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DEDICATION

In memory of Robert Norris, fellow writer and friend,
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INTRODUCTION

Fascinating Fairies

“Of all the minor creatures of mythology, fairies are the most beautiful, the most numerous, the most memorable.”

[image: ]  —Andrew Lang  [image: ]

The ancient Greeks called them nymphs. The Irish called them the little people. The Persians called them peris. Wherever you go on this planet you’ll hear fairy tales of magical and mysterious beings, some no bigger than your hand and some taller than the redwoods. They fly through the air, tunnel deep into the earth, splash about in the seas, even flicker in candle flames. These awesome creatures have played a prominent role in the lives and legends of mortals since the beginning of time, and they still do.

In recent years, it seems as if fairies are everywhere. We’re inundated with big-budget films, TV shows, and enough merchandise to fill every palace in fairyland—all devoted to fanciful beings who may or may not actually exist. What is it about fairies that keeps us in their thrall?

Like mermaids and dragons, fairies intrigue us because they’re so complex. Some are bewitchingly beautiful, others are ugly enough to shatter mirrors—and just to keep us confused, they can change the way they look to appear however they want to be seen. Capricious characters, fairies embody good and evil, innocence and passion, playfulness and treachery—the juxtaposition of opposites is part of their appeal. We just never know what to expect from them, or what they’ll do next. Will the fey give us pots of gold or turn us into toads? The risk entices us, as a flame entices moths. We also envy their freedom and power. Fairies don’t have to abide by the rules of mortals; they can come and go as they please—even disappear entirely whenever they want. They possess an arsenal of magical abilities that enable them to overcome obstacles, enjoy wealth and longevity, and amuse themselves at the expense of humans. And if they really want to show who’s boss, they can conjure up a hurricane or an earthquake faster than we can send a text. Of course, we also have them to thank for rainbows, flowers, and the changing leaves in autumn. Think how much duller the earth would be without the fairies!
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Another reason we love fairies is because they take us out of our ordinary, everyday existence and whisk us away to fantastic places where anything can happen—and does. In the process, they show us different ways to view the world and what else can befall us in it. Furthermore, they challenge us to discover our own magic and to use our powers creatively.

In this book, you’ll meet all sorts of fairies from around the world, including some who will surely surprise you. You’ll also hear tales from people who’ve had close encounters with pixies, elves, or other spirits. Plus you’ll learn ways to attract fairy companions—or get them to stop playing tricks on you. As you revisit the fairy tales and legends included here, you’ll not only gain insights into the fey, but into yourself as well. You might even find you have a bit of fairy blood flowing in your veins.



PART ONE

The Fairy Realm

[image: ]

“[The children] made wreaths of flowers and hung them upon the tree and about the spring to please the fairies that lived there; for they liked that, being idle innocent little creatures, as all fairies are, and fond of anything delicate and pretty like wild flowers put together that way. And in return for this attention the fairies did any friendly thing they could for the children, such as keeping the spring always full and clear and cold, and driving away serpents and insects that sting; and so there was never any unkindness between the fairies and the children during more than five hundred years.”

—Mark Twain, Joan of Arc



CHAPTER 1

Meet the Fairies

“If we opened our minds to enjoyment, we might find tranquil pleasures spread about us on every side. We might live with the angels that visit us on every sunbeam, and sit with the fairies who wait on every flower.”

—Samuel Smiles

Magical, mysterious, and mischievous, fairies never fail to enchant us. But what are they really? Most people consider fairies the products of human imagination—cartoon characters in animated movies or charming creatures in stories we read to children at bedtime—and unless you’re under the age of six, you probably don’t believe they exist. Or, if you’re into fantasy games, you might think of fairies as personae you can assume in order to engage in mock battles with other pseudo-fairies. But if you delve a little deeper, you’ll discover that all sorts of fanciful folk have populated the fairy world for thousands of years—and they’re as diverse as the animal species who inhabit our planet. In this book we’ll speak of them generically as “fairies,” but these wondrous beings go by lots of different names: elves, pixies, dwarfs, and leprechauns, to name just a few. Let’s meet some of them now.

A Fairy by Any Other Name

Back in the days when life was much more mysterious and people believed in an enchanted world, mortals feared offending the fairies who might cast spells or inflict curses on a whim. Calling a powerful supernatural being by its real name was considered disrespectful, so humans referred to fairies in euphemistic terms such as the Good People, the Gentry, the Shining Ones, and the Neighbors.

The English word “fairy” (or faery) may have come from the Latin fatum, meaning fate, as did the French derivative fée, the Italian fata, and the Spanish fada. Middle English used the term faierie (faeire in Old French) to refer to the land of enchantment and its inhabitants; today we call it Faerie. Of course, each culture not only had its own names for fairies, it also recognized various types of fairies—many of whom you’ll meet in the following chapters. Certain of these fascinating beings, however, show up in the myths and lore of numerous countries, suggesting that either some fairy species reside in lots of different places or that as people migrated they brought tales of fairies with them—perhaps both.

Although flying fairies dominate the scene today, they didn’t really become popular until the Victorian era. Instead, early legends in Europe, Britain, and Ireland tended to focus on the following fairy folk, whom we’ll discuss more in Chapter 2.


	Pixies

	Elves

	Dwarfs

	Trolls

	Hags

	Leprechauns

	Goblins

	The Sidhe



Moyra Doorly, author of No Place for God and The Council in Question, dislikes the term “fairy” because it connotes the whimsical, “saccharine-coated” characters that decorate little girls’ lunchboxes and T-shirts. She prefers to call these magical beings nature spirits “because in all my encounters with them I saw nothing resembling Tinkerbell.”

Elementals

When magicians talk about the elements, they don’t mean the periodic table you learned about in school. They’re referring to the four elements—air, earth, water, and fire—that make up the natural world and beyond. Since ancient times, myths and legends have spoken about supernatural beings who fly through the air, burrow beneath the earth, or swim in the ocean’s depths. But these magical creatures don’t simply reside in these regions; they serve as guardians and ambassadors of their respective realms. Some people might describe them as energetic forces rather than specific entities, and they go by different names in different mystical traditions. In Eastern mysticism, divine beings known as devas (similar to angels or minor deities) direct the nature spirits. In the fairy world, the three most popular elementals are known as sylphs, sprites, and water nymphs. Fire fairies called salamanders also show up from time to time, but they’re less prevalent.
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“The function of the nature spirits of woodland, meadow, and garden … is to furnish the vital connecting link between the stimulating energy of the sun and the raw material of the form. That growth of a plant which we regard as the customary and inevitable result of associating the three factors of sun, seed, and soil would never take place if the fairy builders were absent.”

[image: ]  —Edward Gardner, quoted in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Coming of the Fairies  [image: ]

SYLPHS: Air Elementals

Tinker Bell and her flying friends fall into this category of nature spirits. But sylphs aren’t just cute and delicate winged beings, as contemporary films and children’s books portray them—they handle lots of things related to the air and sky. In addition to possessing the ability to fly, sylphs have the power to manipulate the winds, influence air quality, and help earthlings breathe—some sources say they’re busy cleaning up chemtrails these days. They also assist birds and flying insects.

SPRITES: Earth Elementals

Those little green guys you see in the garden are probably sprites (though not all sprites are green or little). Earth elementals include a large cast of characters, such as tree guardians, gnomes, dryads, and some pixies and elves. These nature spirits aid the growth of flowers, trees, and other plants—if you look closely, you might spot them sitting in a tree or resting beneath a blackberry bush. When autumn comes, they change the leaves from green to red, orange, and gold. Earth elementals also play an important role in helping the earth heal from the effects of pollution, deforestation, mining, and other forms of destruction.




The Earth Spirits at Findhorn

In the early 1960s, Eileen and Peter Caddy and their associate Dorothy Maclean founded a spiritual community in a wild and windswept area of northern Scotland known as Findhorn. Even though the soil there was mostly sand and the climate inhospitable, Findhorn became famous for its amazing gardens, which produced tropical flowers and forty-two-pound cabbages. How could this happen? According to Dorothy, the elementals who govern plant growth—she described them as “living forces of creative intelligence that work behind the scene”—guided Findhorn’s founders in planting and maintaining the incredible gardens. In his book Faces of Findhorn, Professor R. Lindsay Robb of the Soil Association writes, “The vigor, health and bloom of the plants in this garden at mid-winter on land which is almost barren, powdery sand cannot be explained …” Well, not by ordinary thinking anyway.





WATER NYMPHS: Water Elementals

Also known as undines, these spirits splash about in the waters of the world. Mermaids fall into this category, too. Usually depicted as beautiful young females, water nymphs perform a variety of tasks, from nourishing life on earth to regulating the tides to inspiring artists and poets. They also protect fish and aquatic creatures and—if they choose—guide humans on sea voyages. In recent times, these elementals have been working hard to offset the effects of water pollution and the destruction of marine habitat.

Shapeshifting Fairies

Although fairies may be members of a particular element, race, or family, many of them can change their appearance when they want to. These “shapeshifters” can transform themselves from grotesque to beautiful, from water beings to flying creatures, or from spirits to animals or even humans. Legends from around the world speak of fairies magically shapeshifting—either out of necessity or when it suits their purposes—into radically different beings, which allows them to go about their business incognito.

Perhaps you’ve heard of the Irish selkies, or seal people. These enchanted creatures live as seals in the seas, but they can shed their furry pelts and walk on land as humans—they even take mortal mates and produce mixed-breed offspring. In Native American folklore, spirits often assume the shapes of animals and birds, such as coyotes or crows, and Japanese myths speak of a shapeshifting fox called a kitsune. In one of the Brothers Grimm’s most intriguing fairy tales, “The Foundling,” two siblings transform themselves into numerous forms, including a rose bush, a church, a chandelier, a duck, and a pond, in order to outwit a villain.

So prevalent is shapeshifting among fairies that humans (or other species) may find it difficult to determine with whom they’re dealing. Of course, that’s part of the fairies’ intention.

Where Do Fairies Live?

Even if you can’t see them, fairies live nearby. In fact, a fairy might be sitting right beside you or dancing in your yard at this very moment. The reason most people don’t see fairies is because they occupy a parallel universe, which exists alongside our own but functions at a different resonance. One way to understand this concept is to compare it to TV or radio channels. When you’re watching or listening to one channel, you can’t see or hear the others—but they’re still there. The same holds true for the land of fairies or the “realm of the fey.”

Legends say that fairies went into hiding to avoid the humans who invaded their lands. In some cases, the fairies literally went underground, making their homes in caves, burrows, and underwater fortresses. A folklorist on the Scottish isle of Arran told writer Moyra Doorly that “the fairies left when electricity came.” As modern people took over the earth, cutting down trees, building roads, and creating cities, fairy folk withdrew to more remote locales and finally into the spirit world.

An invisible “veil” separates the world of humans from the fairy realm, which makes it challenging for us to interact with them. At certain times of the year—specifically on Beltane (May 1) and Samhain Eve (October 31)—that veil thins, enabling people to see and communicate more easily with spirits of all kinds. Midsummer’s Eve, as Shakespeare tells us, is another good time to cavort with the fey.
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Fairy Sightings

One summer day in 1947, five-year-old Nona Rees and her mother were walking home from the beach at the seaside community of St. David’s in Pembrokeshire, Wales, when they spotted a fairy. Their path led along the rocky coast and through the beautiful countryside—a perfect setting for nature spirits to frolic. According to Nona, they saw “a tiny pure white creature, with wings, like the traditional Christmas Tree fairy but perhaps only an inch to an inch and a half high” above a gorse bush. Being natural history enthusiasts, she and her mother realized it wasn’t a moth or butterfly, “it was definitely a fairy.”—from Fairies: Real Encounters with the Little People, by Janet Bord.





Fairies in Nature

As we’ve already discussed, fairies serve as nature’s caretakers. Mythology tells us that long before humans dominated the landscape, fairies of all kinds populated the earth’s wild places. The Welsh Tylwyth Teg, for instance, lived deep in the woods and on isolated islands off the coast of Wales. Germany’s nixies dwelt in secret regions beneath streams and waterfalls. The Hungarian tündér perched high on mountaintops. Perhaps these beings were more substantial and less ephemeral in those days than they are now.

Deep in Russia’s immense forests, known as the taiga, woodland fairies ruled supreme. These nature spirits, called leshiye, were master shapeshifters who sometimes appeared as tall as trees or as tiny as mice. They could assume the forms of animals or human beings, too, or as composite creatures with green beards and hair and the horns and hooves of a goat. These trickster fairies were known for confusing mortals who intruded into their territory, causing them to become hopelessly lost in leshiye land. Whether the fairies did this for amusement or to safeguard the forests and wildlife from woodcutters and hunters is unknown—perhaps both are true.

Fairies still abide in lakes and mountains, forests and fields. You might also find them flourishing in flower gardens and vegetable patches. They still take seriously their role as nature’s stewards, nurturing and protecting not only plants, but stones, animals, and other creatures as well. Many fairies, legends tell us, also possess magical healing powers and excel in the use of herbs and minerals to cure ills of all kinds.




Flower Remedies

In the 1930s, English physician Edward Bach established a holistic form of healing that used flowers to aid a variety of emotional conditions. His thirty-eight original remedies incorporated the vital energy or essence of flowers, diluted in a water-and-brandy solution. To extract the flowers’ power, he suspended the blossoms in spring water and set them in the sunshine, which infused the water with their vitality. Despite the lack of physical plant material (Bach just used the flowers’ energetic resonance and healing properties), his remedies have proved effective in treating conditions such as stress, depression, insomnia, and anxiety. Is their healing magic rooted in fairy wisdom and the influences of the nature spirits known as devas operating in the plant world?





Usually, fairies stay out of sight of humans, going about their business without fanfare. But if you detour off the beaten track and into the peaceful, unspoiled places on our planet, you may get lucky and enjoy a close encounter with these nature spirits. Just be careful not to get too close or to fall for their ruses—you might never come back from the fairy realm!

LIMINAL ZONES: Thresholds Between Worlds

The slice of seacoast between low and high tides, the deepening foliage between field and forest, the sloping land between plain and mountain—these in-between places are known as liminal zones. Dawn and dusk, the times between day and night, fall into this category, too. Neither wholly one thing nor the other, they serve as bridges that lead from one realm into another. Because of their transient nature, their ambiguity, and their sense of mystery, liminal zones are often the best places to meet fairies and to experience magic.

FAIRY DOORS

In ancient times, fairy doors were portals between the realm of the fairies and the human world. Most of the time, mortals are denied access to fairyland. But at certain times of the year, people could catch a glimpse of the spirit world through these openings. A fairy door might resemble a pathway through a heavily wooded area, a narrow entrance into a cave, a gap in a stone wall, or a knothole in an ancient tree. Shamanic journeys sometimes begin with entering portals such as these in order to visit unseen worlds.

“Come away, O human child!
To the waters and the wild
With a faery, hand in hand,
For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.”

[image: ]  — W.B. Yeats, The Collected Poems  [image: ]




Ann Arbor’s Fairy Doors

In April 2005, an architectural anomaly—a miniature door—mysteriously showed up near the entrance of a coffee shop in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Over the next year and a half, nine more little doors—dubbed “fairy doors”—materialized at various locations throughout the city. These handsome entryways, usually no more than a foot high, are believed to have been created by artist and children’s book author Jonathan B. Wright, perhaps as a way to alert humans to the presence of fairies in urban environments or to give urban fairies access to art galleries, boutiques, and other interesting places throughout the city. Since that time, some of the establishments have closed and the fairy doors have disappeared as well. But that doesn’t mean they’re gone for good—who knows when another fairy door might appear, perhaps in a location near you. To view these tiny treasures, visit Wright’s website, www.urban-fairies.com.





Demoted Deities

Many folklorists believe that fairies descended from ancient gods and goddesses. For thousands of years, these deities had dominion over the earth, the heavens, and all the inhabitants therein. They governed day and night, land and water, the seasons, the growth of plants, wild and domestic animals—just about everything. Their all-encompassing powers made them awesome beings indeed, and people in virtually every culture around the world worshipped some sort of divine ruler(s).

But the rise of Christianity coincided with the decline of many early gods and goddesses. The Church not only discouraged belief in the old ways, it persecuted people who clung to them. Legend tells us that when people stopped honoring and paying homage to the old gods and goddesses, their powers began to wane. Consequently, some deities were demoted to mythical beings—including fairies. This development didn’t exactly please the fairies, which might be why they play tricks on humans.

Like everywhere else, the fairy realm has its social structure and hierarchies. Basically, fairies can be grouped into two categories:


	Those who guard and guide the natural world

	Those who deal with destiny and the fate of humankind



The Fairies of Fate

We’ve already talked a bit about the nature spirits; now let’s take a look at the fairies of fate. These beings often show up shortly after an infant’s birth to celebrate and to influence the baby’s destiny. Usually they bring gifts to the newborn, such as courage or beauty or cleverness. These birth spirits make appearances in Celtic, Slavic, and French folklore. The Greek Moirae or Fates also fall into this category. So do the Albanian fatit, except they generally wait until the third day after the baby’s birth to visit, when they fly in on the backs of butterflies. In Serbia, fairies called oosood arrive seven days after the birth but only show themselves to the new mother.
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It’s a good idea to offer the fairies something in return for their generosity; otherwise they may take offense—and it’s never a good idea to dis a fairy! Traditionally, the parents of the newborn throw a feast for the fairies to thank them and to encourage their assistance in the future. In typical French fashion, Breton spirits enjoy champagne with their meal. A wise parent will give the Seven Hathors, the daughters and/or companion spirits associated with the Egyptian goddess Hathor, red ribbons in addition to food.

On her website www.fairysource.com, Bernadette Wulf says, “It is my belief that we need to reconnect with faerie, plant, animal, and mineral beings in mutual respect in order to restore harmony and balance to our minds and bodies, as well as healing to the many areas of our planet that we have damaged.”




Sleeping Beauty’s Fairy Godmothers

In Charles Perrault’s famous fairy tale, La Belle au bois dormant (“Sleeping Beauty”), a king and queen invite seven fairies to be godmothers to their new daughter. However, they forget about another important fairy, who becomes angry at the oversight. After six of the fairies have presented their gifts, the irate fairy places a curse on the baby: She’ll prick her finger while spinning and die. The last fairy godmother, however, softens the girl’s fate so that instead of dying the girl will fall into an enchanted sleep for 100 years, until wakened by a prince’s kiss. The Brothers Grimm later adapted the tale for German readers and called it “Little Briar Rose.”







CHAPTER 2

Fairy Characteristics

“We find in most countries a popular belief in different classes of beings distinct from men, and from the higher orders of divinities. These beings are usually believed to inhabit, in the caverns of the earth, or the depths of the waters, a region of their own. They generally excel mankind in power and in knowledge, and like them are subject to the inevitable laws of earth, though after a more prolonged period of existence.”

—Thomas Keightley, Fairy Mythology

What image comes to mind when you think about fairies? Dainty female figures with gossamer wings, long flowing hair, and gauzy dresses? Maybe waving magic wands or flinging sparkly pixie dust around? Most likely they’re tiny enough to perch on flower petals, but regardless of size these magical creatures are always dazzlingly gorgeous—and sometimes sexy, in an ephemeral sort of way. Of course, they’re also sweet, fun-loving beings, just the sort of playmates you’d like your kids to hang out with.

Nice, but not true—unless you’re in Disneyland, that is.

The Good, the Bad, the Beautiful, and the Downright Ugly

Until the last century or so, fairies came in a wide assortment of sizes, shapes, and colors—with a variety of temperaments to match. Yes, indeed, some were exquisitely beautiful, but others could star in your worst nightmare. And when it came to their behavior, parental guidance was definitely advised.

In the previous chapter, we touched on some of the features of the fairy folk from various legends and lands, but now let’s get better acquainted with some of the most popular fairies.

PIXIES

Early legends describe pixies as small, childlike beings who live beneath stone circles and fairy mounds in and around the British Isles and Brittany—although some say they may have Swedish ancestry because the Swedes call them pyske. Pixies have also been linked with the Picts, a race of mysterious, small, dark people who occupied Ireland and northern Britain in ancient times. For the most part, pixies are considered “good guys” in the fairy world—nature spirits who not only tend to plants but also sometimes help people with domestic chores. They’re quite fond of riding horses as well. Although usually harmless and playful, pixies enjoy a bit of mischief now and again.

Contemporary pixies generally sport pointed ears and green garb, including tall, pointed hats. But J.K. Rowling, in Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, depicts them as blue trickster-types about eight inches tall. In the Artemis Fowl novels, author Eoin Colfer portrays them as greedy and cunning, though traditional fairy tales present a more positive image.

ELVES

Today the word “elves” conjures up images of Santa’s little helpers, but early folklore describes them as handsome, human-size beings. They show up in the legends of the Teutonic peoples, where the elves exhibit great skill as artisans, archers, and healers. Scandinavian myths divide elves into three types. Light Elves dwell with the gods and goddesses in the Upper World. Dark Elves live in the Lower World. Black Elves are attractive and human in size and live in a realm between the other two. According to Norse folklore, humans who proved themselves worthy could advance to the level of elves after death.

Shakespeare sometimes used the terms “elves” and “fairies” interchangeably. Folklorists might argue that elves could be considered a subset within the generic species called “fairies,” but they form a distinct group unto themselves. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the Bard presents them as small, mischievous beings. Hans Christian Andersen, in his fairy tale “The Elf of the Rose,” described elves as being small enough to live inside a rose. J.R.R. Tolkien, in Lord of the Rings, however, portrayed elves as a noble race, tall, handsome, and benevolent, resistant to disease and death.
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Tradition says elves don’t much like humans and can harm as well as help people—despite the fact that elves have been known to mate with mortals, as did the mother of the warrior Hogni, one of the last survivors after the fall of the Germanic Nibelungen. Stories tell of these spirits attacking humans with poisoned darts known as “elf-shot.” And in “The Elfin Hill,” Andersen writes that the pretty females of the species, who love music and dancing, have been know to spin about so deliriously that they dance human men to death.




Icelandic Elves

The people of Iceland have a special relationship with elves, closer perhaps than citizens of any other culture. Iceland’s Tourist Board reports that 80 percent of the country’s people believe elves exist. Iceland has even enacted policies to protect the elves from human incursion. In the port city of Hafnarfjordur, where 25 percent of residents say they’ve seen fairies, land has been preserved for the elves and no construction can take place in designated areas. People who fear they’ve offended the elves by building on their sacred ground may call in an elf-whisperer to meet with the elves and find a way to resolve the problem.
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