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About Me …



This book is not just another version of organic and environmentally friendly gardening, it’s about reconnecting with Nature. It leads you through the eight seasons of the Celtic pagan year, and gives you guidance on how to work with each season.


I’m a passionate gardener and have been gardening all my life. My dad was a gardener as well as an engineer and in his spare time he grew our vegetables, fruit and flowers, and gave me my love of roses. Uncle Perce was the sort of gardener who won prizes at all the local shows and kept bees too, was a beelistener, and showed me how to do that as well. Uncle Jack was a forester and woodsman who cared for the trees and forests where we lived, managed the woods and copses and large acreages of forest too for the local farmers and landowners. He knew intimately how plants work together, and how they work with the animals, insects and birds, indeed how the whole ecosystem works homogenously of itself. Much of what he taught me is nowadays the subjects of university degrees, as environmental science, but Uncle Jack knew from it his apprenticeship with his father, and grandfather before him. He passed it on to me.


Both my parents and most of our relations were followers of the Old Ways of Britain, Cunning Folk and Wise Women as we say in Britain, so I was brought up in all that, it was normal and just what one did. The old ways of our country are deeply entwined with love of, and care for, the land and all that lives and grows there. And there’s no real feelings of ownership or separation. We know we don’t own things but are guardian to them for a while.


The old ways are organic and magical, and really valuable to us today as we learn how to live with climate change. Gardening can show us how to reconnect with Nature.



My Pagan Perspective


This book gives you my own pagan perspective. As we say of ourselves, to get a roomful of pagans to agree on something is worse than herding kittens! We’re all individual, have our own viewpoints, but one thing we agree on is the love of Mother Earth, of Nature, and the love of all the non-human beings with whom we share our lovely planet. This book comes from there. So, to garden as a pagan means learning to look at gardens – and indeed the whole natural world – with different eyes… eyes that see whole, that don’t see us humans as separate from the natural world but as an integral part of it.


So, what comes into your mind when you hear the word Pagan? Maybe it’s bloodthirsty Vikings setting Christian churches on fire; or perhaps heavy metal guitarists wearing silver pentacle necklaces; or it might be dark robed, bearded weirdos slaying goats in forests; or just something bizarre that likely involves worshipping the devil? Actually, there’s only one word in that whole long sentence that relates to being Pagan … and it’s forest, not pentacle!


We’re people of the land – that’s what the word pagan means, it come from the Latin word paganus and that literally means of the land; so, we’re people of the forest and hilltop, the valley and the rushing stream, the wild mountain and the wide moorland, the rivers, the seashore and the cliffs. We’re people who love and work with Mother Earth.


We’re a complete hotchpotch of peoples, there are pagans all over the world, in all different races and cultures and lifestyles. We have no one standard way of being, or set of rules, we all do it in our own way, and that too is all part of being of the land. The land here where I live is different to the land where you live, it needs different things, it’s good at growing different plants, its water tastes different to yours, its weather and geology are different to yours. We hear lots about biodiversity nowadays – and I’m all for it. And diversity is vital for peoples and how they see the universe too.


We pagans have always been many different peoples, not all tramping along in step, or thinking in the same box, and we still are. Our ways are all about where we live, about the spirit of place of the land where we live, and spirit of the district, and of our own little plot that we’re guardian to at the moment, as well.


Like people say nowadays about their relationship … it’s complicated! And so is living with the Earth, but my goodness it’s fun. We’re not alone, we have all of the natural world as our friends if we’re willing to connect and communicate with them. Even if we’re the only human person living in that house, we know we can – if we wish – be in contact with, and chatting with, all the spirits who live there along with us, and the local wildlife too. We know they will help us and so all we have to do is learn to ask, learn how to open up a conversation with them. Being pagan is all about that, all about connecting and conversing with the spirit world, and with all the natural world too. We often begin that by talking with our plants in the garden.


I live in the Welsh Marches, the borders between Wales and England, and hereabouts we call ourselves wledig. It’s an old Welsh (Brythonic) word that also means of the land, just as the word pagan does. In the old stories you’ll see it used as a title for our leaders, priests and kings, like the hero-king Macsen Wledig from the lands of north-west Wales. The old stories really do tell it like it was if you can read between their lines, they talk in analogies because we humans like that. Think about it, you remember and learn a lot from stories with characters you can really relate to, don’t you? Those characters in our old stories were truly of the land, they had to be if they were to stand as mediators and teachers for us between the worlds of spirit and matter.


So … those of us who are wledig, pagan, are deeply entwined with the land, plants, animals, wildlife, and the environment and how all that affects our gardens. That’s what we’re going to explore in the rest of this book … how getting connected can really help us all get the best from our gardening and from the whole of life too.


What’s different about pagan gardening?


A modern term in western society nowadays is mindfulness, it helps people get away from the me-me-me-ness of modern life. While we who follow the old ways don’t so much use the word mindful – we call it being present – it does really come to the same thing, close to describing the way we feel about everything; how we care about everything from the fridge to the forest, from the cow to the carrot to the computer. For us, there are no inanimate objects, everything, for us, has anima, spirit, soul, even the car and the computer. And the garden.


As we’re people of the land we’re often deeply involved in the environment and ecology, habitats, nature and the living landscape. We also have a deep connection with our gardens and all the creatures and plants there with whom we share it. We enjoy having wildlife around us and don’t really use words like “pests” or “vermin”. We know all life has a purpose and that Mother Earth didn’t make any mistakes (except possibly with us!), so we work to understand what that purpose is. If that so-called weed is growing there why is that, what makes it happen, and so what do we need to be doing if there really is an imbalance.


In the old ways, we certainly garden organically, and to help wildlife, even if it’s only in our window box or allotment. We don’t use chemicals or GMO Roundup-Ready or other frightful stuff, and we don’t do GMO seeds, most of us don’t even do F1 hybrids. We do use most of the other ordinary gardening techniques like some digging, but many of us do as much permaculture and no-dig as we can. We make our own compost, save seeds, and encourage the mycorrhiza, and we often grow and harvest our own vegetables, fruit and flowers.


We do our best to grow what the land we’re living with wants to grow, work-with it so things grow easily rather than needing to be forced into growth or supported by chemicals. The land grows what the land knows it wants to grow.


Sentient Plants


It’s all about connections and consciousness … but it isn’t hard work, far from it! One of the things about being pagan is that you allow, know-in-your-bones even, that everything is sentient, conscious, aware, knowing itself and knowing self-from-other, they communicate with each other and other plants, feel pain and discomfort and fight against that too. They can solve problems, memorise things and learn, and they have their social life too.


One of the recent scientific researchers into all this is plant neurobiologist Stefano Mancuso, who works the University of Florence. His laboratory is becoming a place where plants are respected for their awareness and intelligence. He shows us that plants are able to solve problems, that they memorise, communicate, have their social life, and all the things we considered to be the province of humans, and maybe some animals. I hope his work will help us learn how to be a better species by observing the behaviour of our fellow living things with whom we share Planet Earth … that’s what we aim at in the old ways, learning how to be a better-quality human.


Mancuso says, “When you feel yourself better than all the other humans or other living organisms, you start to use them. This is exactly what we’ve been doing. We felt ourselves as outside nature.” He points out that the typical lifespan of a species on Earth is between 2m and 5m years. “Homo sapiens have lived just 300,000 years,” he says, “we have been able to almost destroy our environment. From this point of view, how can we say that we are better organisms?” Definitely a thought to ponder.



Me … or The Land?


Long ago and far away (as Star Wars says) I used to be a garden designer. I trained at Pershore College in Worcestershire in Britain, and my bragging rights include designing and building three medal-winning gardens at the Royal Horticultural Society’s Hampton Court Palace garden show. It was fun … and exhausting! I no longer design gardens except for myself but it did give me a lot of perspective on how people in general garden, what they want, what makes them happy, what various feel-good factors are. Unfortunately, many of the latter can be horrendously harmful for wildlife and the environment so, after three years, I walked away from garden design as I couldn’t bear trying to force gardens into being what they really didn’t want and couldn’t handle. Reshaping the natural to suit human wants, is what has brought us into the perils of climate change.


Consciousness …


OK, let’s look at apple trees, did you know they can count? Peter Wohlleben in The Hidden Life of Trees has done lots of research for many years in Germany and shows that trees really can count! He discovered this from observation and found that trees count up a certain number of warm days and, when a certain number is reached, they trust it really is spring and open up their buds. Beech trees, for instance, don’t start growing until it’s light for at least thirteen hours a day. Scientists and gardeners found this out when observation showed them that the trees will not bloom, produce flowers, until there have been twenty frost-free days.


Do you see what this means? Trees are able to sense light, and even the quality of the light, and they can make sense of what they see to use it to regulate their own growth. Wow! That’s huge. That says so much about plants that we’ve not known or believed for hundreds and probably thousands of years! Wohlleben’s book has opened up the door for us again.


When we know this about plants it completely changes our way of thinking about them and working with them. Most people think plants are inferior to themselves, as Mancuso says. But what happens when we begin to know and believe what he and Wohlleben tell us?


As pagans, we look at things differently and much nearer to what Wohlleben and Mancuso show and tell us, we know all things are animate, all things have spirit and soul.


When you know that about something or someone it’s much harder to “use” them, or to abuse them. Spend a moment now thinking about that …


How does it make you feel about cutting down forests for windfarms or to drill for oil, for instance? Now try taking that a bit further, how does it feel to cut down forests – with all the creatures who live in them – to grow the wheat for your daily bread?


Difficult questions, aren’t they? But they’re ones that we worry and care about all the time as followers of the old pagan ways. I don’t profess to have answers, but not having answers doesn’t make me push the questions away, they still need thinking about especially in relation to how I live my life.


Seasons & Astronomy




Seasons
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This diagram gives you the seasons of the year we pagans follow. Four of them you’ll recognise – midwinter, spring, midsummer and autumn – the other four may be less familiar. This book is organised around the eight seasons so as you read it, you’ll learn more about each, including the unfamiliar ones.


In the Northern Hemisphere, north is to the left. The Sun rises in the east, is at its highest in the south, then moves to the right, and sets in the west. Both rise and set positions move northwards from spring equinox to midsummer and then southwards from autumn equinox to midwinter.


In the Southern Hemisphere, south is to the left. The Sun rises in the east, is at its highest in the north, then moves to the left, to set in the west. Both rise and set positions move southwards from spring equinox (21st September) to midsummer (21st June) and northwards from autumn equinox (21st March) to midwinter (21st June).


The Earth and the Sun know where they are, all we humans need to do is follow their paths.


At the end of December (in the northern hemisphere) we see the Sun rise in the south-east to set in the south-west, describing a smallish arc in the sky (at noon, the Sun is fairly low on the horizon). But the following days, all the way to the end of June, it will rise a bit further north every day all the way to the north-east and similarly set further north-west, describing a much larger arc in the sky (at noon the Sun reaches the Zenith). We see the sun rise higher during the first half of the year and then lower in the second half of the year. The Moon has exactly the same course but its cycle last 27 days, 7 hours and 43 minutes.


The YEARLY sun-cycle gives us the seasons.


The Earth’s yearly cycle


From midsummer to midwinter, the sun rises lower and lower each day, it sinks to its lowest point, its nadir, at midwinter. Then the cycle changes, swaps around. From midwinter to midsummer the sun rises higher and higher each day, until it’s at its zenith at midsummer. Then it swaps back again. the cycles come turn-and-turn-about, year after year.


Half way between those two extreme points are the two equinoxes. The word equinox mean equal night, it’s the day when there is an equal length of dark and light for that one day. The equinoxes happen each spring and autumn, they’re part of the Earth/Sun’s yearly cycle.


So, the sun offers the experience of both extremes, and the experience of balance.


While the Earth is “breathing out”, from midwinter to midsummer, she is also pushing the energy up through the roots into the parts of the plant above the ground – leaves, flowers and fruit.


This breathing process is part of what sets seeds off to germinate and why germination is much stronger during spring and up to midsummer, because there’s more and more light.


A brief jaunt into a bit of astronomy will help explain so much of what goes on in our gardens.


Astronomically, in our solar system, midwinter truly is the turning of the year. At the autumn equinox the sun rises due east and sets due west, the equinoxes are the only times this happens. After the equinox the sun rises further and further south of east and the sun rises in the south-east, while it sets further and further south-west – thus the daylight hours become shorter and shorter. Until we come to midwinter, then the sun turns around.


As part of its turning around it seems to pause for three days and rise at the same place on the horizon, this happens on 22nd, 23rd and 24th of December. On the 25th the sun turns eastward again, rising each day a little further north of south east until it get to spring equinox when it rises due east again. All this time the sun has also be setting a little further north each day too, so the daylight hours get longer and longer each day.


Then from spring equinox to midsummer, the sun rises and sets further and further north each day. The daylight hours get longer and we enjoy the summer. At midsummer, the sun turns around again, pausing for three days as it does so and, again appearing to rise at the same point on the horizon for the 22nd, 23rd and 24th of June, moving on again to rise and set further south each day.


And so, the cycle continues, year in and year out for the past 4.7-ish billion years at the latest guess. Of course, our ancient ancestors noticed this phenomenon (along with all the rest of the movements of the heavens); they lived so much closer and more connectedly with the Earth, and the heavens too, than we do nowadays. And being connected they likely felt as we pagans do, that we and the rest of the universe are made of the same stuff even if it comes out in all different shapes and sizes – mountains, rivers, sea, animals, birds, rocks. And that’s true, we are indeed all made of the same atoms and those same atoms cycle around, sometimes being a human, sometimes a cabbage, sometimes a cat! Our ancestors likely knew, as we pagans do, that everything in creation is our brother and our elder too as humans are the most recent species on Planet Earth so everything else is older than us. As pagans, we try to learn from our elders … and that includes gardening!










Midwinter Solstice



Season




Midwinter solstice is the time of the shortest day.


Solstice means standstill.


3 days of standstill.





Midwinter is about the turnaround of the sun. That’s literal too, that’s what actually happens astronomically in the heavens, it’s not just a pagan idea; our practices really are based in what happens in fact in the Solar System, and in the whole galaxy. Our ancient ancestors knew and understood this even if they maybe didn’t have our modern scientific language, what we call physics, to explain it; and part of knowing – we call it kenning from the old northern verb to ken meaning to know, like in the song “D’ye Ken John Peel” – is knowing what’s going on with the whole plant kingdom. The plants help us understand the real turning of the seasons. To be a successful hunter-gatherer you have to know what’s happening in the forests, valleys, rivers, mountains, open plains and in the sea too. You won’t have a clue where to look for things to eat, what animals are doing what and when, if you don’t understand how the whole system works. We’ve lost a lot of that over the past 10,000 years, but gardening can reconnect us with all of that, yes, really, all of it.


Element


Stone, soil, rocks … all the things that are the skeleton of Mother Earth.


The Stone People are special to me, archaeologists call that time the Paleolithic. Paleo comes from the Greek word palaios, meaning old, and the Greek word lithos meaning stone, so it means the Old Stone Age. It was followed by the Meso or Middle Stone Age and then a couple of thousand years later by the Neolithic or New Stone Age which ended very roughly about 6,500 years ago as we emerged into the Copper, Bronze and Iron ages. What we call modern history is just a mere 2000 years old.


As Homo Sapiens evolved around 300,000 years ago almost all of our history has been in the Stone Ages, only the past 6,500 years have we been metal people, so the Stone People are my ancestors and completely fascinating to me.


Altar


You’ll not be surprised that we make and use and keep altars as pagans. Actually, lots of folk do this, have a special place where they put special things that remind them of what’s important to them. And we all collect pebbles and stones, maybe crystals too, they can be so attractive as you walk along the beach or over the hillside.


We also make our altars in the direction that corresponds to the season we’re working with. Midwinter holds the energy of the North, the place of darkness in the northern hemisphere. If you’re working in the southern hemisphere just turn it upside-down, in the southern half of the world the place of darkness is the South Pole.


My altar for Midwinter is always about Stone, the stonepeople, the mineral kingdom; they remind me, make me remember, the crazy spinning rock on which we live. If our 3rd Rock from the Sun wasn’t here, careering round the Sun at about 70,000 mph, we wouldn’t have anywhere to live; and if the Earth in her turn wasn’t spinning round on her axis at roughly 1,000 mph, we wouldn’t live either. It sounds completely nuts when you try to think about it but it feels right and real, just how it should be.


So, I build my Midwinter Altar with all that in mind. It has whichever of the special rocks in my collection want to be there this time, and they always include at least one hag stone. Hag stones are so special to pagans, stones with holes worn in them by the action of water and sometimes wind. They’re also called holey stones for that hole, it’s like a gateway or threshold to another place or between worlds. That reminds me that we’re always living on the edge, between past and future … living in the Now.


I build my Midwinter altar to the Stone People who certainly (from their fantastic art) knew how to live in the Now.


Plants


Are totally amazing beings. They’re far, far older than humans and have been living with the Earth for at least 500 million years … that 500,000,000, a helluva a lot of zeros! They’re much more experienced at living with the Earth than I and other humans are so I watch and learn from them as much as I can. There’s nothing like learning from those who have far more experience than yourself.


One of the amazing (to us modern humans) things plants can do is count day-lengths, for instance since the last frost. They need this ability to know day-length, know the waxing and waning of sunlight and temperature, to help them know when to let a seed fall, or begin to sprout, when to produce their flowers, when to turn their flowers into seeds, and when to drop their leaves, or go back down into the ground for the winter.


That’s awesome when you think about it. Even as a lifelong gardener I’m not that good. I can get close but not with the accuracy of a tree or a plant. And I have to think and worry at it, scribble notes, look things up, do maths, while plants know how to do it in their bones … or perhaps I should say cells as they sure don’t have bones!


They know all these changes through their sensitivity to both light and temperature. They’re able to work out how many times the sun has risen since the last frost. Wow!


Trees and plants do other amazing things too. They can actually count! I know it sounds amazing but trees will count the last frost to begin putting out their flower buds. They’ve actually been doing this for some 3,500-million years. Phew! That’s a long time, you can understand they’ve developed some experience at doing this by now. That’s when photosynthesis began in simple single-celled algae, and from that beginning comes all the wonderful variety of plants we see today; I call that pretty hot work for Planet Earth.


The first land plants appeared around 470 million years ago, during the Ordovician period, when life was diversifying rapidly.


Herbs


As well as the Old Wives in the village I’ve learned a lot from Scottish friends about their folk herb traditions.


Midwinter feels like being “in the darkness”, indeed it is the time of the greatest darkness, the shortest day, the winter solstice, when the sun reaches the lowest arc in the sky before turning about and beginning a rising arc again. For us it’s often the end of January before we really notice the light increasing again. The sun rises late and sets early. On clear days, the beautiful crimsonorange light of dawn and dusk spreads through the landscape, highlights the bare stark trees. It’s a time for turning inwards, reviewing the past year and sorting ideas for the coming one, and for the garden too.
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