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A brief note about spelling, translations and local customs





  In linguistics, Old Dutch or Old Low Franconian is the set of Franconian dialects (i.e. dialects that evolved from Frankish) spoken in the Low Countries during the Early Middle Ages, from around the 5th to the 12th century.1




  In this book I have used the local spelling of foreign language words, unless a common Anglicisation exists, therefore: Odin, not Óðinn (Old Norse) and the Dutch variant is Wodan.




  One convention used by linguists, also followed by me, is that an asterisks indicates a missing letter or character, e.g. *bhat (proposed root stem for goddess Baduhenna).




  Where Dutch source material is scarce I have provided comparative material from the same larger geographical region in an attempt to cast light on certain customs or beliefs, and have clearly indicated this.




  I have provided a glossary of Dutch words (including modern, Old Dutch and Frisian words) for easy reference.




  I frequently give suggestions for further reading. Where books appear in the endnotes without page numbers, I refer to the book in its entirety.




  I have used the words he/she randomly. Some witches were male etc.




  All translations from other languages (Dutch, Frisian, German, Swedish, Norwegian, Latin etc.) into English are my own, unless stated otherwise.




  I am indebted to the people who have helped me with reading texts and translating quotes from Frisian. My own childhood dialect was West Frisian.2 It is influenced by – but not identical to – Frisian. I have done background reading in about ten modern European languages to bring you this material – any errors are my own!




  Last but not least: the Frisian Runes make a guest appearance in this book in an appendix. There is an introduction to working with the Anglo-Frisian rune row. To hear them pronounced and chanted please watch my video on YouTube. 3




  Typically Dutch




  This is a list of sources and links for readers wishing to taste some Dutch culture (or even hear how spoken Dutch sounds). You will find the links in the footnotes. You can also find maps on-line showing what parts of the Netherlands were reclaimed from the sea.4




  
Song about Tanfana de Toverwitch5







	Sinterklaas article6








  Videos






	Jan Klaasen is trumpeter7





	De Efteling8





	Traditional Dutch food with recipes9





	Tourist attractions in the Netherlands10





	Netherlands Tourist Information11








  
The Twelve Dutch provinces12










	Drenthe

	Flevoland

	Friesland

	Gelderland






	Groningen

	Limburg

	Noord-Brabant

	Noord Holland






	Overijssel

	Utrecht

	Zeeland

	Zuid Holland














  



  
Introduction





  Why a book in English about the Pre-Christian (and Non-Christian) spirituality of the Low Countries?




  The term Low Countries, also known as the Low Lands (Dutch: de Lage Landen, French: les Pays-Bas) and historically called the Netherlands, Flanders, or Belgica, refers to a coastal lowland region in northwestern Europe forming the lower basin of the Rhine–Meuse–Scheldt delta and consisting of Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg.1




  This book is a love letter to my country of birth! I will start by naming my ancestors:




  My name is Imelda Almqvist-Berendsen. I am the daughter of Herman Berendsen (deceased) and Cornelia (Nel) Berendsen-Oud. I am the granddaughter of Nico Oud and Martina Oudvan der Elst (maternal grandparents), and Arnold Berendsen and Elisabeth Berendsen-Vriezen.




  If the Netherlands have one dedicated rune – it is LAGU: water! The water of the North Sea runs through my veins (and paintings) as the ink of my soul. The Netherlands are also known as De Lage Landen bij de Zee – The Low Countries by the Sea.




  I moved to Stockholm in 1991 and have lived abroad ever since. At the time of writing, I have lived away from my country of birth for thirty years. My husband is Swedish and many people know me as an international teacher of both Sacred Art and Seidr /Old Norse Traditions. The latter field of focus is sometimes referred to as Norse Shamanism but there are major issues with that phrase (more about that later when we discuss counter-cultural appropriation).2




  I have diagnosed myself with geographical dysphoria: A profound yearning for Scandinavia has haunted me since childhood. As a child I would look at the flat lands and straight dikes surrounding me and ask myself where the fjords and mountains had gone. I believe that this homesickness relates to previous lives set in the Far North, but not everyone will be open to that mindset.3




  I am passionate about teaching courses in pre-Christian Northern European spirituality. Dutch people attend my courses in various locations. These students are properly Dutch in a way that I am not: they live in the Netherlands and Dutch has always been their primary language. They ask the obvious question: “When will you teach courses on the ‘early’ (meaning pre-Christian) spirituality of your country of birth? Your Dutch remains fluent, you read in almost all North European languages as part of research for your courses and books, why the gap?”




  One immense benefit of having students is always being asked things that (on occasion) make me question everything. My initial responses were vague and reluctant: “Mm... yes I see what you mean.... One day perhaps.... Who knows...” The same question was asked again by other people, with greater urgency. By then I had started collecting tantalising snippets about indigenous goddesses and Frisian runes.




  I asked my Dutch connections questions in return: what is happening in the Netherlands? In truth I had not kept up with things. Has there been a revival and inspired reconstruction of old indigenous (pre-Christian) spirituality, as is currently happening in all Nordic countries and (former) Celtic lands? I was told that “sjamanisme” or “neosjamanisme” (shamanism or neo-shamanism) in the Netherlands is generally either core shamanism or Native American ‘inspired’ (read appropriated): sweat lodges and medicine wheels abound. When I run searches, I find references to many practices imported from other cultures. There is no need for this!




  I took the plunge and committed to one year of doing research. It was a joy to read in Dutch again (after years of mostly reading source material in Scandinavian languages).




  One Dutch colleague tells me that he never even uses the word shamanism (either on his website or in conversation) to distance himself from what passes for ‘shamanism’ in the Netherlands.




  This book is not about medicine wheels, sweat lodges or dolphin healing (powerful as those modalities are). This book aims to unveil and present in a structured way what remains of the spirituality of the Low Countries, from a time before Christianity (the Church) worked hard to stamp out all heathen material. Thankfully they did not succeed, an incredible amount of material remains, often only thinly veiled! There is a case to be made for the word non-Christian spirituality (as opposed to pre-Christian), not everyone resonates with the word heathen or pagan.




  I will declare upfront that I combine scholarship (reading source material and academic research papers in their original language wherever possible) with using my intuition and gnosis (personal revelation). In this book I will make a clear distinction between these two different modi operandi. The heart of my life is spirit-led work, in a wide range of manifestations (painting, writing, teaching, healing work).




  Nothing is ever truly lost. The gods and spirits inhabit the Timeless Realm. They will present themselves to you in a very different way from the way they appear to me. They will actively enjoy doing so! Information from ancient times is stored in water (wells, rivers, oceans), our own blood (our inner ocean), our collective memory and in our ancestral field.




  I chose to write this book in English (which surprised many Dutch people) so people with Dutch (or North-western European) ancestry who have another mother tongue, can access the material.




  Every chapter of this book ends with an activity, encouraging you to actively work with the information offered and these principles. I hope that all readers will take from this book what they need from it – and feel inspired to make their own journeys of discovery. (Even during pandemics, we make soul journeys!)




  For me writing this book brought many moments of feeling tearful, when the world as I previously knew it, turned upside down. I had not realised how deeply older beliefs and customs are still wired into Dutch culture (but often misinterpreted and even demonised). I grieve over the loss of ancestor worship, over forgotten goddesses and gods. I am glad that St Nicholas keeps making his annual pilgrimage to children in the Netherlands – but I was surprised to discover his true identity as a psychopomp!




  The word dismemberment means taking apart, deconstructing. I hope that this book makes a small contribution to the process of re-membering and reconstruction of the spiritual heritage of the Low Countries. To remember literally means to put all limbs back together again.







  

  Chapter 1




  A very brief history of the Netherlands




  



  God heeft de wereld geschapen, maar de Nederlanders hebben Nederland gemaakt




  God created the world but Dutch people made the Netherlands!




  Jong geleerd, oud gedaan!




  Learned young, (still) done in old age!




  -Two popular Dutch sayings




  




  In the Netherlands everything has been created or shaped by human beings. Nothing is truly wild or untouched. A considerable portion of land has been reclaimed from water and is situated below sea level today. This has an impact on the collective psyche of a nation.




  Today we often speak of living in a 21st century global village or multi-cultural melting pot. From questions my students ask, I know that we often think of earlier cultures and tribes as being more clearly delineated and homogenous. In art we would speak of having strong contour lines. This is an illusion! People have always travelled, interacted with neighbouring tribes and looked for new lands beyond their immediate horizon. Using an example from the Netherlands, a Frisian person could wear Scandinavian jewellery, possess a Frankish weapon and use Saxon urns for cremation ashes.1




  From this it follows that perception of identity was also more fluid than we commonly think. Geographical and political markers often decide ethnicity and, until today, ethnicity does not equal identity. (My own three children have dual nationality: Dutch-Swedish, but think of themselves as British because they have grown up in London!) Ethnicity is often perceived and defined only by outsiders; other groups referred to The Frisians inhabiting a treacherous watery borderland but they may not have called themselves Frisians.1




  The Frisian Kingdom (West Frisian: Fryske Keninkryk), also known as Magna Frisia, is a modern name for the Frisian realm in the period when it was at its largest (650-734).2






   The people we call the Frisians once occupied a large territory, stretching from the Rhine all the way up to the coast of Jutland in Denmark. There is another issue: due to severe flooding there was an exodus from the coastline of the Low Countries in the fourth century but a few centuries later new people moved into occupy those same lands (the North Sea having receded somewhat). Therefore the ancient Frisians (proudly claimed as ancestors by today’s Frisians) were not the same people, or indeed (necessarily) the ancestors, of the people of the Northern Dutch province of Frisia today. What we can say with certainty is that they played a key role in the cradle of what became the Netherlands as we know it.3







  Netherlands, Low Lands, Low Countries, Holland




  The name Holland is derived from houtland (Holtland or Holdland), meaning a place where wood grows (woodland or forest). The name Holland is first mentioned in the year 1064.4




  In the year 1076 the Count of Friesland (Frisia) had the name of his county changed to Holland because floods had separated off Friesland from the place called West-Friesland (West Frisia, situated in the province of Noord Holland today). My elderly mother lives here and, in old age, she often lapses into the West Frisian dialect I spoke as a toddler! Those floods ultimately created an inland sea now called Het IJsselmeer.




  The provinces of Noord (Northern) Holland and Zuid (Southern) Holland do not overlap fully with the area formerly called Holland, as this also includes Noord Brabant and a chunk of the province of Utrecht. During the Eighty Years’ War of Independence the region of Holland played a key role. It was seen as the most important of ‘the seven provinces’. This may be why Nederland is often called Holland and many people use the names interchangeably. However, this usage is not correct: the country in its entirety is called the Netherlands.5 Today my country has twelve provinces.




  The Eighty Years’ War of Independence (Tachtigjarige Oorlog in Dutch, 1568-1648), was a revolt of the Seventeen Provinces, of what today comprises the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg against Philip II of Spain, the sovereign of the Habsburg Netherlands. Eventually the Habsburg armies were ousted and the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands was established.




  I will provide a very brief summary of the older history of the Netherlands.




  The prehistoric forest under the North Sea and Doggerland




  In the year 2015 a diver called Dawn Watson discovered a 10,000 year old prehistoric forest under the North Sea, just off the coast of Norfolk in England. Experts believe this forest may have stretched as far as Europe. She found complete oak trees (Rune AC) measuring eight meters long. This area was part of a much large zone known as Doggerland before it was flooded by the North Sea.6




  I have become a little obsessed with Doggerland. We often mention Atlantis but we rarely mention this sunken land between the Netherlands and England.




  Ice Age




  The Saale Glaciation was the penultimate Ice Age (28,000 – 128,000 years ago). When the ice receded, it left large deposits of moraines, which in turn created mounds in the landscape. This process shaped the Waddenzee and the Dutch Islands in the north (De Waddeneilanden). Once upon a time the island of Texel used to be a peninsula and people could walk there. Archaeological finds there date from about 8,000 years BCE, including evidence of a wood henge.7




  Polders and kwelders: land wrestled from the sea




  For over 2000 years the Dutch people and their ancestors have worked daily to hold back the North Sea and even reclaim land from the sea. Around 400 BCE, the Frisians were the first people to settle in the Netherlands. They built their terpen (old Frisian for villages) as dwelling mounds for houses and entire communities. They also built the first dikes.




  About 27% of the Netherlands is below sea level today. The areas reclaimed from the sea are called polders. Floods and the risk of dikes bursting will always be a serious national concern in the Netherlands. Average population density in the Netherlands in 2020 is 508 people per square kilometre (and rising).8 The sea and tides also create kwelders or salt marshes: land created by sea water carrying mud which ultimately creates a landmass which does not flood during high water.




  By the fourth century the Dutch coastal area appears to have become almost deserted again. In the sixth and seventh century BCE the kwelders of the Northern coastal strip were colonised by a new group of people, the (so called) Proto-Frisians, who made a very distinct type of earthenware. The Romans withdraw at the end of the third century. The Franks appear in the seventh century. (Until today Frank is a common Dutch boy’s name).




  On December 14th in the year 1287, the terpen and dikes holding back the North Sea failed and 50,000 people were killed. This is known as St. Lucia’s Flood and it created a new bay, called De Zuiderzee (The Southern Sea) formed by flood water. Author Nigel Pennick points out that that countless previous floods must have destroyed a significant amount of both land and culture already much earlier.9 Dutch author Luit van der Tuuk gives a detailed account of this in his series of books about the history of the Netherlands.10






   ... the disastrous medieval floods that killed so many in the Netherlands must have disrupted or destroyed so much, way earlier. Examples are the Zuiderzee, disastrous floods in 1282, St. Lucia’s flood in December 14 1287 killed up to 80,000 and on November 18-19 1421, the St Elizabeth’s Day Flood destroyed 72 villages killing c.10,000.11







  Pre-Christian times




  Before Christianization, my country of birth was inhabited by Germanic and Celtic tribes. The area south of the river Rhine was part of the Roman Empire. The earliest inhabitants of the Low Countries lived mainly on the ridge of hills near present-day Utrecht. They subsisted on hunting and fishing. Archaeologists have found stone tools which indicate that Neanderthal people were roaming these lands during the last glacial period, which began about 110,000 years ago and ended about 15,000 years ago.12




  Farming and animal husbandry arrived on the scene around 5300 BCE, but hunting and fishing continued. The imposing chamber tombs, called Hunebedden, date from this period. They are built from huge boulders delivered by the glaciers and can still be visited today. (Please note that not all Western European countries adhere to the same terms or conventions for naming these structures, which can cause confusion. The word hunebed is most commonly translated as passage grave – but archaeology shows many of them were not actually graves!)




  Only the southern part of the Low Countries became part of the Roman Empire in 57 BCE, when the troops of Julius Caesar conquered modern day Belgium, as well as this area. The tribes living there were subjected to Roman rule and this marks the end of the Prehistoric period in the Netherlands.




  Military forts were built at the location of present-day Valkenburg, Utrecht and Nijmegen. The Frisians, who lived in the northern provinces of Friesland and Groningen, were not under Roman rule but they engaged in trading with the Romans.




  The Frisians were building their terpen (the word terp is derived from thorp or dorp, meaning village), while south of the Rhine the Romans built large villas where they lived in luxury, and following Roman custom, used slaves to farm the land.13 The reign of emperor Trahan (98-117) brought a long period of peace and relative prosperity, during which the Roman-occupied areas became part of the province of Germania Inferior. Roman power weakened during the third century. Germanic tribes, who had united and become collectively known as the Franks and Saxons, made frequent incursions into the occupied areas and in the year 406 a great invasion of Gaul put an end to Roman rule in the Low Countries.




  During Roman rule and into the Early Middle Ages, the following tribes were resident in the Low Countries:






	North of the Rhine river: Germanic tribes (Low Franconians, Frisians, Tubanti, Canninefates and Batavians).




	South of the Rhine river: the more Celtic and Gallo-Roman Gaulish Belgae tribes of Gallia Belgica.







  From the 8th century the Franks ruled Frisia. By then we are in the medieval period.14 By that time we find farms and farmer’s fields (called geesten – confusingly also the contemporary Dutch word for ghosts!)




  In the more inaccessible coastal area, which flooded twice a day, human habitation was only possible in the strip of dunes by the North Sea. Here, two harbours and trade centers sprung up: Walacria (Domburg) en Scaltheim (Westenschouwen).15




  Due to this rich cocktail of influences we need to realise that the folklore and mythology of the Netherlands is rooted in pre-Christian Gaulish (Gallo-Roman) and Germanic cultures, predating the region’s Christianization by the Franks in the Early Middle Ages.15




  Another issue to be aware of is that Dutch mythology can refer to homegrown Dutch myths as well as myths (or stories and legends) from elsewhere (re)told in Dutch.




  Timekeeping




  The Germanic tribes used the solar year and lunar month for time-keeping. The numbers three, seven and nine were especially sacred to them.




  Christianization brought a new form of perceiving time: the seven-day week. Most days of the week are named for Germanic gods in Dutch (but we also detect a lasting Roman influence):






	
Maandag: Monday, is the Day of the Moon.




	
Dinsdag: Tuesday, is the day of Tyr (the day of Mars Thingsus).




	
Woensdag: Wednesday, is the day of Wodan/Odin.




	
Donderdag: Thursday, is the day of Donar/Thor.




	
Vrijdag: Friday, Frîja’s day, the day of Frigg/Frya and Freyja.




	
Zaterdag: Saturday, the Day of Roman god Saturn.




	
Zondag: Sunday, is the Day of the Sun.







  Some epic or legendary heroes, kings or leaders of the Low Countries16 include:






	
Tuisto or Tuisco, the mythical ancestor of all Germanic tribes.




	
Mannus, son of Tuisto and founder of a number of Germanic tribes.




	
Ing (Ingwaz, Yngve), founder of the Ingaevones Tribe.




	
The Frisian king or hero Redbad or Radbod (more familiar to Dutch people using the modern spelling Radboud).




	
Folcwald and Finn, heroes of the Frisian tribes.







  We also find ancient deities of Druidic, Celtic and Gallo-Roman origin, especially in the south and throughout Flanders.




  Activity #1 Pilgrimage or Sacred Journey




  Write down a list of deities and divine beings mentioned during your childhood (from any tradition or spiritual orientation).




  Think about your connection to the Netherlands (there must be a reason why you are reading this book!) Before reading further, please write some notes about what you know (think you know or don’t know) about the pre-Christian era in The Low Countries and surrounding regions.




  Write down any snippets of information your (grand) parents may have shared with you: did they observe traditions (however obscure)? Were they superstitious? Are there proverbs (or other sayings) you often heard in childhood (no matter in which language you heard them)?




  If it all possible make or plan a trip to the Low Countries while reading this book (if you have already been there, relive memories, take out any photo album of photographs you may have) or talk to someone you know who lives there.







  

  Chapter 2




  Of Saint Boniface felling Donar’s Oak (and about other sacred trees)




  



  There were sacred woods long before there were temples and altars




  -Rudolph Simek1




  [The Germanic peoples] consecrate woods and groves and they apply the name of gods to that mysterious presence which they see only with the eye of devotion




  -Tacitus in his Germania2




  




  Boniface and Donar’s Oak




  The oldest trees on Earth have, during their lifespan, lived through incredible events:: the Trojan War, the Roman Empire, the Medieval period. They span both heathen times and events since Christianization.




  Today we have Hollywood and we venerate movie stars and celebrities (almost like gods). However, once upon a time Europe was covered in dense sacred woods and the people of Old Europe venerated trees. We may think of those people as primitive heathens, but they would be horrified by the brutal 21st century logging of the rain forest, the mass destruction of many trees on which human life depends, all for commercial gain. No trees means no oxygen, no firewood, no shelter, no habitats for countless animal species and so forth.3




  Saint Boniface (Latinised as Bonifatius) was born in the Devon town of Crediton, in England, in the year CE 675. He died near Dokkum in Frisia, circa 754. He was a leading figure in the Anglo-Saxon mission to the Germanic parts of the Frankish Empire, during the eighth century. He built significant foundations for the Catholic Church in Germany and he was made archbishop of Mainz by Pope Gregory III. He died a martyr’s death in Frisia, along with 52 other people. After his death he became the patron saint of Germania, known as The Apostle of the Germans.4




  Boniface travelled to Utrecht in the Netherlands, where Willibrord, The Apostle of the Frisians, had already been working hard to spread ‘the true faith’ since the 690s. The two men spent a year working together.




  Boniface’s most ‘famous’ achievement was the felling of Donar’s Oak (sometimes Latinized as Jupiter’s Oak), near the present town of Fritzlar in Northern Hesse, in Germany. Local people used it as a focal point for worshipping the thunder god Donar (Thunor or Thor). Animal sacrifices were made and various rituals were practiced.5




  According to his first biographer, Boniface started to chop the oak down, when suddenly a great wind, as if by a miracle, blew the ancient oak right over. When Donar did not strike Boniface down, the people present were overawed and, as the legend goes, instantly converted to Christianity. Boniface built a chapel dedicated to Saint Peter at the same site, from the wood of the tree. This chapel was the beginning of the Benedictine monastery in Fritzlar.




  A church was indeed built there eventually, but only the Chatti Tribe, witnessing the event, converted to Christianity. Other nearby tribes were not impressed at all and Boniface met with a harsh reception.




  We know this from so called vitae (life stories) that have been passed on to us. However, some authors have pointed out that the vitae (most likely) leave out the fact that this deed was well-prepared and widely publicized in advance for maximum effect and attendance. In contemporary language: it was a set-up! And Boniface had little reason to fear for his personal safety because the Frankish fortified settlement of Büraburg was nearby, so reinforcements were at hand in case things turned nasty.6




  The vitae also inform us that Boniface cherished a special hope of converting the Frisians and in 754 CE he set out for Frisia, where he did indeed baptise a large number of people and then called a general meeting for the Roman Catholic rite of Confirmation at a place not far from Dokkum (between Franeker and Groningen). Instead of his converts, a group of armed robbers (or infuriated Frisians) appeared and hacked the elderly archbishop to death. They also killed his companions.6 They ransacked the possessions of Boniface and his companions but found no riches, only chests full of manuscripts. They attempted to destroy these books, but they did not succeed entirely. Until today the Ragyndrudis Codex shows incisions that might have been made by a sword or axe (but some scholars doubt this). To this day Boniface’s feast day is celebrated on June 5th in the Roman Catholic Church.




  Soon legends sprung up. It was claimed that a visitor on horseback visited the site where a hoof of his horse got stuck in the mire. Where it was pulled out, a well sprang up. A church was built on site and the well became a “fountain of sweet water” to bless people.7




  I was brought up in a Roman Catholic family. Roman Catholicism runs deep on both sides of my family tree. My maternal grandmother lived in a convent for a time, planning to be a nun. She later changed her mind, left the convent and got married instead, but she maintained close ties to the Church, the clergy and monastic people for the rest of her life. My childhood was punctuated by priests and nuns dropping in for coffee with Oma (Grandma).




  Sacred Trees and Tree Sanctuaries




  When Christianization started in the Early Medieval period many trees were cut down. The wood was then often used to build a chapel and to carve crosses or statues of Mother Mary. On some occasions a sacred tree was preserved but a chapel was built nearby (or even in the tree!) At a later time, such statues and crosses were moved to a nearby church to draw people’s attention away from the tree, but this usually failed.




  A body of folk stories arose from this, about statues of Mary mysteriously returning to the tree, in the dead of the night. There are also stories about such trees beings struck by lightning but the dead tree recovering and sending out new shoots. The sites of some sacred trees (boomheiligdommen) remain popular until today.8




  In Old Europe oak trees were commonly perceived as representing sacred masculine energy (Rune AC) while linden trees (called lime trees in Britain) embodied the sacred feminine.




  Some well-known examples of sacred trees in the Netherlands and Belgium8 are:






	The Holy Oak of Den Hout (Oosterhout).




	Fever tree at Overasselt.




	The spijkerbomen (nail trees), also breukenbomen (fracture trees) of Yde, Drenthe.




	Fever Tree in Breda (Liesbos).




	The Holy Oak of Heusen, in Belgium.




	
Achtzalighedenboom (Named for the Eight Beatitudes spoken by Jesus in his Sermon on the Mount) in Lille. This tree originally had eight trunks and is called the most remarkable tree in Belgium.




	
Duizendjarige Eik (Thousand-Year-Old Oak) near Lummen, Belgium.




	
Onze-Lieve-Vrouwe ter Eik (Our Dear Lady In The Oak) in Meerveldhoven, Noord-Brabant. Here a chapel is built around the tree.




	
De Heksenboom (Witches’ Tree) in Sint Anthonis, Noord-Brabant.







  
Tree veneration in Old Europe




  In Norse mythology, Odin and his two brothers, Vili and Vé, were walking on the beach one day. (The sources are not consistent, in some accounts Odin was accompanied by Hoenir and Lodur instead). Here they found two lifeless tree trunks (or possibly large pieces of driftwood), one from an ash tree and the other one from an elm tree. They used those pieces of wood to create the first pair of human beings: a man called Ask (Ash Tree) and a woman called Embla (Elm Tree). Odin, whose name means spirit or breath, gave them their indwelling spirit and the breath of life. Hoenir gave them comprehension or sense, and Lodur gave them the ‘blooming hue’ (or healthy colours) of a living and breathing human being. They were also given other qualities which define a human being (such as a heart, speech and hearing, intellect, the ability to move, and a sense of humour).






   Sense they possessed not, soul they had not,
being nor bearing, nor blooming hue;
soul [önd] gave Óthinn, sense [oðr] gave Hoenir,
being, Lódhur, and blooming hue [lá, læti, litr].9







  My Swedish surname is Almqvist and it means branch of an elm tree. My Dutch maiden name is Berendsen (and that means son – or child – of a person named for a bear).




  Yew Tree




  Yggdrasil is an immense tree that hosts all the realms of Norse cosmology. There is some confusion about what kind of tree it is: many sources describe it as an ash tree but others make a strong case for it being a yew tree. Some have suggested that it is a needle ash instead. Yggdrasil does not drop its leaves, which would make it an evergreen tree.10




  The entire yew tree (Taxus baccata) is poisonous: its wood, bark, the needles and seeds. It is known as a death tree for good reason as it is a toxic and dangerous wood to handle. Shakespeare describes Macbeth as concocting a poisonous brew which includes ‘slips of yew, silvered in the moon’s eclipse’.




  In Celtic culture the yew was the tree of death and resurrection and those themes continued into the Christian era. Yew shoots were buried with the deceased and ancient yew trees grow in many churchyards. (Yew trees have great longevity so some may predate the churches). Longbows were made from yew tree wood.11




  In colloquial Dutch the Yew is called de boom des doods or de venijnboom, meaning the Tree of Death, or the Venom/Poison Tree. Taxus is derived from the Greek taxon, which means bow (as in the bow of an archer). Baccate means carrier of red berries. The resulting word taxus gave us the word toxic, meaning poisonous.12




  In contemporary Dutch word venijn refers to the quality of a hidden sting or barely-veiled anger in a person’s speech or manner, venijnig can even mean malicious or sarcastic, intentionally cutting or hurting another through one’s words and tone. Even the weather can be described as venijnig in Dutch: a biting cold or icy wind that cuts right through clothing and knocks children off their bikes.




  The English word yew might be derived from the Old-German syllable ewe (meaning eternal or relating to many aeons, it lives on in Dutch as the word eeuwig – eternal). It may also come to us from the Indo-European syllable ei, meaning red.12




  The yew is a truly ancient tree species, known for its great longevity. It predates the Ice Age and is still around today. It has a unique way of growing new trunks from within its original root ball. This means that some yews today may be up to 4,000 years old, spanning a large segment of human (pre)history. Because of these qualities the Yew is associated with immortality, regeneration, rebirth, everlasting life and transformation. In esoteric terms it is often perceived as a portal for reaching both the Otherworld and our ancestors and this may be why it is a ubiquitous tree in so many graveyards.13




  However, because yew trees grow extremely old, we can assume that many were in place before churches were even built, as they predate Christianity. Many churches and graveyards were deliberately positioned within a grove, or a circle of yew trees. Those circles and groves were a legacy of the Celtic druids. Celtic people spread over a large area, including the coastal regions of continental Europe.




  In magical work, wood of the yew is used for protection, intentional dreaming and contacting ancestors. In hot weather yew gives off a resinous vapour which shamans may well have inhaled to induce visions. The wood was used for making lutes and carving objects but even the dust thrown up by sanding is poisonous.




  The Pacific Yew is used today as an ingredient in medication for breast and ovarian cancer.14 To my mind this information gives new meaning to the biblical story of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge.




  Norse God Ullr




  Yew is a slow-growing tree, meaning that its wood is tough and resilient. In the mediaeval period it was used for making spears, hunting bows and even long bows. (Robin’s Hoods long bows were made from yew wood).




  Norse god Ullr has his own realm called Ydalir, Dale of Yew Trees and he is both an archer and hunter. He is attested in both ancient texts and archaeological records. Some people connect him to the Celtic deity Cernunnos (The Horned God as he appears on the Gundestrup Cauldron). Fertility god Freyr is sometimes depicted wearing antlers. It seems probable that Celtic, Gaulish and Germanic tribes all venerated a Divine Hunter or Male god of the Forest (such as the Finnish god Tapio), even if no name or records are preserved of this.




  
Yggdrasil




  The Norse Aesir (the ruling sky gods who made a truce with their opposite number, the Vanir or land-and-fertility gods) attend a daily assembly by the tree. The branches of Yggdrasil stretch high up into the heavens and the world tree is said to have three large roots that reach different locations. One leads up to the sacred well called Urdarbrunnr (the Well of Urdr) in the heavens. The second one runs to a well called Hvergelmir. The third root leads to the third well: Mimisbrunnr (Mimir’s Well).




  The name Yggdrasil is most commonly translated as terrible horse or the horse of the Terrible One (i.e. Odin). Many different animals inhabit the tree: the squirrel Ratatoskr runs up and down the trunk to pass messages (and insults). At the top we find an eagle, while the dragon Níðhǫggr (Malice Striker) is forever gnawing both on the roots of the tree and on the corpses of the dead at Nástrǫnd (Corpse Shore). The Norns water Yggdrasil every morning. When the world as we know it ends, at Ragnarok, Yggdrasil is said to shelter another couple, called Lif and Lifthrasir, who will survive and populate the world following the current one. Yggdrasil therefore can be said to represent the principles of creation and destruction at the same time.




  My personal impression of Yggdrasil is that of a world tree or cosmic tree and therefore an archetypal or ancestral tree. It is likely to have features of all tree species and not fit into one exact category. I also observe that Yggdrasil is situated in the other world, not our everyday world. The other world is non-material and known for being very shape-shifty. We access it using our imagination.15 All conscious beings there (and Yggdrasil is one such being), will present itself in a way that holds the most profound teachings for us. Therefore, two different people could climb Yggdrasil (in a meditation or shamanic journey) on the same day and find themselves climbing trees that appeared very differently, perhaps recognisable as different tree species. It is equally likely that it may not even resemble a tree from everyday reality. In my own dreams and visions Yggdrasil sometimes appears as the Milky Way, the celestial spine (and highway) of our galaxy.16




  Irminsul




  There were two eminently sacred ‘real’ trees for the Germanic peoples: one was the Donar Oak and the other one was a sacred pillar called the Irminsul. The word Irminsul meant great pillar in Old Saxon. It was situated in the Teutoburg Forest, near the river Lippe at Eresburg (now Obermarsberg, Westphalia). It acted as the axis mundi or world axis in a very literal sense. To the Germanic heathen peoples, it was a sacred pillar connecting all words, from below the earth (the roots), to our everyday reality and the heavens or celestial realm. The oldest chronicle refers to it as a tree trunk erected in the open air. Some scholars think that it represented the old sky god Tiwaz (See Rune TIR).




  The Irminsul was felled by Charlemagne, King of the Franks at that time, in 772 C.E. The temple area or sanctuary in which it was situated was destroyed too. The process of destruction took three days. The offerings of gold and silver left by Pagan visitors or ‘pilgrims’ were taken (read stolen) by the troops.17




  The Nahanarvali tribe worshipped a pair of male deities, the Alci, within a sacred grove, where worship was overseen by a transvestite priest (Dowden, 2000). There is some disagreement about whether the Alci were gods, or instead wooden twin pillars, as certain researchers suggest that the word translates to wooden icon (Cusack, 2011). Regardless, trees were either the vehicle of worship, or provided the grounds in which worship would take place, or both. Other Germanic tribes paid respect to the mother goddess, Nerthus, in sacred groves (Dowden, 2000).18




  
Sacred Trees and Groves




  In Germanic cosmology and myths trees play a key role. The Roman historian Tacitus wrote that Germanic cult practices took place in groves rather than temples. Some scholars link this to Yggdrasil as the cosmic tree and organizing principle of the universe. In his Germania Tacitus describes the groves of the Semnones and refers to a castum nemus (chaste grove) in which the image of the goddess Nerthus was venerated.19




  Other examples of references to sacred trees in Germanic Europe from the Roman period:






	Rites held by continental Germanic peoples in groves.




	There was a silva Herculi sacra (wood sacred to Hercules) near the River Weser in Northwestern Germany.




	The Semnones held rituals in honor of the regnator omnium deus (god as the ruler of all).







  Jan de Vries, a scholar of Germanic religion, noted that place names such as Frølund (Denmark), and Ullunda, Frösvi, and Mjärdevi (Sweden), in which the name of a deity is compounded with words meaning grove or wood, suggest a continuation of the same practice, but they are found almost exclusively in eastern Scandinavia; however, there is a Coill Tomair recorded near Dublin, an oak forest apparently sacred to Thor. This indicates how far the Norse gods travelled, just as the Celtic gods reached continental Europe.20




  The reverence for individual trees among Germanic peoples is often commented on by medieval Christians, as an example of people slipping back into the heathen customs of their ancestors. The Church actively created associations and correspondences between trees and saints in order to stamp out this phenomenon and replace it with a more acceptable version. In our day we see a continuation of this ‘merger’ in the form of prayer trees.




  After Christianization, trees continued to play a significant role in folk beliefs. References to trees, groves and woods also occur in many place names, even today.20




  Toponymy




  The science of place names is called toponymy. There are many Dutch place names containing references to trees or woods (or other geographical features), e.g. Hoogwoud (literally High Wood). The Germanic word lauha(z) means clearing in a forest and is found in many place names as loo or le (Almelo, Dinxperlo, Heiloo, Leuven, Baarle).21




  A common ending is –burg (bourg in French), meaning fortress, and tells us where major fortresses were situated in Roman times: Oostburg, Luxembourg, Straatsburg, Middelburg, Tilburg etc. On occasion we find Old Saxon elements as well, for instance – run (Autun, Tungelroy) means enclosure. 21




  Modern Heiloo is said to have been named for the holy woods found there in Roman times. Some special events occurring in the 14th century made Heiloo a pilgrimage site dedicated to Mary Mother of God. The name Heiloo is derived from Heyliche Loo, holy woods. A farmer’s son twice found a statue of Mary in a field while a rich merchant in Alkmaar,Johannes Mors, had dreams about a statue of Mary and was told to visit a local well, called Runxputte. He was so impressed that he funded a chapel here. Today the site called Onze Lieve Vrouwe ter Nood (Our Dear Lady – for those – In Need) in Heiloo remains a bedevaartsoord, a pilgrimage destination.22




  The river IJ (dividing Amsterdam North from the rest of the city) started life as an arm of the Zuiderzee (now IJsselmeer). The more ancient name is Verremeer (far off lake) or Hellemeer (lake of the Goddess Hel or Holle). Dutch author Linda Wormhoudt connects this to Amsterdam North functioning as the Land of the Dead in the time of public executions.23




  She also connects The IJ (Het IJ) to the souls of unborn children:






   In Amsterdam aspiring parents rowed across Het IJ (a river separating the city of Amsterdam from the northern part of Amsterdam) at night, to a place called Volewijck, where bunches of babies were found hanging in the Kinderboom (Children Tree) at night. They called out to the searching parents and midwives: “Pick me! Pick me! I will be well-behaved every single day!” (“Pluk mijn, pluk mijn, ik zal alle dagen zoet zijn!”)23







  In the western coastal area only a very small amount of Roman toponyms remain. They increase significantly further inland. This indicates a continuity in habitation by the indigenous population but not the colonizing culture24




  Human sacrifice




  The sacred grove of the Semnones, a Germanic tribe who belonged to the Suebi culture, is regarded by Tacitus as the most prominent of all sacred groves. In their groves they worshipped a sky god who rules over all (suspected to be Tiwaz, otherwise known as Tyr) through rituals including bloody human sacrifice. It is possibly that wood of the alder tree was used.25 Here it is worth noting that:






   In Finnish the word for alder [Alnus glutinosa] is derived from a word meaning “blood,” which refers to the red sap the tree oozes when cut. Red pigment from the bark was once used as a dye and a face paint. There is an old superstition against cutting down the alder tree, ostensibly because it bleeds.26







  Those who entered the sacred grove were, at all times, bound by a chain, highlighting their inferiority in comparison with the highest god, and if individuals were to fall, they were required to roll out of the grove on the ground, as opposed to walking out (Dunn, 2013).27






   Tolley (2013) also suggests, as does Gummere (1892) more broadly, that the tribe viewed the sacrifice of humans within the grove as representative of man’s origins from the world tree, and therefore also recognised that trees also symbolised death.26







  The Ogham




  The Ogham tree alphabet is an early medieval alphabet used to write the early Irish language. It contains the encoded (or distilled) wisdom of the Celtic druids. Every letter is represented by a tree and written in the form of central line or stave with other strokes crossing or leading off this. These symbols can be found carved on the edges of some standing stones in Ireland and Wales (the Celtic heartland) but they were most likely used for magical purposes as well, carved on staves of yew. The Druids used it as a silent communication system. They also used specific gestures and hand symbols to make the signs. This is recorded in mediaeval manuscripts.28




  The yew appears as Idho and the final letter, representing the last day of the Pagan year: the winter solstice (both death and resurrection). In the Frisian Rune Row, it is connected to the runes EOH and YR. Idho is said to guide the dead on their journey in the Otherworld just as it guides the living through the dangerous (sometimes deadly) winter season.28




  Yew was sometimes called the forbidden tree as parts of it were used to bring on abortions. Tribal leaders were buried beneath yew trees perhaps believing that their knowledge and wisdom would merge with the spirit of the Yew Tree and that people could continue to access this by visiting yew trees.




  Warden Trees




  Scandinavia has a long tradition of families, farmers and homesteaders forming a special relationship with a so called Vårdträd or Warden tree. This is an old tree growing near the house. These guardian trees were said to have been taken from sacred groves as saplings (or cuttings) by pre-Christian Germanic peoples. As this tree grows it witnesses all events in family life and protects the homestead. It was believed that the Vættir (or wights) of the property lived under the roots of the warden tree or guardian tree. People made offerings and left out food and drink for the wights hoping for protection from diseases and back luck. In Norse cosmology a vǫrðr is a warden spirit, believed to follow from birth to death the soul (hugr) of every person.29




  Harming that tree (often an elm tree), even breaking off a small twig or branch, was viewed as a great offense. The respect for this tree, and bond between tree and family, was often so great that people adopted a family name related to it. (Think of my Swedish surname: Almqvist means branch of an elm tree!) Cutting down or damaging such a tree would have an immediate effect on family fortunes.




  Tree Spirits




  In Old Europe there were many ancestor cults involving trees. There was a belief that after death the souls of the ancestors took up residence in trees.30 This is why many forests and groves were so sacred and there were severe penalties and punishments for harming trees.31




  Where we do not have detailed records of local practices it is often instructive to look at customs from the same larger region (in this case Northern Europe). In Slavic cultures we find the ancient belief in a tree spirit that enters buildings through the trunks of trees used in their construction:






   Every structure is thus inhabited by its particular spirit: the domovoi in the house, the ovinnik in the drying-house, the gumenik in the storehouse, and so on. The belief that either harmful or beneficial spirits dwell in the posts and beams of houses is still alive in the historic regions of Bosnia and Slovenia and the Poznań area of west central Poland. Old trees with fences around them are objects of veneration in Serbia and Russia and among the Slavs on the Elbe River. In 19th-century Russia a chicken was slaughtered in the drying house as a sacrifice to the ovinnik.32







  Slavic people also believed that a vegetation spirit is present in a sheaf of grain kept in the sacred corner of a home (meaning under the icon) and that the same thing goes for say, the branch of a birch tree or sprigs of thistle.




  Boomheiligdommen – Sacred Trees and Tree Sanctuaries




  In the Netherlands we still find many examples of trees that have a sacred purpose. People call those ‘boomheiligdommen’ (tree sanctuaries) in Dutch.






	
Kinderbomen (Children Trees).




	
Spijkerbomen or Breukenbomen (Nail Trees or Fracture Trees).




	
Koortsbomen or Lapjesbomen (Fever Trees or Rag Trees).




	
Kroezebomen (Kroesebomen) are trees marking crossroads and property. boundaries (between farmers’ fields and between districts).




	
Wensbomen are Wishing Trees.







  Kinderbomen or Children Trees




  Trees are said to give newborn children their soul. In the past, people believed that the souls of children wishing to be born on earth lived in certain holy trees.33 This may be related to the Old European belief that the souls of ancestors took up residence in trees. If one is open to the concept of reincarnation then such trees become portals where death meets rebirth.




  In Amsterdam aspiring parents visited a Kinderboom situated north of the river IJ, near a burial pit for corpses displayed after public executions.34




  Other than coming from the Children Tree, babies were also said to be found in cabbages, Pollard Willows, under Kinderstenen (Children’s Rocks) or they were delivered by swarms of bees, or storks.




  Spijkerbomen or Breukenbomen: Nail Trees of Fracture Trees




  These were trees in which people hammered a nail to request the healing of fractures or hernias. The fractures were said to be fully healed once the bark of the tree had grown across the nail.




  Koortsbomen of Lapjesbomen (Fever Trees or Rag Trees)




  The general idea is that one can stop a fever or illness by tying a rag around a tree (often an oak or linden). Those rags were torn from clothing worn by the sick person. There needed to be direct contact between the tree and their body. The rag transmitted the fever to the tree, so the person afflicted was free of it.35




  Certain rules had to be followed: the person tying the rag could not be observed, so the deed was often done at night. This person could not look back over their shoulder, while leaving the tree. If another person were to remove the rag (or another object such as a nail) from the tree, the illness would be transferred to them instead.




  Fever trees were often associated with sacred mounds or hills. Here coins or jewellery were buried with the same purpose: an illness was cured by transferring the disease onto or into an object. There were often seven trenches or paths around such a mound.




  The following Dutch nursery rhyme36 still shows faint echoes of this:






   Zakdoekje leggen
[Zakdoekje leggen, niemand zeggen,
`Kukeleku´, zo kraait de haan...] 
Laying a hankie, telling no one
Kukelu, so crows the cockerel
I am wearing only two pairs of shoes
One made of cloth and one from leather
Here I’m laying my hankie
Look in front of you, look behind you
Whoever finds it may catch me!







  Kroezebomen or Crossroads Trees




  Kroezebomen37 are trees (often oaks) marking crossroads and property boundaries (between farmers’ fields and even districts). Such places where often used as a holy place for law-speaking and as an outdoor courthouse or assembly place. They became destinations for pilgrimages. Some kroezebomen acquired their own chapels. Some act as gathering places for communities and groups today (for instance as the starting point for a peace march).




  Wensbomen or Wishing Trees




  Wensbomen make wishes come true, according to folk belief. People will visit such trees and leave offerings. We find them all over the world, often decked with ribbons and rags. We also find wishing trees where messages on pieces of paper are hung in the tree. Wishing trees are a phenomenon found all over the world, from Korea to Turkey.




  Once upon a time wishing trees were created during the Yule period by hanging ribbons in trees. (Today some people still put ribbons, as well as sweets, apples and candles in their Christmas tree). I have a Prayer Tree in my London garden, where my students and I hang prayer ribbons during sacred art workshops.




  Because of the growing awareness of the climate crisis, I found specific sites and organisations that have harnessed this phenomenon in aid of this cause. This can take the form of a tree dedicated to wishes and prayers for the environment and mankind finding ecologically sound solutions. I also found a Dutch site38 encouraging people to plant trees. It claims that people in the city of Rotterdam are planning to plant 100,000 trees –an addition of 3300 trees a year in just one big city! The site also makes a case for replacing every tree that needs to be felled by planting a tree elsewhere and it provides public information about accessing plans for tree felling in advance.




  De Kerstboom – the Christmas Tree




  The story of Boniface felling the Donar Oak continues and claims that a fir tree grew out of the fallen oak and became a symbol of Christ. Fir trees are triangular (in shape) and that was interpreted as a symbol for the Holy Trinity. This gave us the idea of the tree as a symbol of Christ and resurrection.39




  The modern concept of the Christmas tree emerged in western Germany during the sixteenth century. Christian people brought trees into their home and decorated them with gingerbread, nuts and apples. In the seventeenth century the decoration became more elaborate. Big royal courts developed the habit of erecting trees with gold leaf on them and with paper decorationsand candles. The custom spread to royal courts all over Europe in the early nineteenth century. Germans emigrated all over the world and the custom spread with them.




  In England Queen Victoria and Prince Albert popularised the custom (in the 1840s and 1850s). Victoria had a German mother and she grew up with the tradition of a decorated Christmas tree. A drawing of the royal family celebrating Christmas around a festive tree at Windsor Castle was published in 1848. The image ‘went viral’, as we would say today, and soon every British home had its own tree.




  However, in some places such as the United States, having a Christmas tree was viewed as a foreign and new-fangled pagan custom until the mid-19th century. American settlers did not take to the custom initially.39




  Tree Hermit




  Gerlachus van Houtem was a man of noble birth who became a holy hermit after his wife died, in the 12th century. After a pilgrimage to Rome and Jerusalem he gave away all his possessions and moved into a hollow oak tree. He mixed his bread with ashes and made daily pilgrimages on foot to nearby religious sites. Local people had great respect for him but the monks in a nearby monastery became envious enough of his ‘fame’ to persuade the Bisshop of Liege to cut down the tree (to expose the gold and riches supposedly hidden there by the hermit). No treasure was found. Hildegard of Bingen, the famous Abdess, once sent him a gift of a wreath. When Gerlachus died, the water of the nearby well turned into wine on three seperate occasions. Today a church marks this place where his bones rest in a shrine.40




  Activity #2 What is in a name?






	Ancestral Discovery Activity – reflect on the meaning of your name (both first name, surname, nickname, married name and any middle (or other) names you may have




	My own example:




	My maiden name is Berendsen. Son or child of a bear.




	Grandparents: (maternal) Oud and van der Elst (Old and a reference to Alder Trees), (paternal) Van der Vriezen, a reference to ‘Freezing’.




	For those of you who have Dutch ancestry, reflect on both their family name (even if you don’t use it yourself) and their first names: what do they mean?




	Do you know where your ancestors are from (region, province, town or village)? What does the name of that place mean?




	Connect with Dutch people and invite them to tell you how they interpret those names and any associations they have.




	Meditation to seek audience with the Donar Tree and Honouring Ask and Embla.




	Do this activity outside! Visit an oak tree near you. Bear in mind that all the trees we see today are the children of both The World Tree (or Tree of Life) and ancestral trees that no longer stand. Trees have ancestors, just as human beings do. Some Germanic/Norse peoples go one step further: they say that trees are the ancestors of human beings.




	Go to a place where will be undisturbed for about half an hour.




	Honour our ancestral trees, Ash and Embla, in some way or form.




	Meditation or journey to visit your ancestral tree and discover where its roots reach.







  Journey or meditate your way to the trees on the bottom of the North Sea and ask them to tell you about the Lost Atlantis of the North: Doggerland!
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