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“Hopman has gathered a far-ranging collection of herbal lore. . 
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“Weaves together the magic of sacred herbs with wonderful recipes. Hopman provides easy-to-follow herbal formulas and remedies that will fill the beginner as well as the advanced practitioner with the inspiration and magic of the herbal spirits.”
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. . . This excellently researched work is a must-have for any herbalist as an important resource.”
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“The power of The Sacred Herbs of Spring goes much beyond its medicinal preparations. Hopman takes us on an enchanted journey into the world of Fairies and Elves, spirits that lead us along an avenue into the Otherworld, the world beyond.”
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Song of Summer

Summer-time, season supreme!

Splendid is colour then.

Blackbirds sing a full lay

If there be a slender shaft of day.

The dust-coloured cuckoo calls aloud:

Welcome, splendid summer!

The bitterness of bad weather is past,

The boughs of the wood are a thicket.

Panic startles the heart of the deer,

The smooth sea runs apace—

Season when ocean sinks asleep,

Blossom covers the world.

Bees with puny strength carry

A goodly burden, the harvest of blossoms;

Up the mountain-side kine take with them mud,

The ant makes a rich meal.

The harp of the forest sounds music,

The sail gathers—perfect peace;

Colour has settled on every height,

Haze on the lake of full waters.

The corncrake, a strenuous bard, discourses,

The lofty cold waterfall sings

A welcome to the warm pool—

The talk of the rushes has come.

Light swallows dart aloft,

Loud melody encircles the hill,

The soft rich mast buds,

The stuttering quagmire prattles.

The peat-bog is as the raven’s coat,

The loud cuckoo bids welcome,

The speckled fish leaps—

Strong is the bound of the swift warrior.

Man flourishes, the maiden buds

In her fair strong pride.

Perfect each forest from top to ground,

Perfect each great stately plain.

Delightful is the season’s splendour,

Rough winter has gone:

Every fruitful wood shines white,

A joyous peace is summer.

A flock of birds settles

In the midst of meadows,

The green field rustles,

Wherein is a brawling white stream.

A wild longing is on you to race horses,

The ranked host is ranged around:

A bright shaft has been shot into the land,

So that the water-flag is gold beneath it.

A timorous, tiny, persistent little fellow

Sings at the top of his voice,

The lark sings clear tidings:

Surpassing summer-time of delicate hues!

TRADITIONAL IRISH POEM,
TRANSLATED BY KUNO MEYER



FOREWORD

By Chris Aldridge

Across the vastness of Gaia, the Gods have nurtured plants both for their own pleasures and for the benefit of humans along the often hard roads of life. The beautiful blooms of the world have greeted us alongside every path we have walked, even in Divine manifestations such as Chloris, the Goddess of Flowers. The plants and herbs of Earth are literally a plethora of gifts from the immortals, placed in various areas around us so that with each passing step we take, there might be assistance from the Divine world that never wishes to abandon us or see us in agony or despair. Like a caring and compassionate mother or father or good friends, the Gods leave us little gifts around the house to make our day just a bit better.

There is hardly a God without a plant of their own, whether it be the precious hyacinth of Apollo (formed from his admiration for humans), the intriguing cypress of Artemis, the elaborate and liberating vines of Dionysus, or the pure and as of today unknown Moly that Hermes gave Odysseus to shield him from the magic of a chaotic Witch. There is also hardly a spell or ritual that cannot be benefited by a plant, whether it be a Rose for Aphrodite’s love or a simple stick of Sage to banish evil or negativity.

Sometimes the Gods themselves were even symbolized by plants or natural growths or had their sanctuaries established around them. Trees were made into sacred precincts in very early times, where they were sectioned off with decoration, creating an important religious center. In modern times, Pagans might even consider themselves to have been visited or contacted by Hermes if they were to suddenly be given his sacred flower, the Crocus. Or, if someone adheres to an animistic Pagan religion, they would see their Gods everywhere, in all things natural.

Our relationship with the Gods, combined with the knowledge we have gained throughout thousands of years, has given us the simple yet universally powerful blessings of the plant and herbal world, whether it helps us with spiritual work or to cure our most serious illnesses through modern medicine. These gifts of the Gods have literally saved our lives in every way possible. Although, sadly, humans haven’t always accepted their assistance. Locked up in the cages of our own ignorance, we cannot see that many of our medical issues, physical and mental, could be solved by simple cannabis. Humans often wonder why the Gods won’t help them, and yet we refuse their help every day. But the aid and remedies are out there, waiting for us to take them.

Go for a stroll in Nature while asking the Gods for guidance, and you may very well be pointed in the direction of one of these many known or unknown life-forms from the blessed soil of Mother Earth. That’s why this book is an amazing resource for Pagans who seek the old Gods and the natural ways of life. Here, the simplest as well as the most complex herbs and plants are brought to practical and possible light, and many amazing secrets, methods, and bits of knowledge are revealed with such detail and precision that even temples and religious orders may find it helpful to house it in their libraries today.

Ellen leads the reader and/or practitioner through a fantastic world of illustration, description, and method, bringing her plant and herbal knowledge and mankind’s essential elements together for the benefit of all people. It’s as if the herbal world itself is housed inside its own universal temple, and in the reader’s hands is now that temple’s holy book.

CHRIS ALDRIDGE is an American writer, theologian, and mythologist and who has been an active priest in ancient Greek practices since 2009. He owns and operates his own temple and sanctuary grounds in Machesney Park, Illinois. Find him online at 
www.caldridge.net and 
www.totgg.org.
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INTRODUCTION

THE ORIGINS OF BELTAINE

The month of May is a time of great spiritual power for those who are attuned to natural cycles. In the Northern Hemisphere the sap is rising in the trees and medicinally beneficial new leaves and flowers are reappearing. For Druids, Witches, and other followers of the Nature religions, May is the time to celebrate love, fertility, and the new growth of summer during the festival of Beltaine (a.k.a. Bealtaine to the Irish or Beltane to the English), or May Day, on May 1, and most of this book is dedicated to these magical aspects of the celebration.

Beltaine is a little-celebrated holiday in modern secular America, likely because the Puritan settlers of New England disapproved of the festival. Its later association with union and labor protests caused it to be suppressed by modern ruling factions. During the McCarthy era of the 1950s, the U.S. government actively discouraged its observance in public schools and public media because the Russians had an annual May Day military parade, which was a sore point for our ruling class.

As a person who went to elementary school in the 1950s and 1960s I can still remember making May baskets and being instructed to hang them on some neighbor’s door as a surprise. In those days we also walked to and from school, something almost no one does anymore, and on my way I dutifully hung my paper basket and flowers on a stranger’s doorknob.

Die-hard Anglophile Morris dancers still greet the Beltaine dawn even though they are largely regarded as reenactors of a faded folk tradition. Among the general public there is no mass consumption of May Day candy or sending of May Day cards or gathering for May Day parties. But I am happy to report that Maypoles and Beltaine festivals are popular and essential rites for modern Pagans, Witches, and Druids.


Ancient Origins of the Festival

The ancient Proto-Indo-Europeans celebrated Pria (meaning “beloved” or “friend”), the Goddess of Love, Generosity, and Spring Flowers. She was also known as the Hittite Puru; the Sanskrit Priya, Parvati, and the masculine Prajapati; the Greek Aphrodite; the Roman Venus; the Slavic Priye; and the Albanian Prende.

She was said to reside in a walled garden with fruit trees and a spring or well, and her festival coincided with the blooming of the fruit trees, which varied from location to location but generally happened around May Day. She was also associated with the later fruit harvest.1

Pria became known as the Goddess Freya in Old Norse, Frôwâ in Old High German, and Frea in Langobardic and Old English. Freya was the patroness of romantic love and caused the flowers to bloom, the ice to melt, the seeds to sprout, and the sunlight of spring to strengthen.2




Beltaine and the Celts

BELLTAINE “May-day” i.e. bil-tene i.e. lucky fire, i.e. two fires which Druids used to make with great incantations, and they used to bring the cattle [as a safeguard] against the diseases of each year to those fires . . . they used to drive the cattle between them.

WHITLEY STOKES, 
CORMAC’S GLOSSARY

In ancient times the Celtic Beltaine festival, known as Lá Bealtaine in Irish, Là Bealltainn in Scots Gaelic, Laa Boaltinn/Boaldyn in Manx, and Calan Mai in Welsh, was as potent a spirit night as Samhain, or Halloween, still is. In modern neo-Pagan religions such as Druidism and Wicca, both festivals are celebrated with equal enthusiasm.

Samhain marked the start of the dark season of cold and the apparent death of the vegetation, when the herds were brought down from the hills and the harvest had to be safely stored away. Anything left in the fields after Samhain belonged to the aos sí (Fairies).

Beltaine, the spirit night on the opposite end of the calendar, marked the time when the animals were sent back up to the hillsides to graze and was a festival to honor the sun with yellow flowers, dances, picnics, music, and general merrymaking. On the eve of the celebration (for the Celts, the day began at sundown) it was said that Witches flew and the Fairies trooped and made themselves visible.

Fire figured prominently at Beltaine. Besides the ritual driving of the herds between two fires, there were also great bonfires on the hilltops. In Ireland the perpetual Druidical fire at Uisneach—the axis mundi, or geographic center and seat, of the Archdruid—became the central fire altar for all of Éire (the entire island of Ireland, from the north to the south). Household fires were doused, and the tribes waited as runners made the circuit from their kingdoms to Uisneach and back, carrying home the sacred flames from the central fire altar. Every household fire was relit from the same sacred flame, bringing spiritual unity to a land often riven by cattle raids and skirmishes between the tribes.




Sacred Herbs and Beltaine

Who among us has not felt that impatient longing for spring after a dark and cold winter? The appearance of the new green and then the first flowers tells us that summer is truly on its way. Herbalists, gardeners, and nature enthusiasts revel in the growing light and the kaleidoscope of colors that Mother Nature provides. Those with a mystical bent experience a reflection of the sacred in the face of every flower, while gardeners delight in the first greens for the kitchen and medicinal herbalists gather herbs for new tinctures and teas. In this book you will learn the traditional ways in which our ancestors celebrated and gave thanks for the plants of spring and how you can do so too!
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UNDERSTANDING

The ritual forms in this book may look a bit different from what you are used to, especially if you are familiar with Wicca or other neo-Pagan approaches. For example, there is no “casting of a circle” to create an enclosed space and raise a cone of power. Traditional Celtic rituals are open affairs where people and animals wander in and out at will. One reason for this is so that Gods, Goddesses, and Nature Spirits can move through the ritual area as they feel called. Highly formalized magical circles come from Ceremonial Magic developed at a much later date.

Following are some of the cosmological underpinnings of the Celtic ritual form.


Two Seasons

The first principle is the division of the sacred year. For the ancient Celts there were only two seasons: summer and winter—the light half of the year and the dark half of the year, respectively. The dark half began at Samhain, a.k.a. Halloween or All Souls Day, while the light half began at Beltaine, or May Day, as it is known in modern times. These two festivals were the holiest days of the Celtic year, acting as portals between dark and light, between one state of existence and another. They were times of chaos and change when Spirits were said to move freely between the worlds and communication with dead ancestors was most easily achieved.

Both of these festivals were centered around the activities of cows: at Beltaine the cows were sent to their summer pastures in the hills, while at Samhain the cows were brought back to the comforts of the winter enclosure. This ancient movement of the herds is mirrored in the activities of wild animals. We can see it, for example, in the bison who move up and down the hillsides of Yellowstone park in the spring and fall.

In ancient times at Beltaine the departing cows were ritually blessed by passing them between two sacred fires as they left the farm. These fires were supposed to be close enough that a white cow passing between them would have her hair singed brown. Cows were thought of as lunar, watery animals that produced milk—the all-important liquid that would later make butter and cheese for the tribes. By passing the cows through the fires, water and fire were brought together, an act that was seen as a powerful form of magic. The ancient Celts believed that the world was made of fire and water, and wherever these two elements came together, transformation, creation, and powerful change were possible. The High God of Beltaine was the Daghda, and the High Goddess of Samhain was the Mórrigan.

Between Beltaine and Samhain there were two other important fire festivals: Imbolc and Lughnasad. Imbolc happened at midwinter, in early February, and was held in honor of the Great Triple Goddess Brighid, daughter of the Daghda and patroness of the bards and poets, healers, and smiths. It was a milk festival that celebrated the renewed lactation of the ewes and the ceremonial start to the plowing season.

Lughnasad was the celebration of the first fruits of the harvest and was observed from late July to mid-August, depending on when the new grain was ripe. At this festival horses, which were understood to be solar creatures of fire, were ritually cleansed by being driven through living water such as a lake or a stream, and once again fire and water were brought together to empower the world. Horse races and other games of skill and competition as well as great fairs and poetry contests marked the occasion. This festival honored the God Lugh, who was master of every art, and his foster mother, Tailtiu, who can be understood to represent the Earth Mother herself. Tailtiu was honored for her self-sacrifice in providing cleared fields and grain for the tribes.




Three Worlds

For the Celts there were three worlds that existed simultaneously and that were intertwined with each other to make up the whole of existence. The world of Sea, or water, was the Underworld of the ancestors and the sidhe, or Fairies. This world was under the earth but could be accessed through water; hence offerings were dropped into lakes, ponds, wells, and streams as gifts for the Fairy realms and for the honored dead.

The world of Land was the sacred realm of plants, trees, animals, stones, and humans. Some of the inhabitants of this world, such as stones and trees, were especially venerated, because a stone could be half underground and half above ground and thus reside between two worlds, while a tree had its roots in the Underworld of Sea, its trunk in the realm of Land, and its branches touching the Sky realm. Offerings were made to sacred trees and stones to honor their existence between the realms. Deeply rooted trees such as Ashes and Oaks and standing stones that projected from the earth were understood to be liminal objects of power that could help a person travel between the worlds. Rituals were performed in the presence of such trees and stones for this reason.

The world of Sky was the domain of the Sky Gods and Goddesses, of thunder Gods such as Taranis and of the winged raven and crow emissaries of the Triple Goddess of Battle, the Mórrigan. Solar deities such as Belenos and Áine were honored with fire offerings. Lugh and Brighid, who were the master and mistress of the arts and associated with fire and light, were honored at the forge and at the fire altar. Offerings were made to sacred fires to reach the Sky realm, because the fires carried the offerings upward, via the smoke.

For the Druids the symbol that perhaps best encapsulated these Three Worlds of existence was a tree, which could span the worlds, and every tribe had a bíle (pronounced bill-eh), or sacred tree, under which oaths were sworn in the presence of a Druid. Such a tree was simultaneously a church, a courthouse, and a meeting place for elders, tribal leaders, and Druids. The health and luck of the community were tied to the bíle, and the worst thing that could befall a community was to have their sacred tree cut down.

The Three Worlds were also understood to exist within the human form. There were said to be three cauldrons within the human body: the Cauldron of Wisdom in the head, the Cauldron of Motion in the chest, and the Cauldron of Incubation or Cauldron of Warming in the abdomen. The Cauldron of Wisdom in the head can be seen as a reflection of the Sky World of the High Gods; those who inspire us with their wit, wisdom, and skill. The Cauldron of Motion in the chest reflects the beauty and poetry of nature and the sacred land and when fully motivated inspires great works of art. The Cauldron of Warming in the belly is a mirror of the bowels of the Earth, the Underworld; it breaks down, digests, and distributes nourishment and heat to the whole body.

The Cauldron of Wisdom was born upside down in all people and was gradually turned upright by training and by divine intervention. The Cauldron of Motion was born on its side in most people. It was the origin of emotions and of poetic art and had to be turned fully upright through spiritual and poetic exercises so as to achieve artistic mastery. The Cauldron of Incubation was the seat of warming, sustenance, and health. Born in the belly and upright in most people, in a healthy person it was said to be right side up, while in a sick person it lay on its side. This cauldron was turned completely upside down at death. These three cauldrons are comparable to three major chakras within the human body. In ancient Vedic times there were originally just three chakras, an example of the close ties between Celtic religion, Vedic religion, and Hinduism.

In the ancient Irish poem “The Cauldron of Poesy,” a composition attributed to Amergin Glúingel (“white knees”), the three cauldrons are described in the following manner:

The Gods do not give the same wisdom to everyone, tipped, inverted, right-side-up; no knowledge, half-knowledge, full knowledge—

What then is the root of poetry and every other wisdom? Not hard; three cauldrons are born in every person—the cauldron of warming, the cauldron of motion and the cauldron of wisdom.

The cauldron of warming is born upright in people from the beginning. It distributes wisdom to people in their youth.

The cauldron of motion, however, increases after turning; that is to say it is born tipped on its side, growing within.

The cauldron of wisdom is born on its lips and distributes wisdom in poetry and every other art. 
. . . Not every poet has it on its back, for the cauldron of motion must be turned by sorrow or joy.1




Four Treasures

By tradition the Tuatha de Danann, or the “tribe of Danu,” flew in from the north, bringing their four treasures with them: the Sword of Nuada, the Cauldron of the Daghda, the Spear of Lugh, and the Lia Fail, or Stone of Destiny.

Of the Sword of Nuada it was said that no one could escape it once it was unsheathed. But a sword was not just a battle implement in ancient times. A sword had many practical uses: cutting meat, hacking brush, digging, carving, reaping, and shaping objects. It was a symbol of wisdom, skill, creativity, honor, truth, and discernment. In legends a noble sword uncovered truth and slayed falsehood.

The Cauldron of the Daghda was said to be a magical, inexhaustible container of food from which no one left unsatisfied, and Druids were said to be able to bring slain warriors back to life by dipping them into magical cauldrons of healing. Cups and drinking horns were related symbols that held magical, noble, and nourishing liquids from the Gods and were containers for the magical wisdom of the Otherworld and the mysteries of nature. The legends of the quest for the Holy Grail are a remembrance of these mystical objects.

The Spear of Lugh was said to make its bearer invincible. It belonged to the bright shining God who was master of every art. While Lugh was a great warrior, he was also a magician, goldsmith, harper, healer, and many other things besides. His bright spear symbolized determination, mastery of talents, the growth of wisdom, intense focus on a skill or an art, profound intelligence, the fire of otherworldly inspiration, and the fires of thought and inspiration in the head.

The Stone of Destiny, or the Lia Fail, was the magical coronation stone that roared when the true king put his feet upon it. A “lia” is a worked or inscribed stone, not a rough natural stone. With its base in the ground and its top in the air it is a boundary marker between one world and another, just as the true king must be a bridge from this world to the divine realms. The color of the stone is gray, symbolic of wisdom and knowledge, and a “fail” is an enclosure or protective ring that surrounds and guards the kingdom. Thus, this stone, which was said to reside at Tara and that was later taken to Scotland (and then purloined by the English crown) is an ancient stone that has been inscribed in a sacred and mysterious way so that it guards the kingdom. When the true ruler, one who is a wise and true protector of the land approaches it, it will speak out clearly. Until then, the stone will stay silent, holding its secrets and guarding its power for the rightful king who is to come.




Five Directions

There were as many as twelve directions that were considered significant by the Celts. We know this because there were twelve winds, or airts, that were recognized for their unique effects upon the land and the people.*1 But for religious purposes there were five major directions found in myths and stories.†2

The north was the direction of battle and fire; its emblem was the sword, and its creature the eagle. It was the direction of warriors and of Gods. Winds from the north presaged strife and conflict.

The east was the direction of abundance and prosperity. Its emblems were symbols of wealth—good earth, fine clothing, bees and honey—and its creature was the salmon.

The south was the Goddess direction, associated with water and creative arts such as music and poetry. Its creature was the sow, an animal who roots deep into the dark earth for inspiration and sustenance, bringing hidden treasures to light.

The west was the place of history keeping, storytelling, illumination, inner fire, and learning and then passing on the mysteries. It was the airy direction of the intellect. Its creature was the stag.

The center was the fifth sacred direction that completed a ritual space. Its emblem was the stone, its creature the Great Mare of Sovereignty who symbolized the Goddess of the Land. It was the place of mastery and of rulership. Five was the number that implied a sacred whole.

These five directions are mirrored in the Mount Meru of Hindu cosmology, where the four continents are said to be arranged around a mythical central mountain whose roots penetrate the same distance under the ocean as its peak rises to the sky.

While modern Druids of today are actively searching out the ancient proto-Vedic roots that the Hindu and Celtic religions hold in common, we are also turning to intact, living Earth religions such as Native American traditions and Siberian shamanism for clues as to how to revive the ancient European Earth-centered tribal ways. There are many parallels to be found in Native American fire altars, prayers to water, reverence for sacred animals, plants, and trees, and the recognition that women as well as men can be tribal leaders, medicine people, and clergy.*3 It is an exciting time to be a participant in the Celtic Reconstructionist effort to reconnect with our ancient tribal ways and to honor the Earth and her creatures.
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A PRIMER ON FAIRIES AND 
HELPFUL SPIRITS

There are many kinds of Fairies and many different ways to reach them and petition them for help. Everyone should try to form a bond with at least one kind of helpful Fairy or Spirit ally. The best way to begin is to read widely. Look for traditional stories and folktales, especially those related to your own ancestry or the land where you now reside. See if one particular Spirit calls out to you. Be patient—this can take time. Your familiar Spirit could be a household Fairy (Brownie, Hobgoblin, etc.), the genius loci of a natural place, an ancestor who wants to help you and guide you, a plant ally, or an animal familiar.


Traveling to the Land of Fairy

During the day imagine yourself traveling to the Fairy realm under a hill, on a high mountaintop, within the roots of a large tree, in a deep cave, under a lake, or beneath the sea. At night before you go to sleep picture the same scene. Keep a notebook and pen by your bedside. As soon as you wake, write down any dream you had. If you can’t remember a dream just write down: “I do not remember my dreams from last night.”

It will help if you leave an offering on your Fairy altar or in the dining room, just for the Spirits. You may also have a Fairy altar in the garden or on a balcony. If you are honored with a Fairy dream be sure to thank them in the morning. Offer them food at least once a week to build up a close family relationship.




Fairy Magicians and Fairy Doctors

There are individuals who from early childhood are “taken” by the Fairies and taught medicinal herb lore, often after a serious illness. The way this happens is usually through a music-induced trance, a dream, or while dancing. I personally know of a fiddler who was playing in an Irish pub at a furious pace when a local man came up to him and warned him to stop or he would be taken by the Fairies. Depending on your point of view, being taken is either a good thing or a very serious matter!

In Serbian reports an individual approaches the Fairy tree of the village and spontaneously starts to dance. Or an individual might start dancing anywhere and not be able to stop for nine days and nights. Persons chosen this way become Fairy doctors and healers for their community.

I can recall a similar experience when I was at the Findhorn community in Scotland. A group of us were thrown together for “experience week,” right before we were to take part in a two-week healing intensive. We were taught traditional circle dances, mostly to old Irish, Greek, or Hungarian music, but our favorite was always the Irish tune “The King of the Fairies.” According to tradition when that melody is played three times, the King of the Fairies must appear. But he only stays if he approves of the gathering. Every time our group was taken on an excursion to a forest or ancient sacred site we spontaneously began to dance, even when there was no music to be heard. We just couldn’t help ourselves! I remember that the group facilitators were quite mystified.

Those who work with the Fairies leave offerings at sacred places—in a meadow, at a spring, within a circle drawn around a sick person, at the base of a Fairy tree (usually a Hawthorn in Serbia and in many Celtic areas, or a Rose in Transylvania), or at the place where a person first fell ill. These offerings are made at regular intervals: every week, month, or year after the onset of the illness. The standard gifts are milk, honey, bread, cake, or wine.

While being treated, the sick person dresses in white, and the Fairy doctor draws a circle around them, chants charms, and asks the Fairies to undo any harm and bring health to the sufferer.1




Fairies and Spirits With Whom You Can Bond

Wandering alone on a full moon night or when sleeping or meditating near the hearth or beneath a blooming Elder or Apple tree, you may experience an unexpected Fairy encounter. It’s always nice to have some familiarity with the Spirits who are out there, just in case you meet one.

Weiße Frauen (White Women, German), Witte Wieven (Dutch), White Ladies (England), Dames Blanches (France)

The Weiße Frauen are Germanic Elf Spirits or Light Elves (Old Norse: Ljósálfar) who often appear at high noon, dressed in white and sitting by the water combing their long hair. They are a type of Nature Spirit who likes to guard castles, and they may require you to dance with them before they let you pass. Be sure to do what they ask, because if you don’t, they will torment you.2

Kobold

Kobolds are Germanic House Spirits who look like little wizened men dressed in peasant garb, but they can also appear as an animal, a fire, a feather, a candle, or some other object. They come and go by the chimney and may appear at your door in the guise of a pitiful, wet creature.

If you take them in, they will move into the house. They help with the household chores but play tricks on you if they feel neglected. Some of them live in mines and help miners; others live on ships and aid sailors. People used to carve statues of them out of Boxwood or Mandrake root and store the images in glass or wooden containers in the house. It was said that the kobold would inhabit the statue.

Kobolds like to be fed at the same place and time every day. They may bring great luck to the household if they receive a daily portion of your supper: beer, milk and biscuits, or grits. Treat them with respect or they will become insulted and may cause fights and fires.3

Benandanti (Good Walkers)

Benandanti are male and female Italian Witches who leave their body at night and travel in the form of mice, cats, rabbits, butterflies, or wolves to struggle against evil forces that could harm the community. Marked at birth with a caul on their head, they are trained by their mothers to fight noxious forces that could blight the crops or harm the children. They also help heal those harmed by sorcery and protect the community from any ill-intentioned magic.4

Benandanti men fight with Fennel stalks against evil Witches armed with Sorghum stalks (Sorghum stalks are used to make Witches’ brooms). If the men win, the harvest will be plentiful. Female Benandanti travel out of body to a feast where they eat, drink, and dance with Fairies, Spirits, and animals. The feast is presided over by a Goddess.

Bwcca (Brownie)

Bwccas are one- to two-foot-tall creatures usually found in Scotland or in the homes of those whose ancestors emigrated from there. They will help with the household chores once the housewife has gone to sleep. They also help on the farm, where they shapeshift into a crowing rooster at dawn (or enlist a rooster to crow and tell them when to end their labors). They prefer kind and industrious households where they will select a cupboard or high shelf as their residence. Leave them regular offerings of milk, bread, honey, and beer, but never give them clothing, or they will leave the house, never to return.

Bean-Tighe (Irish Brownie)

The Bean-Tighe is a small, elderly, and kindly female House Elf. She wears old-fashioned dresses and is very protective of the animals and children of the family. She will even babysit if treated well. Offerings to her include berries and cream.

Hobgoblin

In British areas the hobgoblin is a small, hairy man who helps with chores around the house and likes to stay near the hearth. He works while the family sleeps, typically dusting and ironing, threshing grain, and performing other domestic tasks. Easily annoyed, he may play tricks and even become dangerous. When irritated he might mix the grain with the chaff again, kick over the milk pail, or douse the hearth fire. Adept at shapeshifting, he may appear in the form of a horse, pig, or even a wisp of smoke. He will leave the house if offered new clothes but will follow the family when they move if he likes them. To keep him happy supply him with cream and other food offerings.5
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Robin Goodfellow, a Hobgoblin. Image from Robin Goodfellow: His Mad Pranks and Merry Jests (1629).

Bwbach, Welsh House Fairy, Cottager, Booaker

The Bwbach is a male Spirit dressed in a red cap and loincloth. He is protective of the home but not likely to help with the chores. He may even chase off persons who he feels are a threat to the house, including friends, neighbors, and relations! Feed him bread and milk or cream and keep the house warm, because he appreciates a well-kept hearth. He particularly dislikes clergymen and teetotalers, upon whom he will play relentless pranks.

Monaciello (Little Monk)

A Monaciello is an Italian wine cellar Elf from the region of Naples. He will be very protective of your wine cellar as long as you offer him regular gifts of wine. He dresses in a red, hooded cloak and appears to have a friendly, drunken disposition (usually). He may also guard a treasure. If you manage to steal his hood you can take the treasure.

Clurichaun

A Clurichaun is a relative of the Irish leprechaun. He wears red, and although he appears drunk, he is always well groomed. Like the Monaciello, he also likes to live in wine cellars, where he keeps the wine from spoiling and protects it from thieves. Make regular offerings of wine to him and all will be well, but if you ignore or abuse him, he will destroy your wine stores.6




Spirits Who Protect the Farm

In ancient times the Spirits around the farm were respected. For example, the first milking always went to the Fairies. In those times farm animals were loved and respected, and many were even thought of as family members. Now we live in the age of industrial farms where abuse of animals and the land are all too common. Perhaps a return to the old ways of caring for the lives on the farm, both the seen and the unseen, would help us become a more civilized society.

Hogboon, Hogboy, Hugboy, Haugbúi (Old Norse)

A Hogboon is a northern European guardian Spirit who inhabits burial mounds. While these Spirits are helpful to those who offer them gifts such as wine, ale, or milk, they resent interference with their mounds, such as children playing on them or cows grazing on them (not to mention the intrusions of archaeologists and tourists!). They especially resent those who come to steal treasure.

It can be good luck to set up housekeeping near a Hogboon burial mound, provided the proper offerings are made on a regular basis. The best offerings are a rooster or cow, the milk from a cow right after she calves (colastrum), or the first jug of new ale. A Hogboon who is well cared for will help with the farm chores and even accompany the family when they move. Neglecting a Hogboon, however, can lead to sick cows, lost possessions, or a haunted house.7

Gruagach

A Gruagach is the wandering Spirit of a mother who has died in childbirth or the Spirit of a woman who has been stolen by the Fairies. Most common in Scotland, she is tied to a particular piece of land rather than to a family. She helps in the home and dairy, especially if offerings of milk are left for her regularly. She is easily offended if not given her due and will retaliate by letting loose the cows, spilling or spoiling the milk, or ruining the grain. After each milking, offerings of milk should be left for her on a clach na Gruagach (gruagach stone). She will appear happy when a family is about to get good news and sad and weepy if bad news is coming.

In these modern times not everyone has a cow. I like to pour a large milk offering onto stones for her and for other protective Spirits at least once a year, with apologies and expressions of gratitude for their help. My area of New England was settled by Scottish sheep herders who brought the local Spirits with them.

Nisse (Danish, Norwegian), Tomte (Swedish), Tomtenisse or Tonttu (Finnish)

The Nisse is another northern Spirit who has the appearance of a garden gnome and inhabits mounds and farms. Nisser live in the house or barn, which they secretly guard from misfortune, and help with the farm chores and housework. If well cared for they will follow the family when they move. They do not like swearing, rudeness, or urinating on farm buildings or equipment, and they cannot abide laziness. If offended they may play tricks or even harm the herds. They can also make themselves invisible, which is why they are almost never seen.
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A Nisse on a Yule card from 1885

(from the National Library of Norway, Wikimedia Commons license CC BY 2.0)

Their favorite animal is the horse, and sometimes they will braid the horse’s tail or mane at night. Their preferred offering is porridge with a nice pat of butter melted on top, especially at the winter solstice.8




Plant Spirit Charms

These herb charms are traditional German folk magic fetishes, usually made of Mandrake (Mandragora officinarum) root. They may also be made from Ash root (Fraxinus spp.), Dandelion root (Taraxacum officinale), or White Bryony (Bryonia alba) root. Other herbs may be used if the practitioner feels strongly drawn to them. (In my case it was a large Osha root that called to me.)

Following are a few simple steps to make your own charm.


	Introduce yourself to the plant Spirit and ask it if it wants to work with you. If it says no then move on to a different plant. Respectful offerings of food and drink will make it more likely that the Spirit will say yes. (I suggest using a pendulum to determine if it’s a yes or a no.)

	On a Friday, at the dark moon or at the new moon, go out before sunrise and face west. Inscribe a circle around your plant three times, using your index finger to alert the plant Spirit that something is about to happen. Then dig a circle around the roots so the plant can be easily pulled out of the ground.

	Once you have extracted the root, wash it in fresh, clean water and then gently trim or carve it to look like a human form of the opposite sex.

	Any cut pieces or shavings should be returned to the hole from which the plant was pulled. Leave a bent silver coin in the hole and then re-fill the hole with dirt. Make offerings to the Earth of Vervain (Verbena officinalis), Apple (Malus domestica) cider, milk, or honey to recompense her for her loss.

	Bury the root in the earth again at a place of power such as a crossroad, a place where three streams meet, or in or near a graveyard.

	On the next Friday that is a dark moon or a new moon “feed” the root with milk and then dig it up.

	While your root is incubating in the soil, prepare a beautiful container such as a carved or painted box. Smudge it with Sage (Salvia spp.) or Juniper (
	Juniperus communis) to sanctify and purify it for your root.

	When the root is extracted from its burial place, take it home and wash it with wine. Then dry it thoroughly in a warm oven or near the hearth.

	Wrap the completely dried root in a clean white cloth and lay it in its special “coffin.” Take it out at least once a month and feed it with a sprinkling of honey, milk, or wine. Treat it with all respect.

	If its time of use is finished it should be reburied in the same hole from which it was taken, or as close to that as possible.



Plant charms can also be carefully preserved and honored and then gifted from parent to child over generations and will continue to aid the practitioner as long as they are fed and treated with reverence.9
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A PRIMER ON HERBAL PREPARATION

Before we begin our exploration of the springtime herbs that heal and protect us and help us to contact the Spirits, let’s look at the different ways we can find and prepare herbs.


Where to Find High-Quality Herbs

You can grow your own herbs, purchase them from commercial organic growers, or wild-craft them, which just means collect them in the wild. Whichever way you choose, there are a few things to keep in mind.

Before you go into the wild to gather plants, make sure of their status in your area. A number of the plants listed here are now threatened or endangered due to overharvesting and habitat loss. When wild-crafting herbs you need to remember the following rule: “Walk by the first seven, leave the eighth for the animals, and you may take the ninth.” This ensures that enough plants remain to produce seed for the following year and also that all creatures, including insects, will have the food they depend on.

Because overharvesting in the wild has become such a concern, do not purchase wild-crafted herbs unless you know they are of a species that is very abundant. Instead purchase commercially grown herbs, but make sure they are organic because nonorganic, commercially grown herbs can be heavily contaminated with pesticides, as can plants that come from other countries (China, India, Africa, etc.). Imported plants may also be irradiated. This, sadly, includes culinary herbs.




How to Make a Tea

Herbal teas generally fall into two types: infusions, which are steeped, and decoctions, which are simmered. When deciding whether you should steep or simmer, the rule of thumb is that flowers and leaves, being the more delicate parts of the plant, are steeped, while the heartier parts like whole roots, barks, and berries are simmered.

The usual proportions for both infusions and decoctions are 2 teaspoons of herb per cup of water. To make an infusion, bring the water to a boil, pour it over the herbs, cover, and let steep for 20 minutes. To make a decoction, combine the water and herbs in a nonaluminum pot, cover with a tight lid, and simmer for 20 minutes. (Never boil your herbs as you will lose the volatile oils through the steam.)




How to Make a Salve

Put your herbs, whatever quantity you have, into a nonaluminum pot and barely cover them with a cold-pressed, virgin oil (olive oil is the best one for general purposes). Keep careful track of how many cups of oil you poured into the pot as you will need this information later.

Cover the pot and bring the herb and oil mixture to a simmer. Continue to simmer (do not boil) for at least 20 minutes. Or you can bring the mixture to a simmer briefly and then turn off the heat several times a day for a week, allowing the herbs to steep continuously in the hot oil.

In a separate pot, put 3 to 4 tablespoons of beeswax per cup of oil used in the herb mixture and bring to a simmer. Then add it to the pot with the herbs. Stir well, then strain using a soup ladle and a tea strainer or metal sieve as you pour the hot mixture into clean glass jars or metal tins. Cap tightly and store in a cool dark place.




How to Make a Poultice

Put fresh herbs, whatever quantity you have, into a blender with just enough cold water to blend, or pour boiling water over dried herbs to make them soft and then put them in the blender, adding just enough water to blend into a mush.

Pour the mush into a bowl and add just enough powdered Slippery Elm bark to make a pie-dough consistency. Lightly knead it into a ball and place it on a very clean cloth.

With a rolling pin or an old bottle roll the ball flat. Apply the flattened mixture directly to the skin for 1 hour, then discard. Poultices are best applied cold, so try freezing or storing in the refrigerator before use. If frozen, thaw just enough to remove the poultice from its wrapper or container.




How to Make a Fomentation

Fomentations are applied hot. Steam or simmer fresh or dry herbs in a very minimal amount of water until soft. Strain out the herbs, soak a clean cloth in the leftover herbal brew, and then lay out the hot cloth on a plate. Place the cooked herbs onto the cloth and fold the edges in enough to keep the herbs inside. Apply to the body while still warm.




How to Make a Tincture

Pack the desired herbs, whatever quantity you have slightly shredded or chopped, into a glass jar and barely cover them with vodka. (Plain vodka is best, but any liquor that is at least 80 percent alcohol, such as whiskey, will work.) Cap tightly and let stand, shaking the jar periodically (at least a few times a week). Store the jar in a cool dark place such as a cupboard or closet, or use brown or blue glass bottles that protect the herbs from sunlight.

Pay careful attention to your herbs as they steep. When the plant matter begins to break down—this can take a just few hours for flowers, a few days for leaves, and a few weeks for roots, barks, berries, or fungi—strain out the liquid. Adding a few drops of vegetable glycerin will make the tincture more bioavailable. Store the tincture in a dark place or in blue or brown glass bottles. Be sure to put a label and a date on the bottle so you remember what it is!

Some herbs, such as Cayenne (Capsicum annuum), Lobelia (Lobelia inflata), Nettles (Urtica dioica), Dandelions, Violet flowers (Viola odorata), Chive blossoms (Allium schoenoprasum), and Red Clover (Trifolium pratense) are best tinctured in vinegar. Vinegar tinctures are also helpful for children and for those who wish to avoid alcohol.




Dosages

The dosages listed in this book are for adults, or people who weigh about 150 pounds. The adult dose for infusions and decoctions is 
¼ cup of herbal brew taken four times a day at about 1 hour before or after a meal (medicinal teas are generally not taken with meals). The adult dose for a tincture is 20 drops in hot tea or water, three to four times a day. People who weigh substantially more or less than 150 pounds should adjust the dose accordingly. For instance, someone who weighs 75 pounds should take half the normal dose four times a day, and so on. Infants can take a tiny amount of herbal tea in a water bottle, and newborns can get the herb through their mother’s breast milk. (Moms should take the full adult dose.)




Cautions

There are many herbs that should be avoided by people who have medical conditions such as diabetes or high or low blood pressure or who are taking any kind of medication, whether over-the-counter or prescription. There are also herbs that can cause problems during pregnancy or be harmful to infants who can ingest the herbs through their mother’s breast milk. You can check for herb and drug interactions online by searching on “herbal contraindications and drug interactions” or “herbdrug interactions” or by visiting the Natural Medicines Comprehensive Database. WebMD often has good advice too.

While the majority of people can use most herbs without any negative effects, others may experience allergic reactions. If you have never used a particular herb, try a small amount and wait to see how it affects you before taking the full recommended dose.

Above all, if I say something is poisonous, I mean it!
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SACRED WOODS FOR THE 
BELTAINE FIRES

Beltaine was one of the four great fire festivals of the Celtic world, and at that time large ritual bonfires were burned on hilltops. By tradition the ritual fire was composed of nine sacred woods or else was made entirely of Oak.

The Nine Sacred Woods*4

Choose the Willow of the streams,

Choose the Hazel of the rocks,

Choose the Alder of the marshes,

Choose the Birch of the waterfalls,

Choose the Ash of the shade,

Choose the Yew of resilience,

Choose the Elm of the brae,

Choose the Oak of the sun.

TRADITIONAL SCOTTISH 
VERSE1

In ancient times sacred fires were lit by friction using Agaric or Mistletoe as tinder. Following is a description of the kindling of a “need-fire” in Scotland from John Ramsay, laird of Ochtertyre, patron of Robert Burns, and friend of Sir Walter Scott.

A well-seasoned plank of oak was procured, in the midst of which a hole was bored. A wimble of the same timber was then applied, the end of which they fitted to the hole So soon as any sparks were emitted by means of the violent friction, they applied a species of agaric which grows on old birch-trees, and is very combustible. This fire had the appearance of being immediately derived from heaven, and manifold were the virtues ascribed to it. They esteemed it a preservative against witch-craft, and a sovereign remedy against malignant diseases, both in the human species and in cattle; and by it the strongest poisons were supposed to have their nature changed.2

And here’s an account of the Beltaine fire by Thomas Pennant, who traveled in Perthshire in the year 1769.

On the first of May, the herdsmen of every village hold their Bel-tien, a rural sacrifice. They cut a square trench on the ground, leaving the turf in the middle; on that they make a fire of wood, on which they dress a large caudle of eggs, butter, oatmeal and milk; and bring besides the ingredients of the caudle, plenty of beer and whisky; for each of the company must contribute something. The rites begin with spilling some of the caudle on the ground, by way of libation: on that everyone takes a cake of oatmeal, upon which are raised nine square knobs, each dedicated to some particular being, the supposed preserver of their flocks and herds, or to some particular animal, the real destroyer of them: each person then turns his face to the fire, breaks off a knob, and flinging it over his shoulders, says, “This I give to thee, preserve thou my horses; this to thee, preserve thou my sheep; and so on.” After that, they use the same ceremony to the noxious animals: “This I give to thee, O fox! spare thou my lambs; this to thee, O hooded crow! this to thee, O eagle!” When the ceremony is over, they dine on the caudle; and after the feast is finished, what is left is hid by two persons deputed for that purpose; but on the next Sunday they reassemble, and finish the reliques of the first entertainment.3


Alder

(Alnus glutinosa)

In Irish mythology the first human man was made from an alder tree which is considered a tree of the Faeries, protected by the water fairy-folk. 
. . . In parts of old Ireland, it was considered a crime to cut down an alder tree because the tree spirit would get angry and burn down houses in revenge. This possibly came about because when felled, the wood of the alder turns from white to an unnerving blood red, due to its bright red-orange sap.4
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