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“Not just an important contribution to herbal medicine, but a significant contribution to Irish literature itself.”

MATTHEW WOOD, HERBALIST AND AUTHOR OF
A SHAMANIC HERBAL

“Herbalist and poet Seán Pádraig O’Donoghue weaves together the enchantment of Celtic and personal history, emotions, physiology, herbal wisdom, and therapeutic insights with profound interpretations. You’ll learn from his favorite authors as well as the herbs, trees, fungi, and friends imparted through his unique sensory experiences. Encounters with animals, the moon and stars, the glowing sun, and the elements flow through the pages of this book like a wild stream. This becomes a visceral adventure filled with original insights, meditations, and rituals designed to reconnect us to a nature-based life. The Silver Branch and the Otherworld invites readers to breathe deeply and reengage with our world.”

MARGI FLINT, RH, HM,
AUTHOR OF THE PRACTICING HERBALIST

“Seán Pádraig O’Donoghue lives as well as dreams this quest-full story that his books and classes tell—intensely, tragically, joyously, and epically. The Silver Branch and the Otherworld serves as a portal into the expressive magic of what is the real and true world, a path leading the reader toward self-understanding and personalized purpose as well as to the profound healings and revelations of the plants found there. It is my pleasure to encourage his continuing sharings, songs of determination, and hopes for you as you enter into the chiaroscuro light of enchanted forests and Druid’s groves.”

JESSE WOLF HARDIN, ARTIST AND
AUTHOR OF FUNGI MEDICA AND THE HERBALIST

“When I first step into the forest, my cathedral, I am overwhelmed by the quiet and the awareness that ‘much silence has a mighty roar.’ And when I read Seán’s poetic vision, breathing life into the wisdom of our plant and fungal allies, I am reminded of a connection that vibrates so deeply, so powerfully, that I am moved to tears, joy, and wonderment all at the same time.”

ROBERT DALE ROGERS, HERBALIST AND AUTHOR OF
 MEDICINAL LICHENS: INDIGENOUS WISDOM AND MODERN
PHARMACOLOGY

“There has always been a gentleness and deep embodiment in Seán’s writing. Like a forest laughing or a stone singing, every part of this book will speak to you in a voice not just heard, but also felt—and this is how we best come to learn what is true.”

RHYD WILDERMUTH, DRUID AND AUTHOR OF
BEING PAGAN: A GUIDE TO RE-ENCHANT YOUR LIFE

“Seán speaks to the heart of those of us in the Irish diaspora who long to connect with ancestral wisdom even as we seek to root into the land we now call home. Weaving myth and scientific knowledge, poetry and a palpable sense of reverence, The Silver Branch and the Otherworld invites you to come home to yourself, your spiritual lineage, and your own wild kin.”

MARISA GOUDY, HOST OF KNOTWORK STORYTELLING
AND AUTHOR OF THE SOVEREIGNTY KNOT

“This book is an antidote to the long loneliness of the human species. In a world out of balance, it serves as a balm to the agitated spirit and offers a map for navigating the territory of changes the Earth and all members of the ecological community are currently experiencing. The Silver Branch and the Otherworld is a much-needed guide and manifesto of hope for navigating these troubling times through the power of story. It reminds us of our deeply rooted connections to the Green world and the world of myth and legend, reaffirming that we are not alone.”

JULIE MCINTYRE, EARTH CEREMONIALIST, DIRECTOR OF THE
CENTER FOR EARTH RELATIONS, AND AUTHOR OF
SEX AND THE INTELLIGENCE OF THE HEART
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for

Mo Bhanríon Fiáin agus Mo Sionnach Beag

with deep gratitude for

the braiding of the wild roads we walk

and in loving memory of

Stephen Harrod Buhner
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Dr. Mitchell Bebel Stargrove

Entering a book, an unimagined yet somehow clear perception opens, and a sense of familiar experience arises. The objective and subjective flow back and forth into each other as past memory, immediate sensation, and future visions reveal patterns of emergence grounded in knowing within relationship.

After many years of observing Seán in his glories and travails, I see here a story of a storyteller being told. He shares synchronicities and revelations while weaving history, poetry, plants, and life sciences throughout the events and relationships of his experience. As Seán has matured in his storytelling, he has achieved a dynamic equilibrium between oral tradition and written presentation. The expanded openness that Seán generates when speaking is accessed and induced by these words of magick.

Having known Seán for many years, I’ve often felt a shared comfort and discomfort with Seán, a vague sense of familiarity, of us being revolutionaries together or, more poignantly, two heretical Catholic priests of long ago, an Irishman and a Pole, pondering more ancient memories in involuntary seclusion. We found ourselves natural allies engaged in social medicine and applied natural therapies toward creating regenerative cultures and birthing a new aeon every day. Loving the ancient past, especially before empire, Seán reveals visions and shares deeply felt experiences that are the daily reality of our process of cocreating healthy futures in alignment with Gaia. Rooted in our ancestors, honoring the lands in which we live, and manifesting the art of living, together—this is the work of these times.

The presence, tone, and voice of this book are vividly Seán’s, as reflected in his approach and improvisation, and this extends to the content itself. The working vision framing this book is rooted in an ancient three-worlds model and expands into ecology, complexity theory, bioregional reintegration, and postbinary culture. Seán thrives on igniting enthusiasm in each of us as he demonstrates that science can be mythic and that the mythic is immediate and omnipresent. This is more than an herb book because in it we experience plant medicine through relationships and observations of living networks. While proudly identifying as neurodivergent, Seán makes no claim to exclusive access to hidden secrets. He serves as a poet, storyteller, and guide, as well as a Gaian herbalist modeling mythically informed embodied awareness as a postbinary visionary activist.

Seán is an exemplar of a modern successor to the Draoi of pre-Christian Ireland, weaving magick and science, poetry and physiology with plants and charms, thus creating radical possibilities. As Carl Jung exhorts, learning the traditions of other cultures can enrich us, but we gain power and insight from aligning with the deep roots of our own heritages, particularly, in this case, the folk traditions of Europe. Known by specific indigenous names in each culture, they are distinguished by initiated lineages, offer a panoply of medicine and magick, and are the ones who provided medical care for most folks throughout history. Looking back, it becomes all too evident that there is a big hole in our medical history. If classical physicians of the past were treating only the elites, who was providing medical care for most of the population, especially in the rural areas, hamlets, and small towns where most people lived? Hidden between the “educated” physicians and the unnamed of family self-care, they would gather and prescribe herbs, use enchanted psalms, counsel with astrology and divination, clear curses, invoke mates, and help with a variety of problems of family, home, and farm.

I smile when I see the excitement of discovery in the eyes of students and practitioners of natural medicine about the nonphysician lineages of medical practice in premodern Europe. They often say that they feel reconnected to a deep part of their own history and to medicine’s possibilities, which embody long-lost “relatives of blood and bone, of vision and service.” I see many who aspire to a profession that draws from both the classical physician and the mythic witch-shaman, as well as from the old wives and medicine people. They do so to express an authentic contemporary synthesis realized in moments of synchronistic certainty but, as yet, not fully imagined. In this work, Seán demonstrates that this can be done, playing upon the emerging edge where the outer intervention of medicine dances with the inner art of self-healing.


Seán goes deep. Seán soars.

Seán suffers. Seán celebrates.

Seán smiles silently in bliss.

Seán is a Heathen,

Fear Feasa,

Witch,

WortCharmer,

Cunning Man,

Bard and—

rEvolutionary.




If you seek a natural-therapies recipe book to see what you might take for your headache, gut pain, or insomnia, in this book you may find exactly what you need, yet maybe not in the way you expected. However, once you have shared some space-time with Seán and his words, you may never feel the same way as you walk through the forest and fields. Many books offer knowledge in what medicine does, but only a few show us how healing is catalyzed, the transformation that can happen born through experience and deep relationship with plants.

Whether inviting Devil’s Club or Damiana, mycelial interplay or Bear magick—or offering a juicy poem or gem of physiology—Seán moves the dance into unexplored perceptual territory embodying mysteries. Yet the wisdom shared here is of a journey taken together, even if we each experience completely different plants, places, or events as we read. Seán activates the reader as if through gnostic shaktipat, spreading seeds of spontaneous recognition and offering medicine for each and all. Revealing his deepest aspirations for and dedication to healing, justice, and peace, Seán challenges himself and the reader to fully engage in the experiment of socially conscious compassionate engagement. This experiment embodies manifesting Gandhian self-reliance, mutual aid ethics, and heathen embodiments on the edge of civilization.

Seán is a permissionary, reminding us that we always have permission to be true to our self-knowing and self-creating. He invites us into experiential gnostic learning by telling us to just take a few drops daily and see, feel, and heal. As befits a skillful satyagraha truth-force warrior, Seán enters our world by invitation, catalyzes a latent potency toward self-healing and reorganization, and, smiling, silently steps aside as the emergent process unfolds. The method and content of his transmissions remind us to stay attuned to the mythopoetic wellspring of our deep being. This is the source of healing, connection, and renewal. Healing is not primarily about medicine or herbs or even about symptoms improving; rather, healing comes as we deepen our perception, transform our experience, and come to peace with life as it is.

All medicine ultimately relies on self-healing, and in these times, we are healing within ourselves and in our relationships and behaviors as we align with Gaia, of which we are all part. The coherent life flow moving through this planet as a dynamic living system is the same as the vitality and self-organizing processes within our bodies. The metaphor and the biology overlap and enrich each other. This is the rich forest into which we venture with Seán, through many eras and at many scales of becoming.

To quote Seán, “deepening of awareness is a fundamental part of the healing process.”

Healing ripples long after medicine treats. This book teaches and activates the reader on all levels, nourishing the root, connecting information through relationships and patterns, and inspiring the heart-mind. As with any journey, the experiences along the way enrich life afterward.

ENJOY, AND
BE WELL,
DR. MITCH STARGROVE

Mitchell Bebel Stargrove, N.D., LAc, earned degrees in acupuncture and naturopathy from Oregon College of Oriental Medicine and the National College of Naturopathic Medicine. He is licensed as an acupuncturist and naturopathic physician in Oregon and practices with Lori Beth Stargrove, N.D., at A WellSpring of Natural Health, in Beaverton. Stargrove is the developer and editor in chief of Integrative BodyMind Information System (IBIS), an encyclopedic reference work of natural medicine, and editor and coauthor of Herb, Nutrient, and Drug Interactions: Clinical Implications and Therapeutic Strategies (Mosby, 2008).
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Cornelia Benavidez

Books are worthwhile when they are entertaining and certainly earn bonus points when they are educational, yet it is rare when a writer gives as genuinely and richly as Seán does in his book The Silver Branch. This should not be a surprise to me because I have had the honor and privilege of being Seán’s teacher in the Victor Anderson Feri Tradition, as well as in the Crossroad Tradition, which was taught to me by a woman who was also a wonderful poet (as was Victor), Margaret Korwin DePonzi.

I have never been listened too so intently, so well, or been as honestly engaged with as I was and am with Seán. It is such a joy when a student asks well-thought-out questions as both of us dug deep into the history of what it means to dedicate oneself to an ancient path of wonder, meaning, and challenge.

Why do I use the word ancient? Because Seán intuitively understood that our Craft is a path of the earliest service and always has been historically so. He artfully wove together his many skills, and like the plants Seán so dearly loves, he immersed and emerged with regained awareness of the profound gifts of the natural world. To live with such willing openness takes great love and courage, especially when one is willing to talk and walk your experiences to the world as authentically as Seán does.

Herbal wisdom and the healing arts have been with us for hundreds of thousands of years. They show up not only in oral and written lore but also in our most sacred writings from the world over in every culture and religion. The work and roles of the shaman, medicine person, midwife, mystical healer, and priest or priestess historically can be intertwined or separate depending on culture. Those who were and are called to the path to heal physical, emotional, and mental wounds and appeal to the spirit world.

To undertake such work in modern times is not easy and can be tricky as well as dangerous. Why? you might ask. Because rigorous and honest self-reflection on one’s soul and spiritual growth to assess one’s place in the world is never easy, especially when you are asked to leave behind all that you assume to be true.

In this book, you get an honest, fair, and balanced taste of what it means to awake to wisdom and your true self, as well as the deep powers of the nature, through the herbal world. For Seán it means to be a healer, a poet, a philosopher, a teacher, and a priest, sovereign to and with the land, in order to help show us a deeper and richer way of being.

CORNELIA BENAVIDEZ

Cornelia Benavidez graduated from Albion College, majoring in philosophy, theater, and psychology. She is the author of three books: Victor Anderson: An American Shaman (Megalilthic Books, 2017), Transpiration: Poetry & Storytelling as Our Spiritual Portals (Megalilthic Books, 2018), and Journey for a Tomorrow (Megalilthic Books, 2019). Benavidez has written for Punk Globe Magazine and also writes fantasy under the name C. B. Doyle. She is the cofounder, along with her husband, John Doyle, of H.E.A.R. (Hearing, Education and Awareness for Rockers). They live in Oregon, where she continues to write and practice her Craft.
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A book has a life of its own.

Several years ago, I set out to write what I expected to be a book about the intersections of herbalism, ecopsychology, and somatics. But ancestral voices and stories insisted on weaving themselves in and changing the nature of the book, which began to move in new directions. I let them find their way into the text, but I kept trying to rein them in and write the relatively conventional clinical herbal manual I had promised. That book, The Forest Reminds Us Who We Are, had its own brief life in the world, and I am grateful that it found its way to many who could sense the message at the heart of it.

This book, The Silver Branch, is, in many ways, what The Forest Reminds Us Who We Are would have been had I allowed the spirit of the book to find its own true expression. Parts of that first book have found new life here.

The Silver Branch is an expression of my own practice of cultivating a living practice born of seeds and roots of Irish animist traditions in North American soil. This is not an attempt at reconstructing ancient practices or at transplanting or translating the contemporary Irish practices that grow from these same roots and seeds. It is, rather, a way of giving the gifts of my ancestors new life in another time and place.

There are scholars of history and archaeology and anthropology and Gaeilge literature whose work I love and admire. I am none of these things. I am a poet, an herbalist, and a priest.

Archaeology and anthropology, ethnography and literary scholarship can tell us much about the relationships the people of a particular time and place have or had with gods, animals, plants, mountains, rivers, stars, and oceans. But they do not offer the last word on the nature of our other-than-human kin.

While I reference and draw on old stories and ancestral ways, my writing ultimately arises from my own relationships with the beings of this world and the Otherworld.
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And see ye not that bonny road

That winds about the fernie brae?

That is the road to fair Elfland

Where thou and I this night maun gae




CHILD BALLAD 37, “THOMAS RHYMER”
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The wooded swamp behind my parents’ house was my sanctuary as a child.

Though I was born to a loving family, I never felt at home in my body or in the world. My thoughts and perceptions seemed out of synch with those of everyone around me. Though language held beauty and pleasure for me, ordinary speech never seemed able to bridge the gap between what I was feeling and what the people around me could understand. Poetry became the only accurate way of giving language to my inner experience.

A century earlier I might have been called a changeling. A decade or so later, the many specialists I was sent to might have correctly understood that I was Autistic. Growing up in Massachusetts through the late 1970s and the 1980s, I was simply a sensitive, precocious child with a strange ability to grasp things beyond my peers’ or elders’ ken and a strange inability to tie my shoes or follow a set of linear instructions.

Like many children, I grew up knowing viscerally that the world was alive. Being Autistic, I held onto that knowledge longer than most people do in this culture.

Autistic brains create more synapses than other brains, and those synapses proliferate in nonlinear ways. Hence, our brains are likely to observe patterns and connections that others miss—and rebel against accepting structures that do not conform to our experience of reality. We also take in more sensory information than most people, which can be sublime or excruciating, or both, depending on our environment.

Our difficulty accepting hierarchies of being that do not follow logic and our tendency to pick up on the emotions and sensations of other beings in our environment imbues Autistic people with a certain innate and intuitive animism. We empathize with beings whom our culture does not recognize as people: Whales, Cedars, stars, stones.

The older I got, the more that instinctual animism put me out of step with the world around me. And the grief and loneliness I felt deepened.

I knew that this world was in danger from people who did not understand that it was alive and who were willing to destroy it to get what they wanted. At nine, I could explain the dangers of nuclear winter and acid rain and was writing poetry about endangered species. At ten, I took a break from walking around the playground writing stories in my head to stand by the fence holding up homemade poster-board signs about Reagan’s nuclear arms buildup for the passing cars to see. I did not understand how the people around me could be indifferent to the peril and the pain our culture’s way of life was inflicting on the world.

The voices that made sense to me all came from other places and times and other worlds. My heart found strange solace in the melancholy beauty of the slow airs of my Irish ancestors and in the songs of Humpback Whales. In the fragments of understanding of Indigenous worldviews that came through in the books I could find in the library, I recognized that there were other ways of being human than the way the culture around me taught, and I found fainter traces of those same understandings in the English translations and modern interpretations of the folklore and myth of my Irish and Scottish and Norse ancestors. And in the poetry of William Butler Yeats, the novels of J. R. R. Tolkien, Susan Cooper, and Ursula LeGuin, and Carl Sagan’s language of curiosity and wonder, I found the sense that I was not alone in sensing that other ways of being and seeing were possible and other worlds were close at hand.

And in the woods behind the house, walking through swampy soil that felt like it wanted to pull me down into the earth, those other worlds felt closer, and I could breathe more deeply.

The Maples, Oaks, and Birches were young, taking the place of trees that had been cleared in the centuries before to serve the needs of the people in the farm on the other side of the woods. But among them grew Skunk Cabbages born long before colonizers had come to the land.

Perhaps it was their presence that brought peace to my heavy young heart. Perhaps it was the memory held in the land itself—all the way down in the granite. Perhaps it was something else. All I know for certain is that the air felt different there to my asthmatic lungs that struggled so much with breathing in this world. It was not tinged with the same grief. And sometimes, from just beyond the edge of my field of vision, I would sense a shimmering presence that brought with it strange music that my heart could hear but my ears could not. There, I was not alone.

I stopped going into the woods sometime around when adolescence hit and began retreating entirely into my head. Asthma, a lack of coordination, and trouble navigating social situations made sports and gym class a nightmare for me, and I developed the sense that my body was broken, and that sensation and emotion were enemies. I never stopped believing that the world was alive, but I could not feel it fully when I did not feel like I, myself was fully alive.

As I came into adulthood, the fear I felt for the world remained and grew into outrage, but my sense of connection to the living world I wanted to save was fading into a mere abstraction. I spent my twenties and early thirties blockading weapons plants, documenting human rights atrocities, and reading, writing, and scheming about revolution. But no matter what I did, it never seemed commensurate with the level of suffering and destruction I was witnessing in the world, so I felt inadequate and kept trying to push myself further.

I was living a life in which I was deeply disconnected from my body—a lifetime of body shame overlapping with the remnants of a theology of martyrdom. I was struggling with asthma, depression, and insulin resistance that had me on the verge of diabetes. I was working more than full-time as a human rights activist for a small organization in Bangor, Maine, and viewed my body as a broken thing that mattered only as a vehicle for resisting the status quo, which seemed like the empire of modern myth. After a decade and a half of activism, I was feeling the futility of it all. So I threw myself into a war zone.

I went to Oaxaca, in southern Mexico, at a time when the city was occupied by military police who had come to crush an uprising. My heart was broken open by the strength of the people I met hiding in church basements, who had lived through horrors, and by the people I met in the mountains, who spoke of the land and the Corn as shaping their sense of who they were, which revealed exactly the empty place inside me from which the hunger for meaning arose.

Coming of age in this culture is a process of becoming “civilized”—a process of separating ourselves from the living world. My friend Stephen Buhner, who has now joined the ancestors, writes: “the word ‘civilized’ comes from the Latin civilis, meaning ‘under law, orderly.’ . . . Civilis itself comes from an older Latin word, civis, meaning ‘someone who lives in a city, a citizen.’”1

It was Stephen who taught me that the first cities were defined by the walls built around them, separating them from the wilderness and the people who dwelled there, whose “Pagan” and “heathen” ways, ways “of the countryside,” made them more loyal to the laws of nature than to the laws made by the people within the walls. This marked a catastrophic change in human history. My friend and teacher Cornelia Benavidez spoke about this with her teacher, the great American shaman Victor Anderson (whom we will meet more fully in the chapters to follow), and she communicated to me what Anderson had to say about the state of humankind.


Victor inferred to me that humankind in modern times had to reframe the nature of nature that they had known for thousands of years in order to conquer not only it but all those in their way. Creating a new kind of civilization. The reason or excuse for the carnage that took out entire tribes, villages, and kingdoms was the idea of order and control with the illusion of freedom through protection. This is not a bad idea if the system is reasonable and fair, but humankind went greedy and delusional resulting in what we are dealing with now on a worldwide level, which is an all-out assault on all life. He felt that this was the work of a filthy spirit that infected human kind with a great lie.


	
At first, the walls around the cities were necessary to mark the boundaries of the world subjected to that new order. Later, these evolved into walls along national borders—the Great Wall of China, Hadrian’s Wall that separated Roman-occupied Britain from the untamable Scottish north, and the ditches and walls the British inheritors of that Roman order built, among them the palisade or pale (referring to the pales or stakes that constitute a fence) erected around Dublin. The Pale separated the part of Ireland around Dublin where the British had imposed their language, customs, and law from the Gaeilge-speaking places “beyond the Pale,” where people still kept the old ways. Today, the walls are mainly abstract, barriers of access to the global financial system, largely maintained by that system, which has inherited the mantle of empire.

The walls exist within us too—in the form of ideas of acceptable thought and feeling that in time cause us to wall off perceptions that do not fit our worldview. As the brilliant and heretical Dr. Wilhelm Reich observed, these in turn become expressed in patterns of physical rigidity that constrict the flow of sensation.

The order imposed by this walling off of nature is illusory, of course. The living world has its own sense of order, one governed by a dynamic balance rather than a fixed rigidity, by curves and spirals rather than straight lines, and by infinite curiosity and creativity. What is rigid is brittle, prone to shatter when forces it seeks to resist or contain push strong enough and hard enough. And life, green and pulsing, always finds a way to break through—vines grow over walls, Dandelions grow up through the pavement, and human hearts break open.

In Oaxaca, I encountered people who, though having been subject to domination and oppression first by the Aztecs, then by the Spanish, and then by a Mexican state under the sway of U.S. geopolitical aims and the whims of global capital, had never allowed their hearts and spirits to be fully colonized and hence were never fully separated from the knowledge that the world was alive. In a Zapotec community in the hills, I met a man who held up a wooden carving of a wind spirit and said, “This is our inheritance—the gift of our ancestors is resistance.” The sleeping spirit of my own inherent animism and my own inheritance of resistance stirred in response. When I returned to the United States, it awakened further.

The night that I came back I decided, for some reason, to go to a dinner party in Boston, something I would tend to view as nightmarish on the best of days, let alone when blown wide open. There was one person there whose presence felt different than anyone else’s. When we finally spoke, she told me that she was an herbalist and began to speak of listening to the plants and of helping people regain connection with their own bodies. I was intrigued.

She called me a few weeks later, on New Year’s Day, when I was sick with bronchitis. After we hung up, she called me back and said she had been listening to my breathing and knew the plant who could help me: “She has a bright yellow flower and a deep, resinous root and moves what we hold on to in our lungs. Her name is Elecampane.”

When I took my first drops of Elecampane tincture that afternoon, I felt breath enter me deeply and experienced the unraveling of the story that my body was broken and could not be healed. I went walking in the snowy woods with my dog, breathing in the scent of Fir and Spruce and Pine, feeling my chest open wider and new life stir within me.

In the coming weeks, breath brought me more into my body, and I discovered how much I loved lifting heavy things. As weight lifting came into my life, my body started craving deeper nourishment, and, following my intuition, I started shifting how I ate, how I moved, and how I breathed.

Then, everything collapsed—an on-again, off-again romance that had broken open my heart finally came to an end at the same time that the funding ran out for my job. Believing that any path was better than the one I was on, I went walking in the Bangor (Maine) City Forest and prayed to get lost.

My eyes were drawn to the Usnea lichen that had fallen to the ground in the last rainstorm, its threads like the hair and beard of the wild Green Man of the forest. I followed the fallen Usnea until I found myself standing in a ring of Spruces I had never seen before. I closed my eyes and saw Usnea’s tendrils reaching into the cracked places in my heart.

I spent most of the following summer wandering through forest and field, listening deeply to the plants, and reading herb books at night.

When autumn came, I returned to the city, taking a job helping military families tell the stories of how the war in Iraq had devastated their lives. The wells of grief at the center of their hearts and mine seemed bottomless. I began to feel overwhelmed by despair again. So in the spring I went to the White Mountains of New Hampshire to listen to the forest.

By the third day of my vision quest, fasting alone in the forest, just above a stream flowing into the Pemigewasset River, it was all I could do to stumble to the edge of the ten-foot stone circle that marked the boundary of my world.

Just beyond that border, I saw a fallen Hemlock branch covered in lichen and, among the lichens, a patch of Usnea that seemed to glow with a pale light. To protect the trees that it grows on from infection, Usnea produces antibacterial and antifungal compounds that also serve as powerful medicine for humans and other animals.

From somewhere inside my chest, I heard the voice of the lichen speaking, telling me that the lichen would often grow in the places where the tree was wounded, that the wounds themselves called forth the medicine. A song began to rise inside me:


The wound is where the healing comes,

The wound is where the change begins!

Break on open and feel again,

Break on open and dream again,

Break on open and grow again,

Break on open and live again!




As I sang out loud, cycling through the chant again and again, questions and contradictions I had been struggling with began to resolve themselves.

Central was the conflict I felt between the political work I had dedicated my adult life to up to then and the healing work that I had been powerfully drawn to in recent years. More and more, it had been working to bring people together with plants that could support the healing of their bodies, minds, and spirits that had made me feel most alive. But strong voices inside me had been insisting that I had a responsibility to be part of political and cultural transformation.

That dichotomy fell away. I thought of the people who had come into my life and the pain they were living with—veterans, torture survivors, military families, refugees. And if—as Usnea was telling me—“the wound is where the change begins,” then by coming to know the nature of those wounds, I would also come to know the wild, living medicines that could transform the culture that wounded them, healing hearts and healing worlds.

I left the world I had known behind, following the call of the plants. And as they worked through me, deeper and deeper layers of memory and knowing returned. The quest to awaken that memory further would take me to Ireland, where the living landscape of my own ancestors, and the remnants of ancient tradition that remained alive, would help me understand myself and the world more deeply.

This book is my best attempt to translate and share what I have learned from people and plants and gods and ancestors in the decade since I began to listen again to the voices of the living world. May it open the way for more people to begin to follow their own wild roads home.


The mountain is wreathed

by the smoke of burning forests

and across the ocean

pilots prepare

to set cities aflame.

But in this same world,

Bears crash through

thickets of huckleberries,

Salmon prepare for

their journey back

to the streams where

they were born,

and in autumn

Bears drag

the carcasses of Salmon

into the forest

where they

rot into the topsoil

and are reborn

as Cedar

and Trillium

and Wild Ginger.

Long ago

someone wrote

“Empires

rise and fall

but the mountains

and rivers

remain.”

It is only because

we have forgotten

that we are dancing mountains

and flowing rivers

that we think

that the world

might end.
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Wherever there is soil and water, there are forests waiting to be reborn.

Along the Pripyat River in Ukraine, in the wake of the Chernobyl disaster, forests expanded to swallow up abandoned towns, and the Wolf and the Wild Boar have returned. For me that forest has come to symbolize the power of the wild to heal and transform even the most devastated landscapes when civilization gets out of the way.

That hope became a bit more fragile for me the day that I learned that forest was burning, set aflame by Russian artillery. As I read the news of those fires, I heard a Pileated Woodpecker drumming on a Spruce across the snowy yard.

Later that afternoon I was called to do a ritual for the healing of the Red Forest of Chernobyl. I found windblown Birch bark on the ground—a tree that connects me with the forests of Ukraine as well as my Irish and Swedish ancestral forests—which I gathered to use in place of an altar cloth. Then, I went to the old Spruce.

Where the Woodpecker had been drumming, the Spruce had poured out an amber resin—the color of the tears the Norse goddess Freyja, life of the land and teacher of the oldest magics, weeps. I lightly scraped the tree with the edge of a knife blade and gathered the golden tears in my hand.

At dusk, I spread the Birch bark out on my altar, lit a beeswax candle from a local beekeeper, heated a coal in my incense burner, and sprinkled the Spruce resin over the coal, calling forth a sweet cloud of smoke. I focused first on the flame of the candle and then on my heartbeat, calling up the memory of the Woodpecker’s rhythm. I picked up my bodhrán, an Irish frame drum, and began playing the rhythm that memory stirred in my heart while holding the vision of the burning Red Forest being green again.

The Birch, the Spruce, and the Woodpecker had joined me in my prayer. And the first thing you must understand is that I am not speaking metaphorically.

My rite was not about my Will alone—it was the alignment of my Will with the living Will of the land. The Birch, the Spruce, the Woodpecker were part of an ecological community that holds the living knowledge of regeneration. My role was to bring the knowledge of distant fires to this place and ask for help.

The knowledge of those distant fires had changed the rhythms of my heartbeat and my breath and the pheromones my body was sending out as messenger molecules, taken in by trees that were inhaling my exhalations. The chemistry of the trees subtly changed in response, and so did the chemistry of the resins released by the drumming of the Woodpecker. And the bodies of the Woodpecker and I both responded to the aromatic molecules that wafted into the air from the resin, as did the other trees.

The biology of my own consciousness is a variation on the form of the mind of a forest. Trees and understory plants send down rhizomes, which intertwine with the mycelia that evolved to connect them, forming networks of filaments that carry chemical and electrical signals, allowing the land to experience itself simultaneously as myriad beings and one mind.

Human nervous systems, like all animal nervous systems, are networks of filaments, kin in form and function to the mycorrhizal networks that are the minds of forests and fields, contained within individual bodies. It was only very recently that we began to forget this, though there were always some cultures and communities and people who held on to this knowledge and allowed it to be the bedrock of their sense of being.

Something so recently forgotten can easily be remembered if we allow ourselves to open to it.

The trees of western Maine where I live are part of a forest with its own stories of resilience. Maine’s forests were cut first to provide timber for the British navy a century after the forests my Irish ancestors loved faced the same fate, and then again and again to provide pulp for paper mills. Western Maine remained, in many ways, a colony of the logging and paper industries until the trade agreements of the early 2000s sent those industries south to Brazil. The forest has kept coming back. And while Wolves may not have returned here fully, though some believe they have begun to, I am serenaded at night by their descendants, Eastern Coyotes, a new species that evolved from the mating of Western Coyotes and Gray Wolves in Quebec.

As part of second- and third-growth forests, the trees around me know things I cannot know about how a forest regenerates after disaster. Having spent years cultivating a relationship with them, we are familiar with each other. So I call on them to help me shape my prayer, my spells, and my magic for a distant burning forest.

My relationship with them has changed what I understand magic to be. It has brought me to an understanding of magic that is wilder and older than most of what I have encountered in the modern Pagan world. And it is wilder, older magics that we need to remake worlds—and a living medicine that can help us remake ourselves.

In a time of fire, flood, and plague brought on in large part by centuries of human folly, it is wise to take another look at our ways of living, thinking, and relating to one another and to the living world. This requires us to look at how we understand and engage magic as well—because magic guided by the cultural logic that brought us to this place will not help us change course.

Whether or not they are aware of his influence on them, if asked to define magic, most modern Pagans and occultists would likely give an answer that echoes Aleister Crowley’s famous dictum: “Magick is the art and science of creating change in conformity with Will.” When we work with this definition, we can define medicine as a form of magic as well—the art and science of creating change within a human body in conformity with Will. (As my friend Dr. Mitchell Bebel Stargrove says, “Medicine and magick arise from the same gnosis—they are only separate if you make them so.”) Crowley’s definition of magick is a workable one, but it is one that begs an important question: Whose Will is being done?

Christianity famously answers this question with a phrase from the Lord’s Prayer: “Thy will be done.” St. Francis of Assisi prayed: “Make me an instrument of your peace.” There is deep magic in this kind of surrender, and the god of Abraham is not the only entity to whom one can offer this devotion. An oracle offers this kind of devotion to a god or a goddess or a sacred spring. A soldier offers this same kind of devotion to the nation. This kind of deep surrender can allow fear and doubt to fall away, removing obstacles to the flow of power, making things that seemed impossible possible.

Yet, there are also dangers on this path. Christianity, Islam, and Vodun all warn that spirits are not always who they appear to be and that some will lie to gain surrender and cooperation from people. Even when gods and spirits are who they appear and claim to be, their interests may not be aligned with those of their servant—or of the family, community, nation, or world their servant is part of. Beings who demand absolute surrender—be they gods, spirits, people, or institutions—are often the last ones we should be trusting.

Another danger is that if we reduce ourselves to mere instruments of a greater Will, we are liable to treat other beings as instruments of that Will as well, whether they choose to be or not. Working in this framework, we are likely to see plants and animals and even other people as the property of the one we serve and justify treating them as objects to achieve the higher purpose we have dedicated ourselves to. In so doing, we lose touch with the sanctity of the rest of life and of the living world itself. As the great conservationist Aldo Leopold writes: “The last word in ignorance is the man who says of an animal or plant, ‘What good is it?’ If the land mechanism as a whole is good, then every part is good, whether we understand it or not.”1

Going back at least as far as the Middle Ages, many occultists and ceremonial magicians have pushed back against Christianity’s demand for surrender to the Will of the divine by elevating the individual Will and proclaiming, “My Will be done.” In many ways this was the mindset that guided the Enlightenment for good and for ill. On the one hand, this brought a flourishing of individual freedoms, at least for the small class of people who were considered worthy and capable of exercising them. On the other hand, it became the basis by which people and nations justified taking what they needed to achieve their desires and defined land, water, forests, fields, plants, animals, and human labor as resources to be employed in realizing goals. In other words, it is tied to the very cultural logic that got us to this point. Because science and magic were a single discipline until the Enlightenment, our culture’s approach to medicine is guided by this same logic. Our medicine seeks the power to change biological processes according to the desires of the doctor and the patient, desires that are shaped by the values of a culture that is increasingly separated from biological and spiritual reality. And at their deepest level, biological and spiritual realities are the same bedrock on which every other level of human reality rests. Whatever is not rooted in them is a tower built on a foundation of sand, just waiting to be brought down by a lightning strike or a strong wind—or a pandemic virus.

To be sure, the individual Will being enacted can be generous, merciful, and compassionate. Many magical traditions that work on building and focusing the individual Will also seek to ennoble that Will. For example, drawing on older traditions, Crowley’s Thelema, a Western esoteric spiritual philosophy of the early 1900s, teaches that a true adept must achieve “congress with the Holy Guardian Angel”—that aspect of their being that is infinite and transcendent. In achieving this, however, we move beyond individualistic magic and personal Will into something resembling far older ways of engaging the world.

Animist magic, the original magic of people everywhere, seeks to partner with the living world. In the words of Caroline Casey, it is the “willingness to cooperate with everything”—a cooperation that requires honoring the dignity and sovereignty of all of life. Animist magic says, “Our Will be done.” Done correctly it requires deep listening and communication and a willingness to understand that survival is a collective endeavor in which we are all dependent on one another.

Our individual Will does not vanish from the equation when we cooperate with everything. The Will of each being lending its voice to the prayer is heard. But as the rhythm of each voice entrains with the shared rhythm and its pitch and its movement come into complex harmony with other voices, what each Will sings into the song changes.

A growing number of physicists and biologists are gravitating toward animism, the understanding that the world itself is alive, and panpsychism, the understanding that there is intelligence in everything. Even those unwilling to use such language are increasingly acknowledging what chaos mathematics and systems theory began revealing half a century ago that our universe is full of complex, self-regulating systems that maintain balance and flow in nonlinear ways and learn and evolve in the process. Our ways of magic and medicine need to catch up with these understandings.

THE SEVEN COROLLARIES

There are certain corollaries that flow from the understanding that the world is alive that can serve as intellectual guideposts as we move forward. There are actually infinite corollaries that arise from this insight, but for now, I will focus on seven of them:


1.Our bodies are dynamic, complex living systems, and so is the body of our world.

2.Individual, community, cultural, and ecological health are inseparable.

3.There is an intelligence inherent in these interrelated complex living systems that will tend to maintain and, when necessary, protect and restore the integrity of the system.

4.Humans need connection with other humans and with other-than-human beings to maintain optimal health.

5.Plants and fungi are not inert materials for the production of medicine; they are living beings with their own intelligences. We seek to be in reciprocal relationship with the plants and fungi whose help we engage in healing.

6.Plants and fungi belong to themselves.

7.Beauty and wonder are ways we recognize the healthy flow of life.



Let’s investigate these one by one.

1. Our bodies are dynamic, complex living systems, and so is the body of our world.

Separating mind from body and body from land, our culture has defined the land and waters as reservoirs of inert material and bodies as machines for transforming that material into wealth. Historian Silvia Federici writes:


Capitalism was born from the separation of people from the land and its first task was to make work independent of the seasons and to lengthen the workday beyond the limits of our endurance. Generally, we stress the economic aspect of this process, the economic dependence capitalism has created on monetary relations, and its role in the formation of a wage proletariat. What we have not always seen is what the separation from the land and nature has meant for our body, which has been pauperized and stripped of the powers that pre-capitalist populations attributed to it.2



Outside the disciplines of mechanization visited on them, our bodies are capable of sensing subtle shifts in their experience of their internal ecologies—the intuitive dimensions of the pulse diagnosis come to mind—and in the world around us. Federici writes, “We know now, for instance, that the Polynesian populations used to travel the high seas at night with only their body as their compass, as they could tell from the vibrations of the waves the different ways to direct their boats to the shore”—which we can gloss as “reading the pulse of the ocean,” just as an herbalist or acupuncturist can map the internal terrain of the body by feeling the way blood flows past particular points on the wrist.3

Bodies are constantly attuning to subtle flows within complex systems and to the ways in which everything shifts within and around them. Changes in complex systems can ultimately only be understood in terms of mapping the nature of such flows—whether through our senses, using our awareness of our own experience of embodiment as a technology of perception and investigation, or through the elaborate equations and algorithms of chaos mathematics and systems theory.

2. Individual, community, cultural, and ecological health are inseparable.

What is this thing I call a body, this community of cells and tissues and organs? It contains at least as many cells that we would call viral or bacterial or fungal as the cells we would call Homo sapiens. The elements that make it up are ancient—the hydrogen that combined with oxygen to form the water molecules that make up most of my body is older than the oldest stars. Yet the molecules and atoms contained in it have not been contained in it that long, comparatively; in fact, the mercury and dioxin stored in my superficial fascia when my body breathed them in and couldn’t figure out how to neutralize or remove them in my childhood have been part of my body far longer than any of the molecules I can identify as part of my biochemistry. If anything, this body is another habitual way matter and energy have of arranging themselves. The water that flows through my body has flowed through other human and animal bodies, as well as through soil and roots and mycelia—and my health depends on the health of everything that water flows through. The soil is the fascia of Earth and what is contained within it will be held in my fascia as well. We are born of Earth’s rain and oceans, its fire and lightning, and its minerals make up our bones. The space between our cells is like the space between stars, which is like the space between the electrons of an atom. This is not just poetic musing. It is—as Victor Anderson, the sage and Grand Master of the Feri tradition, would say—“the way things really are.”
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