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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


Pagan Portals – By Wolfsbane and Mandrake Root


The dark side of me loves reading about poisons and I suspect I’m not alone in this. The Poison garden at Alnwick Castle gets a lot of visitors each year in testimony of our, perhaps sometimes furtive, interest. Draco’s book is a very good introduction to the ancient arte and history of poisons, which goes back certainly beyond 4,500 years and probably throughout human history. I like Draco’s writing style, which is both authoritative and accessible, I feel as if she’s talking with me over a cup of tea and I really like that. After the history there’s a fascinating chapter on ‘The Proving Tree’, about both cooking up and neutralizing poisons, including magical methods. It reminds me of Sir George Ripley the 15th century Yorkshire alchemist, a favourite of mine. Then there’s a very useful chapter on the plants followed by a fascinating one on cursing and bottling, with reminders that you’re responsible for everything you do! And a short but useful bibliography. Altogether an excellent little book. Thoroughly recommended.


Elen Sentier, shaman and author of Shaman Pathways – Elen of the Ways


Mélusine Draco has written a fascinating book that, despite being very small, manages to cover a tremendous amount of ground. It really brought home to me the way in which medicinal plants, used badly, can result in poisonous outcomes. The old adage that to be able to heal you have to be able to hex certainly holds true, because if you don’t know what will prove lethal your chances of working safely are much reduced. Full of history, myths, plant details and sensible advice, this is a must-have book, and a great antidote to the poisonous idea that anything natural must be good.


Nimue Brown, Druid and author of Druidry and the Ancestors
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Introduction


The crime of poisoning, or ‘veneficium’, according to the JM Latin-English Dictionary, involves magic and sorcery, the mixing of poison and the administering of poisoned drinks by a veneficus (male sorcerer) or venefica (female sorceress) as defined by such classic writers as Ovid, Pliny, Cicero and Horace. The art of poisoning, however, goes back to the dawn of time when humans first discovered the Solanaceae genus of plants and learned of their great powers – and their dangers. Those who knew these secrets later became greatly feared and/or respected in their communities and the knowledge passed into the province of witchcraft and shamanism.


Daniel A Schulke’s now highly collectable Veneficium: Magic, Witchcraft and the Poison Path offered a valuable insight into this intersection of magic and poison that originated in remotest antiquity and reaches into the present day. Pointing out that beyond their functions as agents of bodily harm, poisons have also served as gateways of religious ecstasy, occult knowledge, and sensorial aberration, as well as the basis of many cures, he wrote: ‘Allied with Samael, the Edenic serpent of first transgression whose name in some interpretations is ‘Venom of God’, this facet of magic wends through the rites of ancient Sumer and Egypt, through European necromancy, alchemy, the arcane the rites of the Witches’ Sabbath, and modern-day folk magic.’


Slowly we begin to realise that the knowledge and use of poison within witchcraft goes beyond the consideration of its ‘toxicological dimensions of magical power’, as Schulke examines the ‘concurrent thread of astral and philosophical poisons … and explores ‘their resonance and dissonance with magical practice’. He included in his study the herbs of the so-called ‘Devil’s Garden’, in context with the witches’ supper, and the Unguentum Sabbati, the much-written about flying ointment that has exerted its fascination over scholar, historian, and magical practitioner alike.


Nevertheless, poisoning has always had a close connection with witchcraft and the powers of sorcery. Ever since the mistransliteration of biblical texts replaced the original, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a poisoner to live’, with, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’, the two have remained synonymous even unto the present day. The introduction of laws against witchcraft and the rise of the witch-mania in Europe condemned simple village wise-women, herbalists and midwives to constant accusations of being poisoners, abortionists and witches. In reality their knowledge of botanical medicines was probably far superior to that of the newly emerging breed of physicians, who did not study the subject scientifically until the end of the 16th century.


The wise-woman who was equipped with the means and knowledge to kill as well as cure, was extremely vulnerable when death occurred under what was seen as ‘mysterious circumstances’. Eric Maple in Man, Myth & Magic says that there is some evidence to suggest that this new medical profession had a vested interest in branding its rivals as poisoners and witches in order to rid itself of the competition. Especially, because of the deficiencies of the physicians of the time, these wise-women were in constant demand for the treatment of the sick and the poor.




The pharmacopoeia of witchcraft incorporated the common run of botanical recipes from woodland and hedgerow which were readily available to anyone with murder or abortion in mind…. the most notorious poisons being hemlock, hemp and henbane. In unskilful hands an aphrodisiac like cantharides could cause agonising death. Among the more general types of abortifacients were the potentially poisonous pennyroyal, rye ergot and oil of tansy…





Not surprisingly, the physicians took every opportunity to cast blame for their failures on their rival – witchcraft – which was backed up by Church sanctions, since Inquisitional doctrine decreed that all diseases beyond the curative power of medicine must be due to sorcery! During the late 16th and early 17th centuries, however, it was still beyond the capacity of most physicians to determine what was or was not a poisonous substance. During the witchcraft hysteria, when all forms of magical healing were stigmatised as heresy, it is easy to see why the healing virtues of the local wise-woman were viewed as ‘veneficium’ rather than the practise of genuine domestic plant medicine, should anything go wrong.


Strangely to our modern way of thinking, poisoning has always been referred to as an ‘arte’, possibly because its association can be found in the Greek word pharmakos, used to refer to herbal remedies, spell-potions and poisons – and those who crafted them. The association with witchcraft was also echoed in Charles G Leland’s inflammatory translation of Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches (1899) with the words:




And thou shalt be the first of witches known;


And thou shalt be the first of all in the world:


And thou shalt teach the art of poisoning,


Of poisoning those who are great Lords of all;


Yea, thou shalt make them die in their palaces…





Compiled by American folklorist Charles Godfrey Leland, Aradia contained what was purported to be a genuine glimpse into the world of Tuscan witchcraft, although scholars are still divided; some dismissing Leland’s assertion regarding the origins of the manuscript, and others arguing for its authenticity as a unique documentation of folk beliefs. Nevertheless, the text firmly endorses Italian witches as being practitioners of ‘veneficium’.


In all honesty, witch-lore is closely tied to a knowledge of poisonous plants as part of its folk-medicine, simply because it is necessary to know what can kill or cure (in either large or small doses) as part of the oral training; and a wide familiarity with all wild plants is an essential skill within traditional witchcraft. Some plants have beneficial components while others can be lethal if the wrong treatment is given – and as it’s suggested in Veneficium: Magic, Witchcraft and the Poison Path, poisonous plants can also be utilised as powerful magical ingredients in Circle whenever necessary.





Chapter One



A Touch of Poison


The history of poison has a long pedigree that stretches back to before 4500BC with one of the most famous cases of poisoning being the sentence passed on Socrates (399BC), who drank hemlock having been found guilty of neglecting the officially accepted gods and corrupting the minds of the youth of Athens. Socrates’ death is described at the end of Plato’s Phaedo:




After drinking the poison, he was instructed to walk around until his legs felt numb. After he lay down, the man who administered the poison pinched his foot; Socrates could no longer feel his legs. The numbness slowly crept up his body until it reached his heart. Shortly before his death, Socrates speaks his last words to his friend Crito: ‘Crito, we owe a rooster to Asclepius. Please, don’t forget to pay the debt.’





In Greek mythology, when Jason left the sorceress Medea to marry Glauce, Medea took her revenge by sending Glauce a poison dress and a golden coronet, also dipped in poison. This resulted in the death of the princess and, subsequently, her father, when he tried to save her. The ‘Shirt of Nessus’ refers to the garment smeared with the poisoned blood of the centaur Nessus, which was given to Hercules by his wife, Deianira. Deianira had been tricked by Nessus into believing that his blood would ensure that Hercules would remain faithful. According to Sophocles’ tragedy The Women of Trachis, Hercules began to perspire when he donned the shirt, which soon clung to his flesh, corroding it. He eventually threw himself onto a pyre in extreme agony and was burnt to death. Sophocles’ play Trachinia is extensively based on a retelling of this myth.


Poison arrows were actually used by real peoples in the ancient world, including the Gauls, Romans, and the Scythians; with Greek and Roman historians describing recipes for poisoning projectiles and citing historical battles in which poison arrows were used. Alexander the Great encountered poisoned projectiles during his conquest of India (possibly dipped in the venom of Russell’s viper), and the army of the Roman general Lucullus suffered grievous poison wounds from arrows shot by nomads during the Third Mithridatic War (1st century BC).


According to the BBC’s Shakespeare Lives: Poisons, Potions and Drugs, poisoned potions were also the weapons of choice for many of Shakespeare’s most iconic characters; used to seduce lovers, kill enemies and gain power, nothing was too lethal for the Bard. Poison takes a leading role in Hamlet, as sibling rivalry leads to regicide and throws the Danish royal castle at Elsinore into a state of jealously and murder. The Danish king, father to Hamlet and brother to Claudius, dies seemingly in his sleep, but his son soon discovers via a ghostly visitation from his deceased father that poison in the ear was in fact the cause: ‘With juice of cursed hebenon in a vial; And in the porches of my ears did pour.’ Scientists and scholars have wondered what Shakespeare meant by ‘cursed hebenon’ and there may be a few possibilities including hemlock, nightshade, yew, ebony and henbane. Indeed henbane looks the closest in spelling, and the active ingredient in henbane is hyoscyamine, which if concentrated to a high degree could be lethal to humans.


In the final act of Romeo and Juliet, our tragic heroine takes a potion to fake her own death and place her into a catatonic state – and many believe the potion is most likely to be deadly nightshade (atropa belladonna). Upon finding Juliet and believing her to be dead, Romeo uses a powerful, fast-acting poison to take his own life; an obvious choice for such a strong poison is potassium cyanide or the medieval monkshood, both of which cause rapid respiratory failure. ‘Put this in any liquid thing you will, and drink it off; and, if you had the strength of twenty men, it would dispatch you straight.’


In Antony and Cleopatra, the Queen on learning of Mark Antony’s death and being unwilling to be taken alive by Caesar, sets in motion her own suicide by an asp bite to the breast. Most ancient sources say that the snake was smuggled into her room in a basket of figs and Plutarch wrote that she performed experiments on condemned prisoners and found ‘aspis’ venom to be the most painless of all fatal poisons. This ‘aspis’ was far more likely to be Naja haje (the Egyptian cobra noted for its particularly bad temper) than any other type of snake since a stylised image in the form of the uraeus representing the goddess Wadjet was the symbol of sovereignty for the Pharaohs who incorporated its image into their diadem. This iconography was continued through the Ptolemaic Kingdom. The venom that was most likely used by Cleopatra was both neurotoxic and cytotoxic and would have caused a particularly excruciating death; the venom first stops signals to the muscles and later to the heart and lungs – victims die from respiratory failure.
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