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What People Are Saying About

Sage Advice

I have had the pleasure of working with Dawn Leith Dougherty of Tree of Life Incenses for several years, and her smudge blends are nothing short of extraordinary. Dawn’s extensive knowledge of herbs and her intuitive abilities make her blends uniquely beneficial. Her ability to create blends that resonate on a deep, energetic level sets her apart from others in the field. People benefit immensely from Dawn’s smoke-cleansing knowledge because she understands the properties of each herb and how they interact with each other. Her intuitive approach ensures that every blend is not only aromatic but also energetically potent. Dawn’s Tree of Life Incenses have been an integral part of my spell kits, providing the perfect complement to my own creations. I wholeheartedly endorse Dawn Dougherty and Tree of Life Incenses for anyone seeking superior smudge blends and incense mixes that truly make a difference in their spiritual practice.

Loren Morris, Primitive Witchery, author of Braiding Magic: The Art of Crafting Witches Spell Cords

Dawn Leith Dougherty carries extensive knowledge surrounding incense herbs and the intentions for what they are used for within the practice of smudging. Her book is practical, easy to read, and makes a wonderful addition to any bookshelf. I use each and every blend that she makes during my spiritual practices and healing work, and can attest not only to the effectiveness but also to the delicious lingering aroma that the blends leave behind. I highly endorse Sage Advice!

Lynn Green, healer, medium & co-host of Ohm-g Podcast
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Disclaimer

It must be stated here that the information provided in this book is solely for entertainment purposes. I do not guarantee the accuracy of the information contained herein, and some is considered to be the opinion of Dawn Leith Dougherty. All details contained in these pages can in no way diagnose or treat ailments or disease, or be taken as medical or health advice. Please consult a qualified medical practitioner for advice pertaining to your health issues. Dawn Leith Dougherty will not accept responsibility or liability whatsoever for injury, loss, or damage incurred by you, the reader, as a direct or indirect result of the guidance shared here. Recommendations and links contained herein and any information or products gleaned from them are to be considered for entertainment purposes. Any purchases made by you or websites visited as a direct or indirect result of reading this book are done at your own risk. By reading this book, you accept this disclaimer. It is recommended to do your own research on topics of interest to you.

Dawn Leith Dougherty





Preface

Smoke cleansing and house blessing should be fairly simple, fun, and straightforward. If you have been a bit frustrated trying to wade through complicated rituals or information pertaining to a culture or spiritual path to which you feel you may not belong or do not resonate with, never fear, help is here! While I use the word “smudging” often in this book for purposes of clarity, know that I am referring to “smoke cleansing” as a regular practice which can be done by anyone, as opposed to “Smudging Ceremony,” which is an indigenous Native American ceremonial closed practice. Much information is readily available in other books and on the internet, however, my intent is to put some of the basics and background information together in one place, and weed out what may not be necessary for general practice. Many times in my business I am asked a full gamut of questions about this topic, so decided to write about it, with many of my answers and advice to my customers edited into book form. Also included here is my own knowledge base from working with energetic herbs and resins, trials and errors, my own personal ritual and intentions, and dos and don’ts. My information and knowledge over the years come from my own research, personal experiences, and my own unverified personal gnosis (UPG). This book will address practical, simple, and everyday smoke cleansing practices to which folk of all ages, spiritual paths, religions, and cultures can identify and adopt. You will learn the reasons for energetic smudging and have a greater understanding of how this practice affects your home and personal space in a positive manner. You will learn all you need to know about how to make this an easy and rewarding part of your journey on this beautiful planet we call home.

I hope you enjoy this book and learn from it. I am honored to share information with you which I have learned over the years, that has contributed to my own daily health and wellness practices, as well as my spiritual path. May this book be an important part of your smoke cleansing practices.

Gratitude and blessings, Dawn Leith Dougherty





Introduction

The word ‘smudge’ comes from the old English word smogen. It is cited in several dictionaries as coming from 1400–50 late Middle English. It means to smear, blur, obscure, to smother with smoke, to use dense smoke to protect an area from insects. Another meaning is also ‘taken by surprise’. In English the term ‘smudge’ also means smut or dirt. It has been in use since the 15th century, and first appeared after the Norman conquest, so it’s certainly of Germanic origin.

 – Rachel Patterson1

Burning herbs and resins for many purposes is a tradition as old as time, utilized by peoples of many spiritual and religious traditions. Many plants have individual healing properties, known to our ancient ancestors, and used and appreciated in modern times, as well.

Indigenous peoples of the Americas, as well as those following a Western New Age spiritual path will sometimes use the term “smoke bowl blessing” for this practice, which is an important clearing and cleansing technique for your body, hearth, and home. Smudging is a recommended and welcome practice on a frequent basis to clear low or stagnant energy, clear your body and mind after a hard day’s work, and to purify the air during and after illnesses of all kinds. It is also a wonderful way to cleanse new items entering your home, or after visitors exit, to neutralize and clear the air. Smoke cleansing can, and should, be done before and after ritual of any tradition, to create or clear sacred space, and charge ritual tools.

Many of you are new to smoke cleansing, or may have seen it done at some point, but wondered what it was all about. Some of you may know about white sage bundles, but are unaware of or unfamiliar with other plants and resins that can be added to your incense and cleansing practices. There are a myriad of herbs, weeds, flowers, and tree resins that have physical, mental, as well as energetic healing properties, and can be added to your smoke bowl, some of which can be easily obtained, grown, or wild harvested by you. I will address some of the more common ones in this book.

In this book you will find some easy rituals and suggestions to enhance your own lifestyle. You may find that you will be able to add to and deepen spiritual practices in ways of your own choosing, or even strip it down to basics, “woo” it up or dial it down, it all works in the way you intend. What you will not find in this book is advocation of or denigration of any specific culture or spiritual path. All are free to walk their own paths, know that energetic smudging practices are non-denominational, and transcend any religious beliefs held by myself or anyone reading this book. My experiences align with many others’ and reflect what I have written in this book. I encourage you to create your own experiences, blends, and notes about how incense, herbs, and resins work for you, because everyone experiences things in their own individual way. Smudging/smoke cleansing is an ancient and respected practice done by many cultures of the world, and pre-dates any modern spiritual dogmas.





Chapter 1

Smudging Practices of the Ancients

Light the incense! You have to burn to be fragrant

~ Rumi

In ancient times, indigenous peoples of the world worked with the plant kingdom and elementals of nature. Our ancestors considered the “plant people” as intelligent and respected beings, as they did the animal kingdom. They knew what plants and their roots, stems, fruits, flowers, and leaves were to be used for food and medicine, how to prepare them, and which ones to avoid. They believed that their gods provided these sacred beings to them for the purposes of food and medicine, and used them, as well as harvested them, with great respect. Ancient peoples not only lived on the earth, but with the earth and her cycles and seasons. They were aware and watchful of plant and animal behavior, and learned which plants were healing or harmful by watching wildlife, as well as their own trial and error. They touched, tasted, and smelled most everything, and intuited energetic properties of natural materials by using them in their own daily lives and ceremonies.

Humans in past times knew these things and used plant resins (like frankincense, myrrh, copal etc.), woods such as sandalwood, palo santo, and agarwood, as well as herbs like rosemary, lavender, cedar, and sages to keep illness away and to cleanse their space, and in sacred rituals. Incense (which in Latin means “to arouse” in regard to emotions) of various kinds has been used in all ancient cultures. Unlike today, where some people burn incense sticks as a room freshener, incenses were burned to honor their deities, banish insects, demons and evil spirits, purify and consecrate the air in ceremonies and in temples, and burned in hospitals, sickrooms, and funerals to kill bacteria and viruses and keep illness away (as well as noxious smells), which was one of the original uses for frankincense and myrrh. Obviously, people didn’t know microbes existed then, but knew their herbs and resins could potentially keep sickness that led to disease at bay. Hippocrates was known to have helped drive away plague by having the city of Athens burn herbs throughout the entire city. Sacred smoke is considered to be an herbal messenger to the gods, like a bridge from earth to the heavens. A stone tablet from around 1500 B.C.E. at the Sphinx in Egypt describes these practices. Spices, herbs, and resins were highly prized by these ancient peoples, so much so that some of them were considered to be gifts worthy only of their kings and queens, or the ruling classes. Wise people and medicine folk used (and still do) smoke from incense in their divination practices, as well as prescribe it for natural healing of ailments. As an energy practitioner, I cleanse myself and my tools before any work that I am doing, no matter what.

Western peoples may be somewhat familiar with the Native American smudging practices, many of which include cedar, sweetgrass, and white sage, and have probably seen white sage smudge sticks, and these are now fairly commonly shared worldwide. There are numerous tribes throughout the Americas, so the herbs and methods used can differ from region to region. The sacred smoke bowl blessing is one term for the clearing of space, honoring of spirit, and the beginning of ceremony in many Native American traditions. The five elements are represented in incense ceremonies from many cultures which include earth, air, fire, water, and the smoke is ether or spirit. The vessel used differs also from tribe to tribe, as some use abalone or other shells for the water element, and others do not, believing the water element negates the fire element. Birds and their feathers are highly revered, and represent the element of air. Feathers, feather wands, and wings are used by peoples all over the world to disperse smoke and in brushing away unwanted energy. Tobacco is also sacred to the North American indigenous people, and used in pipe ceremonies, as offering to nature spirits, as well as Great Spirit. Sacred herbal smoke carries intentions, prayers, and wishes to the realms of the gods and ancestors.

In Central American cultures, the tree resin, copal, is frequently used, and is also one of my personal favorites. Copal can inspire insights, a way to see subtle energy, and in Popol Vuh, (“Book of Community”) the K’iche peoples’ story of creation, it is described as a “seeing instrument.” Amazon cultures revere the beautiful and sweet palo santo or “Holy Wood.” Palo Santo is a protected tree and should be sustainably harvested. Only fallen wood is harvested, and then only if the wood has been aged for at least four to ten years. Only then can it be used, and the fragrant oils in the wood are more concentrated.

European people would burn sages, mugwort, and other herbs that grow there, as well as oak moss, and evergreens such as pine and cedar. The practice of saining, comes from Scottish folk magic fumigation practices meant to purify, heal, protect, and bless. People would burn pine bundles in homes to bless mothers and newborns. In larger saining rituals, livestock would be driven between bonfires, usually lit with juniper, yew, and pine, and people would jump through or over them. Animals would be sained with medicinal herbs to heal them from illness. Folk would sometimes carry home embers from these fires to light their hearth fires and bless their home. Saining was also done with blessed water. In the New Year’s Hogmanay customs, this is still done today. We cannot equate Saining to a Smudging Ceremony, or energetic smoke bowl cleansing, as these practices aren’t easily swapped one for the other and are mutually and culturally exclusive.

Ancient Egyptians made their specially blended kyphi incense for thousands of years, and it is still made and used today. This is a compound blend of ingredients ground and mixed together to form chunks. The combination of ingredients contains ingredients such as (but not limited to) cinnamon, lemongrass, cedar, juniper berries, sage, cardamom, gum mastic, myrrh, frankincense, among many others. The traditional base of kyphi is honey, fruit, and wine.

Eastern traditions in India and Asia have well documented incense uses deriving from local plants and many combinations of these for much the same purposes as seen worldwide. Of course, most of us know that the Bible and Torah are filled with accounts of medicinal herbs and resins and their importance in those cultures. Not the least of which is the very famous story of Jesus’ birth, and the gifts of frankincense and myrrh. As we know, these resins are still burned today in the Catholic churches, and many of us are very familiar with the intoxicating aroma. Herbs are medicine, as all ancient cultures knew, and fortunately that knowledge has not been lost. We can all benefit from a return to some of this ancient knowledge.

In our modern times, humans have strayed far away from the natural gifts of our planet, that people just don’t understand these things anymore, unfortunately. Many of us have noticed a bit of a shift in regards to people having a great interest, as well as a need, for natural foods and medicines, and spirituality. This also includes a back to nature approach for many and a yearning for that which has been lost by so many over the years of “progress.” Science is coming to terms with what so many indigenous peoples, empaths and sensitives, witches, herbalists, and neo-pagans already understand about energy and how it works, in the study of quantum physics. We now have an understanding that everything is made of vibrating energy, surrounded by an electromagnetic field of energy (what is sometimes termed as “aura”) and that energy cannot be destroyed. When an organic being dies, their energy does not die with them, it simply takes another form. One does not need to have but a basic understanding of this to know that energy fields can be affected by outside influences, whether “positive” or “negative.” I put these words into quotations, because energy really isn’t positive/negative, dark/light, bad/good, etc., it just is. Storms, air purifiers, and salt lamps, for example, emit negative ions, which are good for us. The basic difference is simply vibration. Low vibration energy is considered by some to be “bad,” “heavy,” or “dark,” whereas high vibration energy can be considered by some to be “good,” or “light.” It always feels better to vibrate at a higher frequency of positivity and light, of course, rather than to dwell at the low end of the spectrum. It is good to remember, however, that we are having a human experience here and that we have a need to experience all the expressions of frequency that we are able. It is natural, normal, and human to do so, and if one is having a “low energy day,” it is natural and should be acknowledged. Energy is cyclical.

I am an Animist, a Pagan, and a practicing witch on an early modern traditional path. I am also a Reiki Master Teacher. Animism in my own daily life, healing practice, and spiritual path gives me the understanding that everything I see and touch has an energy field, and some kind of consciousness. I talk to inanimate objects and plants all the time. Do they talk back? In an extremely subtle fashion and in their own way, yes they do. In my yard, as well as walks in the woods, I try to drop into sensation awareness of my own body, and then the area in which I walk. When I do this, I notice subtle energies around me. I can feel if I feel welcome there that day, or when the spirits of place are less than friendly, which has happened. I do most of the time try to speak softly and introduce myself, and ask the beings who dwell there that no harm come to me and to see me as a friend. I leave a bit of my herbs or flowers as an offering and pour some water from my bottle. When I can, I try to give these at the base of a large tree. Sometimes, there are what I call Guardian Trees, the really big old ones, and give these majestic spirits the offerings, touch them, and say hello. When I enter with respect, I intend for the land spirits, trees, animals, rocks, and plants to notice this and hopefully let me pass. Most times, I will always come home with a gift just for me from Nature, some of which weren’t there on the path into the woods but are sitting there for me to notice on my way out. I always bring trash bags to pick up any litter I see and carry it out with me. Never leave anything but footprints in Nature, and don’t tie things to trees that could kill a branch or choke an animal if left there. Please don’t leave offerings that could make the land or an animal sick, like salt and food items other than raw fruits or vegetables, and never take anything from a place without asking first, preferably leaving an offering and a thank you! You do not have to consider yourself an Animist or a Pagan to have animistic and respectful daily practices. But, if you are on a walk to wildharvest plants, get permission from the plant, leave an offering of water or something else biodegradable, and only take part of the plant. Please see the Chapter 4 on Wildharvesting, and do no harm.

It must be stated that regardless of the methods of herbal cleansing that appeal to you and that you decide to adopt as practice, you must honor and understand the cultures, traditions, and peoples that came before you or have shared with you their knowledge. In other words, if you are a non-indigenous person burning white sage or palo santo, for example, please have respect and understanding of where in the world these plants come from, which cultures they are attributed to, and their properties. Never misappropriate indigenous cultures and adopt their sacred dress and ceremony. Respect for other peoples and their cultures is paramount. That being said, similar plants grow around the world, and even in ancient times, our ancestors traded with other cultures, and some traditions are a syncretization of some older traditions and blending of cultures, the origins of which have occasionally been lost to time. If there are incenses and herbs you are curious about, try them! If at any time you feel uncomfortable using certain ingredients or doing any kind of practice or ritual and it doesn’t sit right somehow, then don’t do them again, or maybe swap out one herb for another that may resonate with you a bit more. For example, if you feel uneasy using white sage, pick an herb with similar properties and use that instead. I know many people are trying to shed outdated ideas and world views and are trying to live their lives a bit more authentically to find their own sense of place and belonging. This can be hard for some of us who do not live anywhere near the places of the world where our ancestors hailed from, if we even know who they are. For these reasons, it seems we are lost at times with little connection to our ancestors’ cultures leaving us with no knowledge of their history. It is perfectly alright to use readily available items in your own practices, to try and experiment in the privacy of your own home, but please make them your own, while having the utmost reverence and respect for those who came before you, as well as honor for the plants themselves.

Some people do not have much connection to their ancestry, or have a few cultures represented in their family, and we may simply identify as inhabitants of the country we were born in. This is prevalent in the USA, which is wonderfully known as a beautiful melting pot of races, cultures, and spiritual traditions from all over the world. We may want to use the herbs that are native to our continent, because this is where we call Home. But if the history of colonization that came with Europeans is problematic for you, as it is for many, consider this. See how you can connect with your Ancestors’ heritage, read about these places, their cultures and history, and the plants and foods that grow there. Look up your ancestry with a DNA service, if you aren’t sure. Understand that many plants grow in many countries around the world and it is ok to use them as your ancestors did, and that this may look quite similar to practices of people who live on the other side of the world. Sweetgrass is a good example, as it is not only sacred to indigenous Native Americans, but also to Scandinavians, and very easily grown in many places worldwide. Rosemary and lavender are such wonderful and beloved healer plants, also easily grown in many gardens throughout the world, that no one should have any qualms about using. If you live in an area you can grow the herbs you like and resonate with, use them, these are yours, you grew them with your own hands and lots of love, use them for whatever purpose you choose! Use your own discernment and be sure to eschew the use of any material that you do not feel comfortable using, as this could change the energy you are adding to your mix.
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