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  Both Traditional Witchcraft for Fields and Hedgerows and Traditional Witchcraft for Woods and Forests assume a certain degree of magical understanding on the part of the reader with regard to routine divination, spell and Circle casting. For this reason, the text does not include the basic elements of rudimentary witchcraft that can be found in titles similar to Traditional Witchcraft for Urban Living and Traditional Witchcraft for the Seashore.




  For Hilary . . .


  companion of the Wild Wood




  
Chapter One


  


  The Path to Hunter’s Wood





  In the early strivings of the mind of primitive man to account for the scheme of creation, the tree took a foremost place, and the sky, with its clouds and luminaries, became likened to an enormous Cosmogonic Tree of which the fruits were the sun, moon and stars.




  ‘The Lore of the Forest’, Alexander Porteous


  





  Hunter’s Wood does not exist in the ‘real’ world — or rather, different parts of it exist in different locations. Neither is the practice of wood-Craft restricted to any particular witchcraft or pagan tradition since a wooded landscape is pertinent to every creed and culture since ancient times. For the purpose of visual-isation, meditation and pathworking, however, we will be using natural broad-leafed woodland, since the fauna and flora of the forest have always played an important role in traditional witchcraft. Many of the ingredients for a witch’s spells and charms come from woodland plants and trees, while the fauna offers unique opportunities for divination and augury. Hunter’s Wood can be recreated on the inner planes by using magical techniques, so that even those witches living in urban surroundings can take to the woodland paths whenever they choose … and perhaps come to understand more about traditional wood-Craft and country ways.




  First and foremost, forests and woodland have played a mystical role in all cultures where trees have dominated the landscape. Trees bring Nature right up close and personal and, as a result, the whole of the natural world becomes a ‘tangled web of enchantment’ to a true witch’s eyes. Most of us are familiar with what we call ‘broad leaved’ woodland … that is to say, forest made up predominantly of trees whose leaves are basically flat, as opposed to being needle-shaped like those of the conifers of the evergreen world. These trees are mostly deciduous (with the exception of the holly, box and strawberry tree), and shed their leaves when winter approaches, lying dormant until the warmth of spring stimulates new growth.




  The trees in Hunter’s Wood are natives and form part of the great broad-leaved forest that once stretched over the whole of northern Europe. Nevertheless, not all remaining woodland is ancient; nor are all woods that are not ancient, man-made. Left alone, Nature has a tendency to re-colonise almost any land that is allowed to remain idle. Trees such as sycamore, birch and oak, which readily colonise new territory, quickly invade open land and very often relatively new, dense woodland can be found only an hour’s drive from the city centre.


  





  In the beginning … Britain’s original trees disappeared during the last Ice Age, 10,000 years ago, but by the time the land had separated from continental Europe some 2000 year later, 35 species had returned by natural means — brought in by the wind and birds — as the climate gradually grew warmer. Until man began clearing the forests 5000 years ago, the natural vegetation of much of the British Isles was a blanket of broad-leaved deciduous trees — alder, birch, oak and lime. The myths and legends that grew out of this forest haunted his imagination.




  Before we begin to practice the Craft of the wood-witch, however, we must learn to look at trees with different eyes, because there is still a sense of mystery and enchantment in the woodland world. Each month of the year imprints its own beauty on the trees, and in time, we will become aware of every subtle nuance as part of this sacred mantra, with each month bringing different plants for a witch to use in her magical workings. The spring shimmer of birch and beech bursting into life … the cool of a summer glade filled with the whispering of the leaf canopy … the rich hues of autumn … branches glistening with hoare frost in the winter sunshine




  For the traditional witch, a moment’s contemplation becomes an act of homage, just as Japan’s indigenous Shinto belief expresses the ritual act of worship in the silent appreciation of the cherry blossom … or moonlight on a snow-covered garden. This simple poem from Bunya No Asayasu (c. AD 900) was written at the request of the Emperor during a garden party, but it can still conjure up for us a wider mental image of glistening dew drops, sparkling in the morning sunlight …


  





  In a gust of wind the white dew




  On the Autumn grass




  Scatters like a broken necklace.






  In a similar way, Native Americans also regard the landscape as a living, breathing thing with which they interact as a natural part of their very existence. Take this example from the last words of the great hunter and warrior, Crowfoot, of the Blackfoot Confederacy (1890) …


  





  What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night.




  It is the breath of a buffalo in the winter time.




  It is the little shadow, which runs across the grass





  and loses itself in the Sunset.






  These simple but evocative thoughts paint a much larger picture of the wisdom reflected in beliefs deeply rooted in Nature and ancestor worship, and which are possibly the closest to the idealised paganism of modern thinking.




  Unfortunately, much of contemporary witchcraft has become bogged down in observing the ritualised rigmarole of calendars and festivals on pre-set days of the year, without ever referring to Nature’s unmistakeable way of telling us when the seasonal changes occur, and when there is cause for celebration. What is also hard to understand is the modern trend for many pagan practices to ignore native trees and include introduced species into their tree-lore, despite professing to be following the traditions of indigenous witchcraft. This is, of course, understandable in the case of the wild strawberry tree, for example, which can now only be found growing naturally in Ireland — but where is the alder and the elm, and where is the beech? Why is ellen-wood often listed among the nine sacred woods suitable for the Need-fire, when any seasoned country person would tell you that it can never be burned without some risk to hearth or home?




  For our hunter-gatherer ancestors the forest was viewed with a large degree of fear, tempered with mystery; intensified by the deep shadows that lay hidden within its depths, and peopled with hosts of strange beings endowed with superhuman powers. By the Middle Ages much of this primitive woodland had been cleared for agriculture, or large tracts of it enclosed for royal hunting forests, but the Romances of the time still contained many allusions to these mythological and enchanted places so full of magic and witchcraft.




  The forest is still full of that Romance, where mysterious voices echo in shadowy glades and filmy apparitions glide on the periphery of our vision. Consequently, forests throughout the world have become ‘theatres of superstition’; while around many of the trees, legend has spread its imaginary lore.




  There is still an eerie feeling that we are not alone in this ‘theatre’ of mysterious ancestral things … that these things are not merely hidden, but are specially hidden from us. Then there comes the sensation that from behind gnarled tree trunks watching eyes are following our every step. A feeling that intensifies as the sun sinks and the light fades …




  The Ancestors




  But exactly who are these Ancestors that play such an integral part of traditional witchcraft? Why is it so important to pay homage to their memory? What part do they play? Where do they come from? When and how do we connect with them?




  Interaction with them as an invisible and powerful presence, is a constant feature of traditional witchcraft, with the Ancestors remaining important members of the tradition (or people they have left behind), but with additional mystical and/or magical powers. Sometimes they are identified as the Old Ones, who gave magical knowledge to mankind. Or, even more ambiguously ‘those who have gone before’ — their magical essence distilled into the universal subconscious at different levels. Once contact has been established, the Ancestors can be relied upon to have the interests of the ‘tradition’ — and therefore the witch’s interests — as their primary concern. The Ancestors protect the living, but insist on the maintenance of various customs, and any serious breach of etiquette could result in the removal of their favour.




  Reverence for Craft ancestors is part of the ethic of respect for those who have preceded us in life, and their continued presence on the periphery of our consciousness means that they are always with us. And because traditional witchcraft is essentially a practical thing, the Ancestors are called upon to help find solutions to magical problems through divination, path-working and spell-casting. Although witchcraft is not a religion, the belief in the ancestral spirits goes hand in hand with a deep reverence for Nature and the Wild Wood.




  Exploring Hunter’s Wood




  Hunter’s Wood, however, is a dreamscape that a witch can visit at any time, should we feel the need to harness the timeless energy of the Wild Wood, regardless of time or season. For visualisation purposes, the Wood is approximately ten acres in size, flanked by a fast running stream to the east and a long ride, or track, to the west. A ride is a treeless break in forested areas used in ancient times for the hunting of deer — hence the name of this wood. The stream feeds a woodland pool with a slow trickle during the summer months, but when the winter rains come all the accumulated dead leaves and twigs will be swept away by the torrent. The southern edge of the wood opens onto a huge cornfield, in the centre of which is a large mound, crowned by a stand of three Scots pines; while to the north there is a wide expanse of marshy heathland with its alder carr. Narrow paths criss-cross the wood: some are old and man-made, others are animal tracks, but all will lead us deeper into the woodland realm.




  This Wood is old. It has grown old alongside humanity and bears the evidence of its passing; generations of witches have wandered in secret glades, gathering herbs and plants at the midnight hour. Near the woodland ride, we discover other signs, particularly in the shapes of the trees that tell of the history of the wood and what it has been used for. The word coppice comes from the French, couper, meaning ‘to cut’ and the most obvious signs of past coppicing is the presence of ‘many-trunked’ trees growing on the site of old coppice stumps. It was also important in past times to keep livestock out since they would destroy the young shoots and so the area was surrounded by a ditch with a large bank inside, which was often fenced. Old woodland may also have the remains of a stone wall used to protect the coppiced area. In Hunter’s Wood, the remnants of the bank and wall can still be seen where the ruins of the charcoal burner’s cottage disappears under a tangle of briar and bramble.




  A witch should know that the efficiency of the woodland’s eco-system depends on how much of the sun’s energy can be utilised by the green plants and converted into carbohydrate. The tallest trees of the wood, which form the ‘canopy’, are the first to receive the sun’s rays and what grows beneath this layer depends on how much light can filter through to be tapped by other more lowly plants. In beech woodlands, there is very little, but oak and ash are relatively light shade-casters and a lush growth of plants can exist beneath them. Immediately beneath the canopy will be tall bushes and small trees, which form the second or ‘shrub-layer’ of the wood.




  Growing beneath the shrub layer is a mass of herbaceous plants that form the ‘herb layer’, so vital to a witch’s traditional wort-lore. Many of these plants come into flower early in the year, or have developed large flat leaves to make the most of what light is available. The lowest layer of all is the ‘ground layer’ of mosses and liverworts, which remain green throughout the year and are actively growing even in winter.




  Another clue to woods that were once coppiced is the abundance of spring flowers. The regular tree cutting allowed plenty of light to reach the woodland floor and this encouraged the growth of the plants. Woodland flowers are slow to spread and so their presence in large numbers is an excellent indication that the wood is ancient; bluebells spread very slowly on heavy clay soils, so a carpet of them under trees could also be the clue to old woodland. Primroses, violets and wind-flowers are found here — all part of the medieval witch’s medicine chest.




  Wild flowers also provide the woods with some of their most attractive features. Because many have adapted naturally to flower before the leaves develop in the shrub and canopy layers, they are regarded as the harbingers of spring. No doubt to our hunter-gatherer ancestors this reawakening of the woodland contributed to the mystical significance of the many rites and rituals associated with the season. A further indication of an old wood is a rich variety of flowers, particularly if bluebells, snowdrops, wood anemones, primroses, yellow archangel and early purple orchids are present. Dog’s mercury may seem to be a common woodland plant yet it is rarely found in recently planted woods — that is, woodland that has formed in the last 100 years — and so is also a good indicator of old woodland. The presence of such flowers in a hedge also suggests that it originated as part of a wood, since these species do not readily colonise hedgerows.




  The deeper we penetrate into the Wood’s interior we come to the denser shade of a holly thicket and even on the brightest summer’s day, little light filters through the overhead canopy. This part of the Wood is imbued with a strange atmosphere and, as in so many natural places that people have left alone, a witch enjoys the frisson of nervous wonder. The woodland floor is bare except for dried prickly leaves and a scattering of boulders covered entirely in the rich velvet green of a variety of mosses. Here the stems and branches of the holly trees are almost pure silver-white, not the dingy pewter colour of urban trees — and the holly possesses magical protective powers that can be used in amulets and talismans.




  Nearby we find an old beech tree that is so hollow it is amazing the blasted trunk can support the massive branches and rich canopy. This once handsome giant of Hunter’s Wood is coming to the end of its life but each year it sprouts the delicate veil of green leaves that tells us spring is well and truly here again. In the folds of its hollow trunk, we can shelter from summer showers; eat beechnuts in the autumn and remain safe and dry as the winter snow drifts down through the branches. Whenever we pass this way, we greet the old tree as though it were a friend and hope it survives the next winter’s gales.





  The Sacred Places




  It is said that the forest knows all and is able to teach all; that the forest listens and holds the secret of every mystery.


  





  Since ancient times, woods have been places of sacred groves and nemorous temples, including those of the Druids and Iceni. Sir James Frazer refers widely to sacred groves and tree worship in The Golden Bough, while Old Craft teacher, Mériém Clay-Egerton wrote extensively on the subject of trees and produced some highly evocative pieces relating to her experiences:


  





  To me this was a place that had obviously been held as a sacred area for so very long now that it had in its turn breathed this very atmosphere itself and so projected this onto a mind which was prepared or conditioned to be both sympathetic and empathetic to various woodlands and their forms of existence … it resembled what I might envisage as a naturally constructed ‘cathedral’. Here lived and breathed holiness and beauty …


  





  The Wild Wood, however, is the dark, untamed part of natural woodland where unearthly and potentially dangerous beings are still to be found. This is not everyone’s favourite place and many urban witches never get over an ‘atavistic fear of Nature uncontrolled’. Historically, the term ‘wildwood’ is the name given to the forests as they were some 5,000 years ago, before human interference, and the pollen records for that time confirm that elms made up a substantial component of the wildwood, along with the oak, birch and lime.




  On a magical level, the Wild Wood refers to those strange, eerie places that remain the realm of Nature and untamed by man. Ancient gnarled oaks, festooned with ferns and draped with lichen, carry an air of solitude and remoteness that is deeply unnerving — here birdsong and the trickle of running water are the only sounds to break the stillness. It is the Otherworld of the ‘unearthly and potentially dangerous’. It is the realm of Pan and the Wild Hunt. In modern psychology, it refers to the dark inner recesses of the mind, the wild and tangled undergrowth of the unconscious.




  Here, among the trees, we are never sure that what we see is reality or illusion.




  Mériém Clay-Egerton described the strange half-light that anyone who walks in the Wild Wood will immediately recognise. ‘ I was always glad to go deeper into the apparent gloom because I would be beyond one of the woodland’s outer barriers ’




  Although it is impossible to describe the sensations of the Wild Wood, no one who has walked there can remain unchanged by the experience.




  Nevertheless, even witches are not always welcome in this tree-filled wilderness. Hostile forces can physically bar our entrance into the inner sanctum of the wood, just as Philip Heselton describes in Secret Places of the Goddess. The under-growth is a thick tangle of briar and bramble, giving the aura of a place ‘set apart for mysterious concealment’. Entwined with these almost impenetrable barriers, are tufts of tall ferns, the seeds of which can be used to cast a witch’s cloak of invisibility. We must learn to heed the signs, however, for Nature does not always allow humans to pass.




  Nevertheless, Traditional Witchcraft for the Woods and Forests takes us on journeys of discovery through Nature’s own woodland ‘calendar’ and, hopefully will reawaken the dormant senses that coursed through the veins of those witches who lived long ago in these ancient places. In a series of guided meditations and pathworkings, we will learn how to reconnect with the spirit of the landscape and learn to walk softly through the woodlands of both the physical and the astral realms. We will come to understand the gift of Nature’s bounty, and make use of the materials that will ultimately lead to an intimacy with wild things that can only come about through close contact and familiarity.




  Before embarking on these journeys, however, we need to clarify what we mean by meditation and pathworking. For many witches, the preliminary exercise we refer to as ‘visualisation’ has become confused with the actual pathworking itself. This often results in those who remain stuck at the ‘visualisation level’, missing out on the deeper experiences of meditation and pathworking, simply because they do not realise those other levels exist. For the purpose of the exercises in this text, they have been separated as follows:




  Visualisation




  Controlled thought projection of a magical journey or scenario in which we consciously take part. This technique is used by more experienced practitioners as a springboard for pathworking or meditation. In some traditions, this is referred to as actual pathworking, while others use it purely as a relaxation exercise.


  





  As a simple exercise, try to imagine yourself standing in a bluebell wood on a warm, sunny day. The spring canopy casts a dappled shade on the deep blue carpet that stretches deep into the wood like a rippling road we are about to walk along. Start walking amongst the flowers: this is an astral exercise, so you cannot damage the plants. Imagine that you keep walking until you come to a bright forest glade and sit down at the foot of a huge oak tree listening to the hypnotic hum of insects and the whispering of the leaves on the breeze … enjoy the sensations of the scene you have created for a moment before allowing yourself to come back to the present.


  





  When you have completed the exercise, clap your hands to ‘break the spell’ and treat yourself to a sweet biscuit and hot drink, since this is the most effective way to disperse psychic energy.





  Pathworking




  The pathworking is an astral journey for the purpose of gaining magical/mystical instruction whereby the practitioner has no control over the outcome or sequence of events. This state is usually reached via visualisation where practitioners set the scene on a conscious level, but then allow themselves to be drawn into an involuntary journey of discovery and/or revelation.


  





  … as your mind is lulled into a sense of tranquillity, you concentrate on creating the floating sensation that is required to draw you into onto a different plane. Your physical body remains sitting in the grass at the foot of the tree but suddenly your astral body begins a journey of its own, and one over which you have no control. You may find that the bluebells have metamorphosed into a swirling vortex of electric blue, or that you have risen up into the leafy canopy high above the ground … you may even smell the subtle perfume of the flowers … allow the sensation to run its course but keep alert for any message or sign that is the true purpose of any pathworking …


  





  When you have completed the pathworking, clap your hands to ‘break the spell’ and treat yourself to a sweet biscuit and hot drink, since this is the most effective way to disperse psychic energy. Make a note of results in a Magical Journal, although you may have to repeat the exercise on several occasions before the floating sensation kicks in.


  





  Meditation




  Achieving a state of mind in which the consciousness is expanded in order to probe the inner depths of the subconscious, to see what emerges from a process of deeper reflection for the purpose of mystical enlightenment. Meditation does not involve a loss of consciousness, simply because there is little purpose in having experiences, which we cannot accurately recall.






  … the peace, tranquillity and fragrance of the bluebell wood helps clear your mind of everyday problems and worries. Focus on a single flower, or pattern in the tree bark, and empty your mind of everything else other than this perfect piece of Nature’s jigsaw … see what images or impressions come into your mind, or any solutions to immediate problems.


  





  When you have completed the meditation, clap your hands to ‘break the spell’ and treat yourself to a sweet biscuit and hot drink, since this is the most effective way to disperse psychic energy.




  It should now be obvious why it is important that pathworking must not be confused with meditation or visualisation. This is an exercise of the Will, whereby the mind focuses its powers on an objective, or idea, until it ‘yields its essence’. Pathworking, as a result of visualisation, brings mental energy to bear on a certain point in question, so that with its subsequent development, further doors are opened to the mind. Meditation on the other hand does not require any forcible harnessing of the Will because it is something that emerges from the cessation of conscious thought.





  But to return to Hunter’s Wood …




  Throughout our long history, forests have been places of shelter, providing food for man and fodder for the animals; wood for fuel (i.e. warmth and cooking) and for making weapons and other utensils. Hence, the traditional Craft salutation of Flag, flax and fodder … . At the same time they have also been places of fear, where the temperamental Faere Folk, wood sprites and elementals lurk in the dappled shadows — entities with whom the witch must share the beauty of the landscape.




  And even today, few places can rival an English oak wood in early summer for peace and beauty with its carpet of primroses or bluebells. Or the cathedral-like majesty of the autumn beech wood with the sun’s light filtering through the leaves. Or the brooding quiet of an ancient holly wood. Perhaps it is not surprising that our ancestors performed their acts of homage in forest clearings and woodland glades, for this was where they came face to face with Nature — however they chose to see it.
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