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        A dhaoine Sidhe;

A Tuatha Dé Danann;

Beannachtaí Dé Danann oraibh aqus orainn
      

      
        O People of the Sidhe;

O Peoples of the Goddess Dana;

The blessings of the Goddess Dana upon you and upon us.
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      TO BRIGHID, PATRONESS 
OF THE DRUIDS AND BARDS

      
        Beloved Brighid of the triple flame,

Daughter of the Dagda,

Guardian of the sacred springs

Whose voice is the soul of the harp

We call on Thee.

Teach our hands to heal and our hearts to sing.

We entrust our life’s progress to your care

and ask that you shape us,

bending and turning our hearts on your bright anvil of flame

till we are made perfect jewels

fit to be set in the Eye of your timeless harp

to play for the Soul of the people in times of sorrow

and times of celebration.

We thank you for your gifts to us of Poetry and Music

of laughter and tears,

and for the healing balm of your Wisdom.

May we always remember to meditate

on the gift of your sacred waters,

which surround us at our birth

and sail us to our destiny.

Our hearts are open to receive your blessings.

Midwife of our souls, rain on us,

shower your inspiration in curtains of song

from sacred waterfalls in the realm where you dwell.

Come to us as Virgin with the soft smell of flowers.

Come to us as Mother and feed us your fruits.

Come to us as the Wise Woman in the stark blasts of Winter.

Help us to see your Mystery in all creation,

that we may know gratitude and reverence.

Our hearts sing to you with love.

Teach us to change like the revolving seasons.

Teach us to grow like the green corn that feeds the people.

Teach us to fashion beauty like the stillness of the forest pool

and the roar of the ocean wave.

Teach us to heal like the soothing gem which cools the eyes and

restores the limbs.

With humility and bright expectation

We invoke Thee this hour!
      

    

  
    
      Introduction

      “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live” (Exod. 22:18) is the Biblical injunction most often used to condemn those who practice the ancient Earth religions. Biblical scholars, however, will attest that before the King James Version of the Bible, scripture would have read “thou shalt not suffer a poisoner to live.”

      Imagine the course of history if that injunction had been heeded. Instead of burning helpless women and men, the inquisitors might have gone after the industries and individuals who poison the water, the air, and the Earth and her children.

      Modern folk have at last begun to contemplate the effects of ignoring nature in science, in daily life, and in religion. Too long have we been viewing the Earth as “God’s footstool.” Human civilization begins to look like a creeping cancer: cells out of control, each person going his or her own way ignoring the needs of other living beings. It is time to stop and begin again to honor the Earth and her rhythms.

      How to begin? Sometimes the most moving ritual is one performed alone, sitting on the Earth, singing to a tree or a stone, dancing beneath the moon and sky, offering a gift of herbs to the sacred directions.

      This is a book designed to inspire solitary and communal activities. My belief is that the Old Way must and will be the way of the future, if we are to have one. May these pages go forth as a blessing to the sun kings and queens, the fully illumined ones. May our efforts reopen the walls between the worlds until these, our elder brothers and sisters, walk with us again. May their light pierce the dark of the shadows that have too long held us apart. By the Three Worlds may this be so.

      The central myth of the herbal healer is the story of Diancecht and his son Miach. Diancecht, the God of medicine, became jealous when his son’s reputation as a healer eclipsed his own. Diancecht called for his son and hit him on the head with a sword. Miach easily healed himself. Diancecht struck him again, cutting him to the very bone. Miach cured himself a second time. Then the father struck his son’s skull through to the brain, but Miach was able to heal himself once more. Finally, Diancecht cleaved Miach’s brain in two, and this time the son died.

      Diancecht buried his son, and thrice hundred and sixty-five herbs emerged from Miach’s body. Each one was a cure for the illnesses of the three hundred sixty-five nerves of the human body. (This is probably a reference to a now lost astronomical plant classification system.)

      Airmid, Miach’s sister, carefully gathered the herbs and arranged them on her cloak in the shape of a human to denote their properties and show where they were useful in the human body. Diancecht, ever jealous, kicked the cloak and scattered the herbs, confusing their positions. If it hadn’t been for his actions, we moderns would know the cure for every illness and we would be immortal, according to the ancients.

      Hidden in this mystery lies the mystical secret of the herbal healer’s art. The green herbs of the fields represent the body of the God (the Green Man), which is sacred and immortal. When an herbalist gathers herbs, she or he is dismembering the God, and when administering them to the body that is sick, she is ritually reuniting the lost pieces of the God and bringing the world back into wholeness.

      
        
          Written on the full moon in Cutios (March) 1991 c.e.
        
      

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1

      THE DRUIDS

      
[image: image]

      Who were the Druids? The ancient poet-priests and -priestesses who have inspired so much reverence and so much nonsense since they were replaced by Christianity in the fifth century 
C.E. have been credited with the building of Stonehenge (not true), with being Atlanteans (no evidence), and with being a lost tribe of Israel (doubtful). Eighteenth-century romantics such as John Toland and Henry Hurle (both Freemasons) have bequeathed to us the image of the white-garbed, bearded, male priest with a sickle.

      History has generally chosen to ignore the ancients’ testimony to the existence of female Druids—whole islands of them—and Tacitus’ description of the black-clad screaming Druidesses who attempted to fight off the Romans at Anglesey in 61 
C.E.

      The Irish archdruid was described by his contemporaries as wearing the skin of a white bull and a white-feathered headdress with fluttering wings, or a many-colored cloak and ornaments of gold.*1 The white robes we moderns envision were worn for specific rituals such as gathering sacred herbs.

      The Tain Bo Cuailnge is an ancient Gaelic tale from the La Tene (Iron Age) pre-Roman civilization. It is the oldest vernacular epic in Western literature. From it, we can glean some references to the Druids and their functions. According to the Tain, Druids could shape-change into deer and prophesy the future.

      
[image: image]

      In this drawing a Druidess or Druid Priestess makes an offering to the Sun
Goddess. The chalice she holds is of the ancient style, as are her knotted hair,
her brooch, and her torque—symbolic of her rank. She does this in the presence
of Land, Sea, and Sky—the three worlds of the ancient Celts, which were associated
with (respectively) Nature Spirits, the Ancestors, and the Deities.

      The Tain also gives us some idea of the ancient healing practices used by the Iron Age Celts. The hero CuChulainn healed the wounded Morrigan by wishing her health and by placing the blessings of the gods and the non-gods upon her. Lug mac Ethnenn, one of the sidhe (fairies), sang CuChulainn to sleep for three days and nights that his wounds might heal. He then dropped healing herbs and grasses into the sores while CuChulainn slept.

      Other healers are described as dropping plants and herbs into the wounds of Ferdia as well. Charioteers made beds of fresh rushes with headrests for the wounded.

      Serious wounds that spurted blood had magic amulets laid on them, and spells and incantations were sung over them by healers. The wounded CuChulainn was bathed in numerous streams and rivers to restore his health after battle. His wounds were bound with hazel twigs. The mortally wounded Cethern was made to sleep day and night in bone marrow.

      Other legends tell us that the Druids could raise winds and fogs, dry up lakes and rivers, and lay hills flat.

      The Druids did not use formal buildings for their religious services. Their sanctuaries were the Nemetons: cleared spaces in a forest, surrounded by earthworks, a wooden palisade, or trees. The teachings of the Druids, which could take up to twenty years to impart, were given in forests away from the distractions of hill forts or towns.

      The word “Druid” most likely comes from the prefix dru, meaning “hard, true, resistant, permanent.” Dru-uides were the “true-seers,” and the word for a female Druid was ban-drui, or Druidess. Druids studied divination, magic, astrology, theology, law, medicine, natural sciences, music, and poetry. So well respected were they that they advised queens and kings.

      The teachings of the Druids were passed down orally; very little was written. This was not, however, for want of an alphabet. The ancient Celts used ogham, or the “tree alphabet,” for secular matters, preferring to keep the important Druidic knowledge sacred and less accessible by committing it to memory. Gaulish Druids went to Britain for formal training but met in France at Chartres, at the site of the present-day cathedral.

      Within the Druid orders, Brehons, Vates, and Bards had separate functions. Bards specialized in poetic composition and singing, whereas the Vates practiced divination and seership. The Brehons were the judges, arbiters of the ancient Brehon 
laws. The clergy—priests and priestesses—were referred to as “Druids.”

      Both Bards and Druids could arbitrate in wars and could even stop a battle. The Brehons presided over criminal, civil, and property disputes. They were empowered to put individuals to death for serious offenses, much as we do today. A severe judgement could bar an individual from religious rites, thus stripping them of both secular and religious status. Druids could invoke divine retribution upon an individual or a tribe by ritual cursing.

      According to Pliny the Druids reckoned the beginning of each month on the sixth day following the new moon. The day began at twilight, as darkness was understood to precede light, much as gestation precedes birth and chaos precedes creation.

      Druids were the history-keepers, the repositories of lore and wisdom. They were “living books.” Law, medicine, the knowledge of nature and the gods and goddesses, the Otherworld, and the timing of ritual and agricultural cycles were their special domain.

      
        THE BARDS

        The Bards were the storytellers. It was their duty to hold forth at ceremonial occasions, such as night vigils at holy wells; after religious services; at wakes, baby blessings, weddings, and house blessings; before battles; at the serving of ale; and at feasts and inheritances. Before the start of a voyage, before a court appearance, and before a hunt were also auspicious times for a tale.

        The subjects of the stories were typically suited to the occasion. “Battle” stories were told before going to war, “cattle-raids” before raiding cattle, “voyages” before starting out to sea, “conceptions and births” at baby blessings, “wooings” at weddings, “death tales” at wakes, and so on.

        In the Book of Leinster and other sources, lists appear of types of stories such as “Destructions” (Tógála), “Battles” (Catha), “Feasts” (Fessa), “Elopements” (Aithid), “Visions” (Fisi), “Loves” (Serca), “Voyages” (Immrama), “Sieges” (Forbassa), “Conceptions and Births” (Coimperta) and “Frenzies” (Buili), etc. At the great assemblies many types of tales were told together.

        The Bards were the keepers of the heroic cycles and of rhymes, riddles, songs, prayers, proverbs, traditions, and genealogical lore. Sacred stories could be recited only at night between Samhain (Halloween) and Beltaine (May Day). The center of Bardic activity was often the hearth, the “fire altar” at the heart of the home.

        In Ireland, a master poet (Ollamh) was equal to a king under the law. She or he practiced divination and prophecy and, wearing a cloak of bird feathers, used ritual and trance to take listeners to the Otherworld. Hearing the stories was more than entertainment. Those who listened attentively were promised health, wealth, progeny, freedom from captivity, safe voyage, and protection.

        Let it never be forgotten that the storyteller’s art was a sacred Druidic function. The ancient Welsh word for story, cyfarwyddyd, meant also “guidance,” “direction,” “instruction,” “prescription,” “knowledge,” and “skill.” The word arwydd, from which it is derived, means “sign,” “symbol,” “omen,” and “miracle”; at its root is the word “to see.” The cyfarwydd were thus guides to the Otherworld; to the sacred, mysterious meanings behind things; and to the great lessons of history.

        In Wales, the chief poet (pencerdd) was as highly positioned socially as the highest officials at court. Under him in rank was the household poet (bardd teulu), who was given his harp from the king’s hand and kept it for life. The duties of a household poet were to inspire the troops before a battle and to compose love poems. The cerddorion (minstrels) were a third class of poets under the pencerdd.

        The duties of minstrels and poets generally were to encourage the people, to make them happy, and to inspire generosity. When the master poets began to die out the function of the Bards degenerated to the composing of praise-poems.

        At royal functions, the king or queen, the heir to the throne, the chief judge, and the chief poet sat together, while the royal guard and the household bard sat below. If the king or queen desired music, the chief bard would sing twice in the upper hall and a song from the household bard in the lower hall would follow. The household bard also sang for the queen in her chambers.

        The poets had a fearful weapon at their disposal: satire. It was a terrible thing to be subjected to Bardic wrath, which could make animals and land barren and cause the face to erupt into blisters.

        An Ollamh, or master poet, was one who could recite three hundred and fifty stories. To perfect their art and to increase their sensory acuity, the poets would study in darkness or lie on the ground with stones on their stomachs and cloths wrapped about their heads until they had composed a poem.

        One of the three Brighids is patroness of the Bards. The other two manifestations of this triple goddess are a healer and a smith.

      

      
        THE OVATES

        Ovates, or Vates, were the keepers of prophecy, divination, and sacrifice. They were the ones who dispatched the prisoners of war and the criminal outcasts. Four forms of death were meted out by these sacrificers: death by air (hanging), death by water (drowning), death by fire (cremation), and death by earth (burial alive). The triple death of air, water, and earth was used for ritual sacrifice and to punish oath-breakers.

        While it is true that ancient Druids practiced sacrifices, we have no evidence that the descriptions offered by Julius Caesar of burning wicker holocausts are to be trusted. Caesar was, after all, attempting to get money from Rome so that he could further his political ambitions. He was probably engaging in propaganda as he described the “vicious” sacrifices of the Druids to the Romans of the bread and circus.

        Modern-day Druids most emphatically do not engage in the harm or sacrifice of any living thing.

      

      
        BELIEFS

        The most basic doctrine of the Druids was and is the belief in reincarnation. Beyond that there are some religious and philosophical tenets that set Druids apart from other neo-Pagan systems of thought and practice, such as Wicca or witchcraft.

        The Druids were and are polytheistic. Gods and goddesses each hold special functions all their own, and individual goddesses are often described as triple or trinitarian in nature.

        The number three is of paramount importance: the Three Worlds of water (ancestors, the Otherworld), land (earthly beings), and sky (deities) are significant, as are the three foundations of the Bardic art: sound, speech, and music. The past and future are constantly related through the present. Two opposites are harmonized by the introduction of a third force or element. The sun, moon, and earth are a basic trilogy, as is the concept of sound, light and power that manifest as form.

        Some have speculated that the Druid religion had its origins in ancient India, where the emphasis was on fire worship and on a threefold divinity: Brahma (creator), Shiva (destroyer), and Vishnu (sustainer).

        For whatever reason, the sacred triad remains a basic building block, the trilithon of the Druidic mystery.

      

      
        THE COLIGNY CALENDAR OF THE GAULISH DRUIDS

        One of the very few remaining examples of Druid writing and culture, the Coligny calendar, is a bronze tablet of the Gaulish Druids of the first century found at Bourg near Lyons, France. Discovered in 1897 in the tribal lands of the Sequani, it represents about three-fifths of the entire original work. A bronze statue was found with it, making it likely that its location was a public temple.

        Sixty-two consecutive months are inscribed. Each month is depicted in a vertical arrangement of Roman numerals and letters. Most months are given five times, thus marking a cycle of five years.

        The calendar is lunar, with six months of thirty days each and five months of twenty-nine days each. Individual months are labelled matvs (good) or anmatvs (not good), meaning “lucky” or “not lucky.” Individual days are either D (dij) for “day” or MD (matvs dij) for “good day.”

        The days are reckoned from sunset to sunset, and the Druidical month seems to have begun on the sixth day from the appearance of the moon. This is the day upon which, Pliny tells us, the Druids used to gather mistletoe.

        Each month was divided into a light half of fifteen days and a dark half of fourteen or fifteen days. The full moon fell on the seventh, eighth, or ninth day of the light half of the Druidical month. The new moon occurred at about the middle of the second (dark) half of each month.

        At intervals of two and a half or three years an intercalary month of thirty days was added so this lunar calendar could be made to conform to the solar year. The month of Anagantios (February) was twenty-eight days long one year and thirty the next, in alternating sequence.

        Though the calendar uses Roman script it is not related to the Roman way of timekeeping. The Roman calendar was not designed to follow natural events such as full moons or new moons.

        The Druidical year was divided into two halves. From Samonios (October/November) to Giamonios (April/May) was the dark half of the year; from Giamonios to Samonios was the light half.

        Certain festivals or holy days are marked on the calendar. The winter and summer solstices have special designations, as does an equivalent festival to Lugnasad and a festival at the same time as Beltaine. Interestingly, there is no special designation for Samhain or for Oimealg. Every few years in Rivros there seems to have been a great festival.

        The calendar provides us with about sixty Celtic words, most of which are used to describe the character of individual days. For example, some days are “lifeless” or “barren”; other days are “good.”

        The names of the months are descriptions of the activities of the Celtic year. Simivisonios marks the “bright spring”; Edrinios, the “hot time.” Elembivios is named after a wooden fence, marking the appropriate time to repair fences damaged by cattle. Equos was the time of horse racing or trading. Giamonios was the “shoots’ time” or “winter’s end.” Samonios was the “seed time” or “summer’s end.”

        Ogronios marked the “cool month,” Cutios, the “time of winds.” Dumannios was “dark.” Rivros was “frost time,” and Anagantios was “time to stay indoors.” Cantlos was the “song month,” perhaps to celebrate the harvest.*2

        
          
            	THE MONTHS OF THE COLIGNY CALENDAR

          

          
            	
              Dark Half
            
            	
              Light Half
            
          

          
            	Samonios October/November
            	Giamonios April/May
          

          
            	Dumannios November/December
            	Simivisonios May/June
          

          
            	Rivros December/January
            	Equos June/July
          

          
            	Anagantios January/February
            	Elembivios July/August
          

          
            	Ogronios February/March
            	Edrinios August/September
          

          
            	Cutios March/April
            	Cantlos September/October
          

        

      

      
        THE CELTIC TREE CALENDAR AND ALPHABET

        The Irish ogham script, or tree alphabet, was in use, and the Celtic Tree Calendar may have been in use until 700 
C.E. This calendar is a lunar calendar in which the months are reckoned from new moon to new moon.*3

        

        
          
            	THE CELTIC TREE 
CALENDAR

          

          
            	Beith
            	Birch
            	November
          

          
            	Luis
            	Rowan
            	December
          

          
            	Fearn
            	Alder
            	January
          

          
            	Saille
            	Willow
            	February
          

          
            	Nuin
            	Ash
            	March
          

          
            	Huathe
            	Hawthorn
            	April
          

          
            	Duir
            	Oak
            	May
          

          
            	Tinne
            	Holly
            	June
          

          
            	Coll
            	Hazel
            	July
          

          
            	Quert
            	Apple
            	—
          

          
            	Muin
            	Vine
            	August
          

          
            	Gort
            	Ivy
            	September
          

          
            	Ngetal
            	Reed
            	October
          

          
            	Straif
            	Blackthorn
            	—
          

          
            	Ruis
            	Elder
            	Last three days of October
          

        

        
[image: image]

        The ogham alphabet was used to carve names onto the edges of standing stones and to send messages on sticks of wood.

      

    

  
    
      
        CHAPTER 2
      

      HERBAL BASICS
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      The physician does not learn everything he must know and master at high college alone; from time to time he must consult old women, gypsies, magicians, wayfarers, and all manner of peasant folk and random people, and learn from them; for these have more knowledge about such things than all the high colleges. . . . Therefore study each day without respite, investigate and observe diligently; despise nothing, and do not lightly put too much trust in yourself. Do not be arrogant when in fact you are helpless, and do not regard yourself as a master at the outset; for no one can achieve mastery without labor. Also, learn from those who are more experienced than you, for who can pretend to know everything? Who can be everywhere and know where all things lie? Therefore travel and explore everything, and whatever comes your way, take it without scorn and do not be ashamed to do so. . . . For nature is so excellent in its gifts that . . . it better benefit a man to know one herb in the meadow, but to know it thoroughly, than to see the whole meadow without knowing what grows on it.

      
        
          Paracelsus
        
      

      
        HERBAL PREPARATIONS

        Whether you intend to tincture or dry your herbs, a few basic rules apply.

        Tree leaves should be gathered before Midsummer. After that, the percentage of natural insecticide in the leaf is too high.

        Leaves and flowers are gathered on a dry day when the flowers first begin to open. They are always dried in the shade.

        Roots are generally gathered in very early spring or in late fall after the plant has begun to die back.

        Tree barks generally contain the desired medicinal properties in the soft inner layer (cambium) between the sapwood and the dead outer bark, or the bark of the root.

        GENERAL RULES FOR 
HERBAL PREPARATIONS

        
          
            When Using Leaves or Flowers
          
        

        Steep two teaspoons per cup of water for about twenty minutes. Strain and store in a refrigerated, airtight container. The dose is one-fourth of a cup four times a day, not with meals. Children take one-eighth cup, and infants can receive the herbs through the mother’s milk.

        
          
            When Using Roots, Barks, Seeds and Twigs
          
        

        Simmer two teaspoons of plant matter for twenty minutes, strain, and store as above. The dose is one-fourth cup, four times a day, not with meals.

        Herbal teas will stay fresh in your refrigerator for about one week when stored in an airtight container.

        HERBAL DOSAGES

        The dosages indicated in the “Herbal Uses” section under each herb assume that the patient is a 150-pound adult. Children (75 pounds) receive one-half the indicated amount. Infants (25 pounds) receive a one-quarter dose, and newborns can get a dose through the mother’s breast milk. The usual dose for a formula or tea is one-quarter cup three or four times a day, and not with meals.

        SALVES

        Herbs that are useful for skin conditions (such as comfrey, lavender, calendula, pine needles, aloes, elecampane root, burdock, and elderflowers) can be made into salves. The ideal time to make a salve is summer, when the herbs are fresh and abundant, but dried herbs can be used as well. I like to add green walnut hulls and whole, smashed horse chestnuts to the basic mix for their skin-healing and painkilling virtues.

        Simmer herbs in good quality olive oil in a large pot. In a separate pot, melt and simmer three to four tablespoons of fresh beeswax (the beeswax should be of a golden color with a strong honey scent) per cup of oil. Put enough oil in the pot to just cover the herbs. Simmer the herbs in the oil for about twenty minutes. When wax and oil reach the same temperature, pour in the wax. Strain and pour into clean jars. Tincture of benzoin (about one ounce per quart) may be added as a preservative while the salve is still liquid although it is not strictly necessary. The most important factor in controlling mold is to have immaculately clean and dry jars and utensils. Boiling followed by thorough drying is all that is usually needed. Persons living in very hot and damp climates may want to take the extra precaution of adding the tincture of benzoin.

        TINCTURES

        Tinctures are made by grinding the leaves, roots, or other plant parts with a mortar and pestle (or a blender) and just barely covering them with high-quality vodka, whiskey, or grain alcohol. After twenty-one days, add a small quantity of glycerine (about two tablespoons per pint) and about 10 percent per volume of spring water. Strain and store in amber glass airtight containers. Keep the herbal tinctures in a cool, dry place for up to five years.

        The dose is generally twenty drops in a cup of herb tea or warm water four times a day. In acute or emergency situations the dose is given more frequently; in the case of labor pains, for example, it might be a dropperful every five minutes.

        POULTICES

        To make a poultice take fresh herbs or dried ones that have been soaked in freshly boiled water until soft. Mix them with just enough slippery elm powder to make the poultice stick together. Place it on the affected part and wrap with a clean cloth. For added protection from staining, clear plastic wrap can be wrapped around the poultice and cloth.

        FOMENTATIONS

        A fomentation is a strong herbal tea in which a clean cloth is dipped (the cloth can also be filled with herbs). The cloth is then applied to the affected part.

        SYRUPS

        Syrups are made by boiling three pounds of Sucanat (dessicated sugar cane juice) in one pint of water until a syrupy consistency is obtained and then steeping the herbs in the hot mixture for twenty minutes. The herbs can also be simmered directly in honey or maple syrup for about ten minutes. Use two teaspoons of herb for every cup of liquid. Strain the syrup and store it, well sealed, in the refrigerator.

      

      
        HOMEOPATHIC REMEDIES

        Note: Homeopaths use herbs in potentized form. Homeopathic remedies are extremely dilute versions of herbal tinctures prepared by trituration and sucussion. The remedies are so dilute that any preparation with the potency of 30C or higher will have no molecule of the original substance left, and yet the medicines still bear a unique molecular “signature” as evidenced by nuclear resonance testing. For this reason herbs and other substances which might be poisonous in material doses are given with no ill effects. The homeopath selects a remedy based on the “symptom picture.” Mental, emotional, and physical characteristics are examined and a remedy is selected that matches the person’s unique configuration.

        HOMEOPATHIC DOSAGES

        Over-the-counter homeopathic remedies tend to be sold in the lower potencies (6X, 6C, 12X, or 12C). Professional homeopaths will tend to use the higher potencies (30C, 200C, 1M, 10M, etc.). The lower potencies are safer for home care of acute (short-term) conditions. In general, homeopathic remedies are repeated more often (every hour or two hours) when given for acute conditions. Constitutional prescribing—prescribing that takes the whole person (dietary preferences, exercise habits, emotional outlook, sleep, dreams, reproductive strength, allergies and sensitivities, history of illness, etc.) into account—may indicate a single dose of a higher potency. See the bibliography for some books on homeopathic medicine.

      

      
        SUGGESTED MAGICAL USES OF HERBS

        Herb magic can be thought of as a way of fixing one’s conscious and unconscious mind on a universal energy pattern as it manifests in the plant kingdom. For example, white jasmine is a feminine, lunar herb of the element water. When ingested, she creates erotic emotions. For this reason, jasmine is an herb of choice for a love spell.

        Spells are best worked at the waxing or full moon (unless you are attempting to banish something, in which case the waning moon is more appropriate). To work a simple spell, you need only call in the sacred directions*4 and then bury your herbs in the earth, cast them to living waters (a lake, pond, stream, or river, or the ocean), cast them to the air, cast them to the moon, or burn them so that the smoke can carry your intent to the winds. Then, simply thank the directions and know that your spell has been activated.

        Sometimes, it is appropriate to carry an herb with you. For example, you might keep an acorn in your pocket to bring fertility to your creative acts. You might keep a certain herb (cinquefoil) in your house or bedroom to bless and protect the home. At other times, you may ritually sweep an area with an herb (juniper) to clear out negative energies, or you may wish to burn an herb (sage, frankincense) for its purifying scent as you set up your altar.

        The essence of an herbal ritual is in the reverence and intent that you bring to it. Choose your herbs with care, and always leave a gift for the earth when you take one of her plant children: a pinch of vervain, tobacco, or corn meal, or a gift of new honey or cider.

        Always remember the debt we owe to our green sisters and brothers. Without them, there would be no air to breathe and no food to sustain the Earth’s creatures, including ourselves.

      

      
        THE EARTH FESTIVALS OF THE SACRED EARTH YEAR

        
          
            	Samhain (All Hallows)
            	1 November
          

          
            	Meán Geimhridh (Winter Solstice, Yule)
            	21 December
          

          
            	Imbolg/Oimealg (Candlemas)
            	1 February
          

          
            	Meán Earraigh (Spring Equinox)
            	21 March
          

          
            	Beltaine (May Eve)
            	1 May
          

          
            	Meán Samhraidh (Summer Solstice, Midsummer)
            	21 June
          

          
            	Lugnasad (Lammas)
            	1 August
          

          
            	Meán Fómhair (Fall Equinox)
            	21 September
          

        

        Some folk prefer to celebrate the fire festivals (Samhain, Imbolc, Beltaine, Lugnasad) at the nearest full moon. Groups often find it convenient to celebrate on the nearest weekend. Private observances, however, should be performed on the actual day.

        The herbs and other plants mentioned in the following festival observances are those in current neo-Pagan usage. Corn, potatoes, and pumpkins, for example, although unknown to the ancient Celts, have found contemporary uses. For a discussion of historically accurate herbal uses, please refer to chapter 11, “Herbs of the Druids.”

      

    

  
    
      
        CHAPTER 3
      

      SAMHAIN

      ALL HALLOWS, THE CELTIC 
NEW YEAR
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      I had my days with kings,

Drinking mead and wine:

To-day I drink whey-water

Among the shriveled old hags.

      
        from Dillon, Early Irish Literature
      

      Deep-red the bracken, its shape all gone—

The wild goose has raised his wonted cry.

Cold has caught the wings of birds;

Season of ice—these are my tidings

      
        from Dillon, Early Irish Literature
      

      The Samhain festival falls at the end of the harvest and marks the conclusion of the agricultural cycle. At Samhain, the dark winter half of the year commences. It is the Celtic new year, the time when the walls between the worlds are thin, and communication is easy with those who have “passed over”—the wandering dead. It is a magical interval when the laws of time and space are suspended. Humans engage in strange and unpredictable behaviors that mirror the activities of the spirit world.

      Samhain is the time to bring honor and hospitality to dead ancestors. Prayers and food offerings are left on doorsteps and altars. Even if they are untouched by morning, the essence of the food is said to be transferred to the spirits.
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      A young Druid priest ritually gathers the last sheaf of grain from the harvest.
He is wearing a torque, symbol of his rank, and the white robes described
by Roman witnesses. As he gathers the sheaf he meditates on the sacrifice of
the grain god who has given his life so that all may eat.

      Samhain is a time to slaughter cattle and in general to complete the unfinished business of summer. Any produce left in the fields after Samhain is taboo, as it now belongs to the nature spirits.

      The new year begins at sunset on October 31. It marks a time of settling and reckoning of accounts, a time to finish with and discard influences and concepts that have outlived their usefulness. It is especially a time to reconnect with tribal and personal ancestors and guiding spirits.

      Samhain is one of the two “spirit-nights” of the year (Beltaine being the other)—a time of chaos when the fairies are most active. It is a night when witches are about, omens are seen, divinations are made, and household fires are kindled anew.

      At Samhain, the Sidhe-mounds open and the Sidhe are abroad in the countryside. The souls of the dead return and are made visible. It is a good time to clean the house and hearth in preparation for the visits of dead ancestors. Doors should be left unbolted and extra chairs put out.

      To celebrate the darkness of the unborn year, traditional people dressed in white or donned straw disguises. Boys and girls exchanged clothing, and efforts were made to fool the wandering spirits. In the spirit of mischief and chaos that reigned generally, household items were sometimes stolen and tossed into ponds or ditches. Livestock could be led into other people’s fields, and doors pelted with cabbages. Chimneys might be blocked with turf, and smoke blown in through keyholes.

      Tales of the supernatural were told from sunset until dawn, when the first cockcrow sent the spirits and the “little people” back to their dwellings. Marked stones were cast into the fires, and their condition upon retrieval in the morning showed the person’s fortune for the coming year.

      Household fires were relit from sacred bonfires started by friction, and people jumped through the flames for luck. The ashes were scattered in the fields, and blazing torches were carried around the boundaries to bless and protect the land. Potatoes*5 and apples were roasted and eaten as joyful dances were made around the sacred flames.

      In areas where seaweed was gathered, folk would come together at Samhain to offer a cup of ale or a bowl of porridge to the god of the sea, asking for a bountiful harvest of seaweed to eat and to fertilize the soil. The ritual was especially powerful if done in a storm, ensuring a bountiful harvest of sea vegetation of the shore.

      The deities associated with the Samhain festival are the Morrigan and the Dagda. The Dagda is known as the “Good God” and the “Red One of Great Knowledge”—In Ruad Ró-fhessa. He is also Eochaid Ollathair, the Great Father, patron of sciences.

      Divine warrior and archetypal chieftain, the Dagda is the personification of fertility, generosity, lawgiving, and protection. He possesses a magical staff with which he can kill the living or resurrect the dead. He is owner of a huge cauldron from which healing, regeneration, and food are always available for the tribe.

      The Dagda mated with the Morrigan as she straddled the River Unius in Connacht.

      The Morrigan, or Great Queen, is a triple Goddess of the Celtic tradition. Her three facets are Badb (crow), Macha (also crow), and Nemain (frenzy). Known also as the Battle Crow, she appears in the shape of a crow or raven, or as a woman accompanied by one of these birds. Crows and ravens were once a common sight in battlefields as they arrived in flocks to pick the bones of dead warriors. The Morrigan is one who influences the course of battles and who prophesies their outcome. She sometimes appears at the riverside washing the weapons and equipment of those who are about to die.

      At times she becomes a terrible hag dressed in red, or a surpassingly beautiful woman. If her amorous advances are rejected she becomes enraged, and she can shape-shift into an eel, a gray wolf, or a heifer—whichever form is most deadly to the offending suitor.

      The Morrigan is markedly sexual. She is also a mother; she bore a son, Meiche, who had three hearts inhabited by three snakes capable of killing all the animals in Ireland. Diancecht, a god of healing, killed Meiche and burned the snakes, thus saving the land from disaster.

      Badb, Macha, and Nemain, the three facets of the Morrigan, protected the Tuatha Dé Danaan with a cover of rain as they landed on Irish soil.

      The Morrigan is maiden, mother, and crone. She is the cailleach (hag) who delights in bloody battles and in the drowning of enemy soldiers beneath the white-capped waves. She may at times appear in bright apparel edged with gold.

      She is also the waxing, full, and waning moon, visible in the form of a raven to those about to die. Macha is the white foam on the ocean waves, the mane of the mother Morrigan’s head. Daughter of the sea, she in honored with offerings at Samhain.

      Samhain is, in essence, the time of preconception, the time of descent into black chaos from which new ideas and new life will ultimately spring.
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