War II, most Italians lived in small rural towns and villages, in conditions well below modern standards. Education was not encouraged, especially for women, so there was a high level of illiteracy. This meant people had to rely on oral tradition to maintain their folk history. My paternal nonna was illiterate because she had to work as a shepherd – a guardare le pecore (to look after sheep) – when she was just five years old. She eventually learned to read as an adult through sheer determination, but no-one encouraged her. I became the first woman in my family to get a university degree. This has been a huge leap for the women in my family.

Guaritrici (healers) had extensive knowledge of herbs and their use and could treat less serious ailments in their community. But life was still perilous and fraught with poor health and education, and high death rates. A lack of local medical doctors meant that ordinary people relied on their folk healers to take care of them, especially in delivering babies. I was one of these home-birth babies. Many babies did not survive beyond their second year.

People in rural communities relied on the land for their livelihoods. They were intimately connected to the cycles of nature, such as planting and harvesting seasons, and observed agricultural and seasonal rituals. This encouraged their belief in nature spirits and using natural elements in folk magic practices. Invoking or appeasing saints, angels, spirits or demons was not stregoneria (witchcraft) – it was a practical way to ensure survival.

People performed rituals to ensure bountiful harvests, protect their crops from pests and diseases, and promote their livestock’s well-being. These often involved charms, amulets, and prayers for good fortune and protection. Folk beliefs and magical practices were passed down orally, creating a strong continuity of traditions and giving rise to the term ‘lineage healer’.

Life in rural and agricultural pre-war Italy provided a fertile ground for developing and continuing folk magic practices. The intertwined relationship among people, nature and community, coupled with rich folklore and traditions, nurtured a diverse and vibrant folk magic tradition that is still alive today. Italian folk magic is a complex and diverse system of ancestral, cultural, and magical beliefs and practices. Some of the points I make in this book will hopefully provide the reader with context and a basic checklist of what this broad term encompasses.
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Although the terms Italian folk magic and stregoneria are seen as describing the same tradition, they have different elements. A revivalist movement, especially in the Italian diaspora, aims to reclaim these ancestral traditions, spiritual beliefs and practices, and the wisdom passed down through the generations. Chapters 2–4 will give the historical context to help understand and hopefully reclaim these wonderful practices.
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Chapter 2 The strega folklore


The stereotype of what an evil ‘witch’ looks like from old fairy-tales and folktales is an old, unattractive woman referred to by the unflattering term ‘hag’. In Italian folk magic she is much more complex because she can heal and hex at the same time. The crone stereotype is still common, including the Befana. The witch has many names, but is often known as the derogatory strega. Streghe were feared for giving the malocchio (evil eye) and more harmful magical attacks – known as attaccatura (attachment), or fascino or legatura (binding) – which used the victim’s body for harm. In some regions, witches were known as la maga (sorceress). Not much is known about male witches – the terms mago or stregone could mean sorcerer.

Not all streghe practised black magic. Some streghe were healers or cunning folk, using herbs, divination and spells. This is why other names were used to differentiate between the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ streghe, such as is praticas (wise people or cunning folk), magare (magic healers), guraritori (healers), fattucchiere (fixers), and donne che aiutano (women who help). Many of these practitioners inherited their gifts from their ancestors. At times, they were collectively referred to as streghe (witches), but you would never call them that to their face.
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Good and bad witches

In the past, ordinary people relied on folk healers to cure their ailments and local midwives to deliver their babies. These women often had considerable knowledge of herbs and their uses, and could help with alleviating minor illnesses. But their expertise only went so far – their knowledge was patchy in places, because information was passed down orally and became mixed with popular magic and folk Catholicism. Life was seen as dangerous – and it was! Using magic was one protective strategy that could help families survive.

This idea of good and bad witches and folk magic created tension in small rural communities, because the witch was simultaneously a real person and supernatural figure. Witchcraft was feared but also needed for protection. The strega came long before the Inquisition when many innocent women were burned and killed as witches. In ancient Roman times, people believed that striges (witches) transformed into birds of prey at night, looking to kill babies in their cradles.

The bad witch of folktales is usually female; performs supernatural feats like transforming into animals such as a hare, cat, wolf or raven; flies through the night on the back of animals; tangles people’s hair while they sleep; steals milk from nursing mothers and farm animals; sucks blood from living beings; and paralyses dreamers in their sleep.

She can easily make herself small enough to fit through a keyhole and appear in your room while you sleep. The only way to keep her out is having a twig broom upside down outside your room. She must count each twig before sunrise.
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In the witch’s headquarters at Benevento, the witches meet and dance under the walnut tree and circle dance in the church square.

All the southern and central Italian rural regions describe this folkloric witch the same way. She represented their worst fears. When speaking to older Italians about the streghe, I was met with a nervous glance and replied to in hushed tones. A strega could be a healer, a benedetta (one who practised benedicaria) on the side of good and God, or she could be a dangerous strega who could give you the evil eye, causing distress, illness and harm.

This is what I learned from my paesani (people from my town): the upside-down broom left outside the front door and scattered grains are the major weapons to combat the strega. She cannot enter until she counts each individual grain or twig from the broom before sunrise. The strega’s mortal enemy is sunlight – it will render her powerless. The lesson is to buy a big, thick broom! If that doesn’t work, you could toss buckets of grains and extra salt on your front doorstep for protection.

If you find a witches’ ladder, you’ll know for sure that you and your family have been cursed. The witches’ ladder is a three-strand rope into which black feathers are inserted and twisted like a garland. Some are made with black hens’ feathers tied into the knots. The witches were said to recite a malediction or hex when tying each knot.
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Candles, onions or lemons with pins in them also indicate a black-magic hex. The conjuration of lemons and pins aims to make someone ill; the caster removes some peel and pierces the lemon with pins, reciting a spell each time. This type of dark magic is dangerous because it is conjured to cause harm. The healer-type witch causes no harm with their rituals.





Pandafeche (succubi witches)

In regions of Marche, Abruzzo and Molise, succubi are called pandafeche. In Sardinia, they are called ammuntadore – creatures that mount sleeping people’s chests to give them nightmares. They are also known in places as streghe. These terrifying ghostlike creatures were regarded as vampiric witches or succubi, and were associated with sleep paralysis.

Sleep paralysis is a state of being awake in your sleep but unable to move. In technical terms, you’re still in a dream-like state when you are in sleep paralysis – you’re not awake enough to be alert, but enough to be aware you can’t move. Dream experts explain that it’s our brain and muscles being out of synch when waking up, therefore communication between them is delayed. When you’re in this dream-like state, your fears instantly surface, with your brain creating an evil entity that is holding you down. I’ve had this myself and it took a huge mental effort to shake myself fully awake from the fearful experience. In many other cultures, the incubi, succubi and old hag apparitions are blamed for the same phenomena; people share similar emotions of being paralysed with terror and feeling like they cannot breathe.

In some regional Italian areas, it is a nocturnal entity believed to be the ghost of an evil woman who is cursed to wander the town at night. She lies on the sleeper’s body, pushing on their chest, ‘stealing’ their breath and making it impossible for them to move. I’ve heard about this traumatic experience from paesani from my region, and they swear it’s true. They said they then slept with a bag of beans or legumes on one side of them and rock salt on the other. As we know, a strega has to count each grain or bean before sunrise to reach her victim. The salt provides extra protection.

If the victim could manage to move and make the sign of the cross, they could wake up from the sleep paralysis and push off the creature. Or if they grabbed the shadow creature’s hair and recited short phrases mentioning the word ferro (iron, considered a protection amulet), the witch was forced to respond, which broke the sleep paralysis.

I used to ask my nonna questions like: ‘How did the witch get in when everything was locked and nobody saw her?’ The answer was always the same: ‘Because she has no body. She’s invisible like a ghost.’ That was it. No more explanation was given. My young life was haunted, imagining invisible streghe coming to attack me.

One explanation for this supernatural phenomenon is shape-shifting and astral travel. The vampiric strega, for instance, is both a shape-shifter and disembodied spirit. The strega could shape-shift into a small animal and psychically spy on her victim by projecting her double. If you could manage to grab the tail of the shape-shifted cat, the strega would have to reveal her identity.




Vampiric strega and sugatura


Whenever bruises appeared on a child’s body or neck, it was taken as a serious indication that it was sugatura and the strega was held responsible. The word sugatura means ‘sucked dry’; it refers to a type of childhood anaemia. Physical marks, called sugature, appeared as bruises and symptoms included weight loss, lethargy, loss of appetite, slow movements, and being pale and sickly looking.
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This anaemia was blamed on blood being drawn by witches who astral-travelled during the night. They would enter the house through keyholes or chimneys – not in their physical forms, but as disembodied spirits (who would have to return to their bodies by sunrise). These disembodied spirits could use their lips like a suction cup over their victims without breaking the skin.

Sugatura was therefore considered to be a psychic illness affecting the blood, resulting in anaemia especially in young children. While adults were also afflicted with the sugature marks, their stronger constitutions meant they could heal with herbal remedies more readily.

For protection against sugatura, people wore amulets, did smoke cleansing with leaves such as juniper, and used filter items. Apotropaic (protective) plants were regarded as having curative and magical properties. These plants were used to make brooms or hung in bundles with special powers to filter out negativity. These brooms or bundles were placed at each point of entry to a house – the front door, windows and balconies – to prevent the disembodied strega from entering in the first place. Prevention was the only effective method. The vampiric strega would have to stop and count the individual broom fibres or grains of salt, getting lost in the counting and having to flee before sunrise.

Common filters used were millet, straw, twig brooms, salt, pulses, sand or grains, seeds, skeins of hemp, wool fibres or similar hanging on the door, horseshoe (iron), branches of holly or juniper, and twigs/branches of lightning wood (wood that was protective against lightning).

In the worst-case scenario, when the disembodied witch was successful in entering and sucking the victim (especially if it was a child), a family member had to keep watch 24 hours a day for the next nine days. My mother tells me this vigil was used on me as a baby, because I’d been given the malocchio from the local strega – a dangerous spell indeed.



A paesano who grew up in our town told me about his experience with witches when he was a child. He would tell his parents, ‘M’e pigliann’ l’ streg’ e m’ sugann’ (Mi pigliano le streghe e mi sugano), which translates as ‘The witches take me and suck me.’

In the morning, he would see bruises on his body. Because the skin wasn’t broken, he wasn’t sucked like in vampire movies with punctures in the neck.

He told me the stregone (male head witch) and other streghe would take him to participate in their ritual. At their gathering, they’d toss him to one another over the open fire, saying, ‘Te’ cumma’ (prendi, commare), te’ cumpa’ (prendi, compare), which translates as ‘Take him, godmother, take him, godfather.’ The words commare and compare can have different meanings – commare can mean a godmother, companion, neighbour or gossip, while compare can mean a godfather, friend or comrade.
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Over a short space of time, my paesano became thin and sickly. To help him get well, a millet broom was turned upside down behind a door with grains of wheat scattered on the floor. Before the witch could get the boy, she had to count all the millet and wheat, but had to leave at sunup so never finished counting. The next night, she had to start again. For nine nights, two people sat to watch over him. This preventative protection against the strega eventually saved my paesano. He began to thrive.

Like the janare, my aunt told me, the strega in our town has to be stopped before entering the house and becoming invisible. You do this by putting an upside-down saggina (straw or millet) broom at the front door. The more fibres the better – the strega has to count each strand before entering. You also place a bowl of salt by the window, and anything made of iron should be at the front and back doors and windows. Known as tocca ferro (touch iron), this is another effective protection item against the malocchio or streghe.




Benandanti

Where evil lurked, ‘light’ would keep the balance. Such was the case with the benandanti, a folk tradition from the Friuli region of north-eastern Italy during the 16th and 17th centuries. The term benandanti translates to ‘good walkers’ or ‘do-gooders’. This group of folk healers and spiritual practitioners believed they were gifted with special abilities to combat malevolent forces and ensure their communities’ prosperity. They would carry large fennel stalks, which were believed to have psychic powers, into their ‘night battles’ against the streghe.

The story tells that benandanti were born with a ‘caul’ on their head. This gave them the ability to take part in night-time visions that occurred on specific days of the year. Caul is a piece of membrane that covers a newborn’s head and face. It was regarded as a sign of having the potential for scrying, divination and seeing the future.

The beliefs and practices of the benandanti (both men and women) were closely tied to agricultural cycles; they battled against forces they perceived as harmful to crops and the community’s well-being. They believed their spirits left their bodies during their dreams (astral travel), taking the form of animals such as mice, cats, rabbits or butterflies, or supernatural creatures. In this form, they travelled to a mystical realm known as the ‘battlefield’ where they engaged in spiritual battles with witches and evil spirits, fighting to protect their community’s crops, livestock and the overall prosperity.

When not taking part in visionary journeys, the benandanti could use their magical powers for healing. They would perform rituals and blessings to ensure the well-being of their community members and livestock.

The beliefs and practices of the benandanti faded over time, and today their traditions are largely lost. But some modern benandanti groups have revived this cultural tradition. Their purpose is to enter astral realms and battle to protect the world from negative and harmful energies.




Dual roles of streghe


Italian folk magic is referred to as stregoneria because it comes from the belief that those with supernatural powers could heal or harm. The strega held both these roles – she was seen as a necessity – a healer and midwife – and as a counter-hexer, using black magic to restore balance or redress a grievance. In a society lacking access to formal medical knowledge and doctors, that also distrusted science-based treatments, the witchy-wise woman was essential to the local community.

Le streghe were thus both real individuals living in communities who practised as healers, and also frightening supernatural figures. These two roles overlapped in people’s minds, leading to accusations of witchcraft. Today, the term strega still carries the stigma of the pagan, dangerous, devil-worshipping character from the Inquisition.

The strega is remembered as part of Italian celebrations. Italians celebrate the night between 23 and 24 June as the ‘night of the witches’, a popular festivity dedicated to Saint John the Baptist around the time of the summer solstice. (For more information, see pages 270–71.)

This feast day is celebrated in many ways in regional areas, with the syncretic blending of a saint’s day, the solstice and the witches’ night. This distinct blend of folk magic makes this living cultural tradition something that continues to evolve.


THE WITCHES AND THE INQUISITION

In many parts of Italy, witches were believed to be responsible for devil worship and harming others in the community. The Witch Museum in Triora, Liguria, is one of several witch museums that offers insight into the horrific witch trials and murders that occurred in the late 16th century, which resulted in women accused of witchcraft being executed. In this dark period, fear and superstition led to persecution of and violence against innocent women.










Chapter 3 The witches of Benevento


Long ago, on the night of San Giovanni, now known as the ‘night of the witches’, it was said that thousands of witches from all parts of Europe, flew to the Great Sabbath held at the walnut tree in Benevento (la noce di Benevento). They gathered to engage in magical and ritualistic activities. In Benevento, traditionally this gathering falls on the night of 30 April (May eve), also known as as ‘Walpurgis Night’ or ‘Witches’ Sabbath’ in other parts of Europe. Today, the witches’ night is celebrated in many parts of Italy on different dates – but with the same level of connection to witchcraft and magic.

Benevento is in the Campania region. Our town is only 65 kilometres away from Benevento, and our family is descended from the ancient Italic Samnite tribe of this region. Growing up, the stories I heard about the streghe were based on the janare of Benevento.


WITCHES’ BREW

In my drinks cabinet sits a bottle of Strega liqueur. The label shows naked women dancing under Benevento’s walnut tree on the Witches’ Sabbath. In 1860, the story of the witches of Benevento inspired Giuseppe Alberti to make a love potion, inducing women to connect to nature, the moon and uninhibited love. Included in Strega are Apennine juniper, Samnite mint from Benevento, fennel, cloves, star anise, cinnamon, white pepper, nutmeg and saffron. Its heady effects make me realise how well Alberti captured the intoxicating rituals of the Witches’ Sabbath. It’s my personal version of the witches’ flying ointment. (For more information, see page 33.)



Benevento’s walnut tree was a famous meeting place for witches. These gatherings were attended by witches from all over Italy and Europe as part of the Witches’ Sabbath. The walnut tree was sacred to the Lombards (a Germanic tribe), who ruled and settled in this area. The Lombards were devotees of the god Odin and worshipped the tree, which held special magical powers. Later, the Lombards converted to Catholicism.

[image: Image]

The folklore began with the janare, who were seen chanting, dancing naked around trees, riding backwards on horses, making animal sacrifices, anointing parts of their bodies and calling on Lucifer (supposedly in goat form) to participate in evil rituals. Over centuries, the legend grew, telling that witches from all over the world would gather under the walnut tree to hold their Witches’ Sabbaths, including feasts, orgies, spell-casting and devil worship.

What made the walnut tree so iconic was its location near the river Sabato, or Sabbath. It was considered to be a dangerous tree – to sleep in its shade would give you a fever, and cattle would get sick after eating its tree roots. Eventually, a church was built over it, but the legend remains. If you are ever in Benevento, check out the Witches’ Museum there.


Ancient Benevento and the goddess cult

Benevento was once the sanctuary of the followers of the holy witch Aradia, who was believed to have lived in the 14th century. Aradia is associated with the book Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches published in 1899 by folklorist Charles Godfrey Leland. According to Leland, he was given the text by a woman named Maddalena, who claimed to be a hereditary witch and priestess of a group practising Italian stregoneria (witchcraft).

In the book, Aradia is depicted as a powerful figure, the daughter of the moon goddess Diana (Artemis) and the god Lucifer (often interpreted as a representation of the horned god or a divine masculine figure, not the devil). She was a wise and compassionate teacher, imparting her magical knowledge to the downtrodden and oppressed, empowering the poor to defend themselves against their oppressors.

Like Aradia, the deity Diana is not generally venerated as part of folk magic tradition in southern Italian regions. In ancient Rome, Diana was the protector of the lower class (plebeians) and slaves, and many slaves received sanctuary in her temples. Because Diana was the goddess of fertility and childbirth, many women visited her sanctuary at Lake Nemi (south of Rome) to ask for help in conceiving or with childbirth.

We don’t really know how the janare, or the witches of Benevento, originated. Some scholars believe the janare were followers of the goddess Diana, with their name stemming from the word ‘Dianara’. Diana, the goddess of the moon, who represented women’s cycles, fertility, childbirth and animals, appealed to female healers, midwives and herbalists, as well as women who lived in rural areas and had to survive during challenging times.

Others think the name stems from ianua, the local term for ‘door’ (the janare have to count the broom’s fibres or scattered grains before entering a house). And some say they are women of San Gennaro (pronounced Yennaro, also known as Janarius), the patron saint of Naples and Bishop of Benevento, who died a martyr in 305 CE. Nobody knows for sure, except that the janare were both feared and needed as healers.

The janare had the power to harm in many ways – cause miscarriages, create deformed babies, cast the malocchio, ruin crops, cast deadly spells, cause supernatural occurrences, manipulate people’s minds, and even make livestock sick and die. Despite being labelled as witches in these negative roles, they were also traditional healers with the knowledge of herbal remedies used to cure illness.




The witches’ trials and the Inquisition

In several Inquisition trials, the city of Benevento was mentioned as a destination for Witches’ Sabbaths. Matteuccia de Francesco, an alleged witch and nun from the village of Ripabianca, Umbria, was put on trial in Todi and burned at the stake for witchcraft in 1428. She was accused of being a prostitute, committing desecration with other women, selling love potions, having ‘flown’ to a tree, and shape-shifting as a fly on a demon’s back after using an ointment (unguento) made of the blood of newborn children. She admitted to attending the Benevento Sabbaths.

One of the spells attributed to Matteuccia is this famous one, which my nonna and zia could recite off by heart:

    [image: Image]

    
Unguento unguento

portami al noce di Benevento

sopra l’acqua e sopra il vento

sopra ogni altro maltempo.

Ointment, ointment

take me to the walnut tree of Benevento,

over rain and over wind

and over every other bad weather.



[image: Image]

There are other versions, but this one means flying to Benevento in any weather.




Flying ointments

Witches’ ointments or flying salves are probably the most famous unguenti. These herbal preparations were made from psychedelic plants that could shift consciousness and also relieve pain. Flying ointments are usually infused oils made from olive oil or lard/fat. The remedy is applied directly onto the skin and the herbal ingredients soak into the bloodstream. These ointments can relax the body and mind, lowering resistance and opening up the practitioner to a trance-like state.

But how are they ‘flying’ ointments? These ointments contain hallucinogenic herbs that are placed in a salve or oil, rubbed on the body, and absorbed through the skin. Flying does not refer to the physical activity of flying, but the mentally altered state of ‘being high’ from the ointment.

During the witch trials, some people believed that Witches’ Sabbaths were real and their flying ointment, which contained noxious ingredients, helped them fly unseen to these gatherings, which were attended by the devil. Others (more sensible ones) believed that the Witches’ Sabbath was a delusion induced by the hallucinogenic ingredients in these ointments – the women on trial were experiencing visions brought on by these dangerous plants.

The janare used plants with psychotropic and visionary qualities such as poppy of Troy (Papever setigerum) and plants of the nightshade family (Solanaceae) such as thorn apple (Datura stramonium), deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), mandrake (Mandragora autumnalis) and henbane (Hyoscyamus niger).

The ‘deliriums’ described in the witch trials of flying in spirals, shape-shifting and meeting up with monstrous creatures can be attributed to the mind-altering effects of hallucinogenic plants. As skilled herbalists, the janare prepared ointments with these plants to take their spirits into ‘ecstasy’. There, they would meet nature and ancestral spirits, and gain knowledge of healing and future events. The trance-like state brought on by the hallucinogenic ointments would allow the janare to descend into the underworld – like the powerful goddess Ecate (Hecate) – and meet with spirits of the dead.

So, why are brooms so often part of witch lore? Brooms were often made of birch but some used the plant called broom (Cytisus scoparius), which was a psychoactive plant.

Many of the herbs used both for hexing and in unguenti (flying ointments) come from the Solanaceae or nightshade family and are associated with spirits of the underworld, the darkness and dark magic. Known for their poisons and witchcraft, the three dark goddesses – Ecate (Hecate), Circe (her daughter) and Proserpina (Persephone) are connected with these herbs. Some of these plants are connected to the nocturnal world of spirits. The unguenti have psychedelic powers that allow trance, astral travel and summoning spirits. These are dangerous and mostly toxic plants. Most plants used in the past for flying ointment were the more dangerous ones from the Solanaceae family. I have listed the more common herbs for flying ointment for information and historical interest only.
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Important note: Flying ointments containing these plants are dangerous due to their toxic and potentially lethal nature. Do not attempt to induce altered states of consciousness using these substances. There are more reliable methods and well-established therapeutic practices for doing so.




Belladonna (Atropa belladonna)

Although belladonna means ‘beautiful lady’, it is also known as deadly nightshade and the devil’s berry. The Italian term comes from the women who would drip the juice of the plant into their eyes to dilate their pupils so they would appear more attractive.

The queen of poisonous herbs, witches and sorcerers have traditionally used belladonna to gain spiritual visions and spirit flight (altered state or trance). They also used it as an effective sedative and for pain relief – but only in very small doses. A wrong dose could mean death.

It’s only right that the queen of poisonous herbs should be sacred to Ecate, the goddess of black magic and the underworld, who ruled over the sea and sky. Belladonna is a gatekeeper, much like Ecate, and was widely used by the janare. But beware, she is not called ‘deadly’ nightshade for nothing. Other than rituals, the belladonna is dangerous and should never be ingested.




Black henbane (Hyoscyamus niger)

Henbane was used in black magic rituals and ceremonies and in shamanism. Another sacred herb to the dark goddesses, Ecate and Proserpina (Persephone), the janare burned and smoked (smoke cleansed) henbane’s leaves. Mostly, henbane was used for scrying, seeing demons and spirits in its smoke patterns, and inducing trance-like states.




Mugwort and wormwood (Artemisia spp.)

Artemisia is named after Artemis, ancient Greek goddess of the hunt. The janare used mugwort and wormwood to enhance their psychic abilities, help with divination, communicate with spirits and the dead, induce lucid dreams, and encourage prophetic dreams. Mugwort is especially useful for promoting lucid dreams when drunk in tea before bedtime. Like henbane, both mugwort and wormwood were used for inducing a trance when burning their leaves and for scrying when prepared as an infusion. Once used to improve blood circulation and reduce pain in joints and muscles, midwives also used it as an abortifacient (to induce abortion). These herbs can be dangerous if used incorrectly.




Mandrake (Mandragora officinarum)

The mandrake is a favourite witchy plant. The bifurcated root’s resemblance to a human is bizarre. Over time, it’s become known as a symbol of sorcery and enchantment. Witches were said to know the secret knowledge of how to bring the ‘mannikin’ to life and do their bidding. Legend says that, when the mandrake was torn from the earth, it gave forth such a fearful cry that whoever heard it would either go mad or fall dead on the spot.

Because it looked like a human body, people believed the mandrake could control the body: it could induce love or conception, or bring good fortune, wealth and power.

A member of the nightshade plant family, mandrake contains hallucinogenic and narcotic alkaloids. If these alkaloids are ingested (sometimes added to wine) or transmitted through the skin, they induce hallucinations, sleepiness, and sometimes comas or death. This herb of bewitchment was dug up before sunrise when it was its most active and could be willing to act as a familiar spirit.

Mandrake became known as a demonic herb because its root was the most powerful part of the plant (where the narcotic and hallucinogenic alkaloids are found), which was found underground. Like belladonna, mandrake is associated with Ecate (Hecate) and her daughter, Circe.

Although the root is the most potent part, burning or ingesting mandrake leaves can also be dangerous.




Opium poppy (Papaver somniferum)

Due to its soporific (sleep-inducing) effect, this poppy was the most common plant for witches’ flying ointments. The flower is associated with the goddesses Ceres (Demeter) and her daughter Proserpina (Persephone), goddess of spring and the underworld. In one version of the myth, Ceres grew the flower after Proserpina was kidnapped by Pluto (Hades), god of the underworld. In another, Proserpina was in the fields picking poppies when she was abducted and taken to the underworld.

Perhaps the gods gave Ceres poppy to help her sleep after Proserpina was abducted. All these versions point to it as a symbol of sleep and pain relief. It is the plant of the underworld – the realm between life, death and sleep. As the plant of the realm of the dead, the ancient Romans used it in offerings to appease the spirits of the dead.

Opium poppy was used in flying ointment recipes not only for its pain-relieving and sedative properties, but also for its hallucinatory effects. The opium poppy contains the alkaloids morphine, codeine and noscapine – all dangerous and potentially toxic substances.
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