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INTRODUCTION

"My soul can find no staircase to heaven unless it be through Earth’s loveliness.”

Michelangelo

The answers to some of our biggest questions are often the simplest and most obvious. If you are wondering how you can be happier, more relaxed, or find a greater sense of meaning in life, the solution is close at hand – so close you’ve probably taken it for granted, and so openly given you may not have valued it. It is there in Nature, all around you, abundant and free. Once you wake up to it you can find endless delight and satisfaction, a lift for depression, a soothing for anxiety, a healing for troubles and ailments and a path to spirituality, if that’s what you want.

The Earth will whisper her magic if you listen with your heart. Her voice speaks in wind and rain, in glistening frost and brilliant sunshine, in silver moonlight and the soft shroud of mist. Her message is that all fits in, all is manageable and all things return. We are told that happiness is a choice – Earth shows you how to make that choice. This doesn’t come through working things out in your head, but through being, doing, taking part and observing. Then the alchemy takes place and you realize that it’s all fine. In fact, it’s wonderful.

In the following pages you will be introduced to the blessings of the Sun and the Moon, the four elements, the trees, flowers, animals, rivers and waterways, and the sea. Each chapter contains advice on how to draw close to Nature through information, practices, myths and simple rituals.


THINGS YOU WILL NEED

Before you start on your journey to connect with Nature, it will help to get prepared. Make sure whatever you decide to do, you have time for it. If you overcommit you could lose heart, so avoid this. Also, please note that nothing and no one is tying you to anything. The point is for you to connect with Nature in your own way. So, if it feels right, do it!

• Firstly, you’ll need a journal for some of the practices and to keep track of your experiences. Get something attractive, that you’ll be drawn to writing in.

• A Nature table. Get a small table or use a shelf or cupboard top and make it into your own personal space to focus your thoughts. Place on it natural objects, such as shells, feathers and crystals, that you find inspirational and beautiful, and which connect you with Nature. You might also like to add small statues, candles, pictures and other artefacts, if they feel right.

• A Notebook. You’ll find suggestions for using this in each section in Part 2.

• A “medicine pouch”. This sounds delightfully Native American, but just means a bag of artefacts that mean something to you and make you feel empowered. Handbag-sized will do. When you need an answer to a question or just to be encouraged, put your hand into your medicine pouch and see what you draw out. Think about what this means to you, which season it represents, and how it can “bless” you. For example, a tiny bell can awaken you, a sheaf of corn reminds you of gratitude, wisdom and so on.



If you’ve always wanted to step out of the crazy world and into a zone of tranquillity, if you’ve wanted to find out who you are and get a sense of where you’re going, this is the place to start.

Good journey!

Teresa Dellbridge, Beltane 2019


CHAPTER 1

THE LUMINARIES

The sun

“Keep your face to the sun and you will never see the shadows.”

Helen Keller

Each morning the sun unfurls a flag of hope across the eastern horizon and our nightmares shrivel. On clear evenings he departs in a carnival of colour. His ever-changing light encourages and energizes, yet promises a time of rest to come. Choreographer of the planets, drummer of our circadian rhythms, the sun is lord of our lives.

To so many ancient people, the sun was a powerful god. Most of us are now thankful to the sun only on mellow summer days in temperate zones. However, re-attuning to the sun can put you in touch with your own pulse, giving you extra power and concentration.

Myths and meanings

In most cultures the sun has male attributes and is a god, but this isn’t universal. She may also have female characteristics and be a goddess. In Japan, Amaterasu, the beautiful goddess of the sun, is still worshipped in Shinto shrines. There is a story that she was upset by the Thunder God and went to hide in a cave. The entire Earth went dark and life began to perish. Some way of enticing Amaterasu out of hiding had to be found and the other deities decided to give the job to Uzume, the shaman-goddess, who didn’t mind playing the fool. Uzume capered up and down in front of Amaterasu’s cave, doing a silly striptease. Amaterasu giggled so much her bad mood evaporated and she came out to get a good look. The gods had placed a mirror just outside her cave and Amaterasu caught sight of her own reflection. This was so brilliant and beautiful that she felt happy and encouraged about herself, and decided to carry on with her daily dance across the sky. Light came back and there was a sigh of relief as the whole world cheered up.

What this myth means for you

When you’re sad, frightened or resentful, it may be easy to go into a dark place – a "cave" where you sulk, hide from people and life, or feel sorry for yourself. A little time out is fine, but if you spend too long shutting the world out you run the risk of many valuable elements in your life withering and dying in the darkness. Trying to talk yourself out of this might not work. As we know, there’s rarely much actual logic to black moods, even though they are very real. The story of Amaterasu suggests another approach.

Forget about what’s upset or annoyed you. Instead, find something interesting to occupy you. Best of all, enjoy a good laugh! Chances are that you’ll relax and everything will start to look different. In that more positive frame of mind, focus on your achievements, however minor, and make yourself list ten good things about life at this moment. Even if you’re really down, isn’t it nice to have a comfy chair to sit on, a cup of tea, this book to read? That’s three things on the list already. Maybe you have a friend you can phone, music to listen to, memories of a course you passed, something creative you completed, an evening out to look forward to, or something really funny to replay in your mind’s eye. While you are making your list, you are not allowed to dwell on anything negative.

Once your list is complete, look at it. This is your equivalent of Amaterasu’s mirror. Now come out and shine!

Did you know?

• The sun enables you to synthesize Vitamin D in your body. This vitamin protects against cancer, therefore being in the sun helps prevent some cancers (but not skin cancer). Of course, you still need to use sun protection according to the official advice in your part of the world.

• The sun has “sunspots” – colder, darker areas whose level of activity alters the amount of radiation given off by the sun. Sunspots have an 11-year cycle, which affects the Earth, its plants and animals, and even politics. Sunspot activity has also been linked with disease epidemics. The sun influences us in ways that are not always obvious.

• The solar wind, a cloud made up from parts of the sun’s outer layer, rushes past the Earth at 402km (250 miles) per second. This sweeps up gases and dust, taking them beyond the edges of the solar system. The solar wind fluctuates during the year, causing subtle changes on Earth. This has been put forward as a possible basis for sun-sign astrology – for example, when the sun is in Pisces the solar wind has certain characteristics and these are different when the sun is in Aries, Taurus and each of the other astrological signs.

The gifts of the sun

The gifts of the sun are so obvious that they are “hidden in plain sight” and much easier to take for granted than the rest of Nature – even though heaven knows we often take it all for granted! If you’re stressed and in a hurry, you may stare at the ground as you scuttle from task to task, never noticing the gift of sunshine.

If you are depressed and unhappy, repressed or confused, let the sun shine in to dispel your shadows. Stand in the sun – even the weak one that is often the best you can get in winter – close your eyes, open your arms and breathe deeply. Imagine that you’re taking in the sun through every pore. Try to get out for half an hour, between 11am and 3pm, when, in temperate zones, you can best synthesize Vitamin D.

If it’s a grey day and you spot the sun coming out, rush outside to savour it, just for a moment. And if the clouds are really thick, spend a moment imagining you’re a bird and that you can fly up, up, through the shrouding mist and damp, to emerge in glorious sunshine. Below you the clouds are now a billowy white duvet, above you the sky is bright blue, and over all the sun spreads a brilliant blessing. It’s there!

Connecting to solar rhythms

In times not so long ago, people lived by the light of the sun. Poorer folk could afford few candles. So, they got up with the dawn, laboured while it was light and went to bed not long after sunset. In winter they worked less. Once the harvest was in, it was time for more rest, stories and songs by firelight, rituals to keep harm at bay and solstice revels to welcome the returning sun.

Nowadays, we turn night to day and winter to summer. Warmth and light are there at the flick of a switch. We can surf the internet all night and sleep in till midday, if we have time off. Our working lives aren’t regulated much by the sun, and some aren’t at all.

Can this be a good thing? After all, we are creatures of this planet, evolved to take part in her rhythms. The “circadian” rhythm (our natural, internal body clock, which regulates when we sleep and when we wake up, and repeats approximately every 24 hours) is part of our being. If we ignore this we can become depressed, anxious, exhausted; we can suffer from a sense of meaninglessness, lack of grounding, confusion, ill-health. I’m sure all this sounds familiar.

So, try to realign your habits with the sun. Get up with the dawn and do as much as you can first thing. Don’t waste time in the day – cross off those jobs and graft. As evening comes, ease off. Save the evening for pastimes, catching up with friends, unwinding and relaxing.

If you do shift-work, this is all the more important. On your days off, or when your pattern will allow, consciously reconnect with the solar rhythm, reminding yourself of it and harmonizing with it as much as you can.

In modern life, living by the sun is difficult and usually impossible. But do it a bit more. Don’t assume it’s fine to have supper at 10pm and be at your desk till midnight. Yes, sometimes it may be unavoidable, but where you can reaffirm your allegiance to the sun because this is a key part of regaining inner harmony.

Draw close to the sun

“'Just living isn’t enough' said the butterfly, 'one must have sunshine, freedom and a little flower.'”

Hans Christian Anderson

To help you make a true connection with the sun and to feel energized and motivated, practise this yoga Sun Salutation every morning. This is taken from Dru Yoga, a gentle form of yoga that stretches and tones. The following exercise is beneficial for all muscle groups, the endocrine system and for your general mood. Do this carefully and modify it, if necessary, to suit your abilities. For a more thorough explanation of this type of yoga, visit DruYoga.com.

If it’s possible to be outside, face the sun. If you are inside, face your window. Stand with your feet hip-width apart and arms by your sides. Now imagine a golden thread connecting the top of your head with the soles of your feet on the ground. Put your palms together in namaste, or Prayer posture, while thinking of all the good things you want to bring into your life and all you are grateful for.

Breathe in and stretch your arms up to the sky, then bring them back down on the out-breath, imagining you are drawing the light of the sun to Earth. Bend down and touch the ground, keeping your legs as straight as is comfortable, then sweep upward again, toward the sun. Do this three times: breathing in on the upward movement and out on the downward.

Next, bend, put your hands on the ground on either side of your left foot and, stretching your right leg back, place your right knee on the ground. Now you are in a pose like a runner about to start a race. Balance comfortably, swing your arms back, breathe in as you sweep them upward to the sky and breathe out as you swing them back down. Repeat this sequence three times.

Bring both hands firmly to the floor and extend both legs behind you, supporting yourself on your bent toes and your hands, keeping your body straight, in a posture called The Plank. Your torso should be completely straight, not sagging. If this is a strain, bring your knees down and stay on all fours.

Legs stretched back, lower your torso to the floor, place your hands flat on the floor under your shoulders and push upward with your spine curved – this is Cobra pose. Hold this for as long as you feel comfortable, then push up onto all fours, and then up onto your hands and feet. This time your torso is bent over, in a posture called Downward Dog.

Hold the Downward Dog for a few moments, then drop to all fours, and step through with your right foot, into the previous “runner” pose. Once more sweep your arms up and down three times. Return your hands to the floor and bring up your left knee, letting your feet take the weight as you come up into a forward bend.

Uncurl your body, bringing your arms up so you stretch upward to the sun again, and then sweep downward to the ground. Do this three times, then repeat the whole sequence, starting with bringing the left foot back this time.

Try to keep your movements as fluid as possible, concentrating on bringing the solar energy into the Earth and into you. Always be kind to your body, stretching but never straining, and affirming that you are filling yourself with light and life. Namaste!

The moon

“How sweet the moonlight 
sleeps upon this bank!
Here will we sit and let the 
sounds of music Creep in our ears”

William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice

The moon is friend to lovers, muse to poets and artists, and an inspiration to the imagination. In the eerie light of the full moon it’s easy to believe that spirits roam abroad and that magic is possible. Our nearest neighbour in space, the moon’s effects are obvious in the pull of the tides. But she also has many more subtle influences, as we shall see.

The moon has been worshipped as a goddess because her cyclical nature seems to mirror the lives of women. However, “she” has also been considered a god, for example by the Australian Aborigines. Attuning to the moon can be fascinating. Her phase may be more important to you than you realize, and living in harmony with it can make you more effectual.

Myths and meanings

The moon’s pearly light and cyclic habits invite all sorts of stories. She even seems to have a face and to be looking down on us, wise, wishful and sympathetic. With the moon, the cosmos comes to life. It’s not surprising that the “man in the moon” has inspired legends, but there are many that tell of the hare in the moon instead. One such story concerns the Lord Buddha.

While searching for enlightenment, the Lord Buddha travelled far and wide. Sometimes he found himself without food for many days. On a night of the full moon, weak, weary and far from anywhere, he lay down with his back to a tree and wondered how he could take another step. Suddenly he heard a rustle beside him and there in the moonlight was a beautiful hare.

“Light a fire,” said the hare, “and there will be food for you.” Bemused by this strange request, the Buddha kindled fire from dried wood and, when it was burning strongly, the hare told him to take out his pot from his travelling bag. When the Buddha produced the pot, the hare took it down to a nearby stream, brought it back filled with water and placed it on the fire. Soon the water was bubbling, at which point the hare jumped in. “I will be food for you, my master” he said.

Instantly, the Buddha plucked the hare out of the pot. “I need no such sustenance”, he said. “Your loving sacrifice has given me strength.” Now manifesting his divine powers, the Buddha lifted the hare and placed him in the moon. Night after night everyone can now gaze at the hare and be reminded of the rewards of selflessness.

What this myth means for you

Stories about sacrifice are often taken far too literally, used to fuel all those destructive “should” and “oughts” about putting yourself last, so harmful to self-esteem. No need to go there. Symbolic stories are like dreams. In the same way every character in your dream represents a part of you, so each one in a myth stands for part of the personality. If you want to apply this myth to yourself and your sacrifices, remember you are also the Lord Buddha – and even the cooking pot!

Whenever we wish to achieve anything, we have to make a sacrifice for it. This may be free time, money, contact with friends, rest and recuperation – you name it. If the Buddha is your “higher self”, the hare is whatever you need to sacrifice in order to improve, and the cooking pot is the inner place of transformation where what feels like a sacrifice turns into a glowing reward.

So, whenever your ambitions challenge you to give something up, think about how this sacrifice will be transformed. Give up free time? Imagine how amazing your free time will feel when you’ve been successful. Devoting precious funds? Who knows, success could bring greater money-making potential. Just as the moon waxes and wanes, so changes come and go, and sacrifice brings transformation. There’s more going on here than simply giving up something for the sake of something else. The self-discipline and the “sacrifice” change you, making you a stronger, more fulfilled person. So, whenever you are called to give something up, think of the hare and look at the bigger picture.

Did you know?

• It’s not precisely true to say that the moon orbits Earth. The moon is a quarter of the size of the Earth, meaning she exerts a strong gravitational pull of her own. Earth and the moon waltz round the sun together.

• “Blue moons” are real. They occur when pollution in the Earth’s atmosphere filters out light at the red end of the spectrum. This has been caused by such phenomena as forest fires and volcanic eruptions. Full moons that fall twice in the same calendar month are also “blue moons”.

• People who follow a nature-based spiritual path believe that subtle energies ebb and flow with the moon and her phases. There may be rituals to honour the moon and spells cast in harmony with her. This does not mean that nature-worshippers actually believe it is the moon that makes decisions and grants wishes. It’s what she represents in terms of natural energy and what she inspires in our instincts that count.

• A number of studies have confirmed that lunar phases affect many aspects of life on Earth. Surgeons have observed greater bleeding in patients at full moon. Care-workers report their charges are more unsettled at full moon; and the police are busier. Plant growth, animal behaviour, our metabolism and even the weather respond to the phases. Oysters brought inland have been shown to respond directly to the passage of the moon overhead. If such creatures react to the moon, what may be going on in our own bodies and subconscious minds?

The gifts of the moon

“And he beholds the moon; like a rounded fragment of ice filled with motionless light.”

Gustave Flaubert

Poetry and enchantment inspired by the magic of moonlight are showered on us, but there are many gifts that we sense more dimly, yet they are also invaluable. The poet and author Robert Graves, in The White Goddess, identified two types of knowledge – “solar” knowledge and “lunar” knowledge. Solar knowledge is the way you’re likely to think in the broad light of day: logically and clearly. Lunar knowledge, on the other hand, is a matter of instincts. In physical terms this flows more easily when the pineal gland produces melatonin, which happens in the moon-ruled night hours. Whatever the science may be, it’s not hard to believe that moonlight activates your intuition. Merely recognizing this, exposing yourself to moonlight and letting your being absorb it may strengthen your intuition and awaken your instincts.

Of even greater importance are the phases of the moon. These have meanings of their own and learning to observe them can be interesting, useful and very encouraging.

The moon’s phases

The phases of the moon are caused by the changing relationship of the sun, moon and Earth. When the moon is on the opposite side of the Earth from the sun, then it is full moon. When the moon is close to the sun, then we have the dark moon phase. This is when the moon is invisible, usually for two to three days, soon followed by the new moon, when the first sickle appears at sunset. Then the moon waxes – becomes bigger and rises later – until we reach full moon again, riding high at midnight. The angle at which the sunlight falls on the moon determines the phase.

You may notice, if you live in the northern hemisphere, that you can cup the new moon in the raised palm of your right hand. The opposite is true in the southern hemisphere. At the equator, the moon may appear more like a bowl. The waning moon – when the moon is shrinking – is seen later and later in the morning, and may appear as a tiny white cloud as you go to work. However, all these shapes are subject to slight fluctuation.

Eclipses occur when the sun, moon and Earth are more or less exactly in line. Eclipses of the moon can only occur at full moon, while eclipses of the sun can only happen at new moon.

All of the phases have been shown to affect life, and although studies have produced few exact results, there is enough anecdotal and other evidence to suggest strongly that the moon’s phases are influencing you, right now.

Observing the moon’s phases

Of all the gifts of Nature, the phases of the moon offer you the easiest, most workable method to connect with this heavenly body. Even if you’re stuck for days in a high-rise building, in the middle of the city, you can still be “moon aware”, and this could make a big difference to your life. Merely by associating yourself with lunar movements you can feel more at one with the cosmos, as it puts everything into its place, it’s uplifting and it gives you a sense of meaning that is hard to put into words. You’re not alone – the moon is your companion.

Start by marking the phases of the moon in a journal. Most calendars display them and they are easy to look up online. Day by day explore how you are feeling, what your body and mind are doing, and how the people, plants and animals close by are reacting, by asking yourself the following questions:

• How are my energy levels?

• Am I sleeping well?

• What are my dreams like?

• What’s my appetite like?

• How is my health?

• Am I thinking clearly or not so clearly? And how easily am I absorbing information?

• Do I feel hot or cold, restless or chilled? Am I going to the toilet more or less than usual?

• How sexy am I feeling?

• Am I more emotional than usual? Or less?

• Is my intuition working better than usual?

• Am I feeling creative or analytical?

• (For women) Where am I with my menstrual cycle? (Many women ovulate at full moon and menstruate at dark moon, following a cycle of 29 or so days – the cycle of the moon. This rhythm is believed to aid conception. If you are moon aware and focus on this, you may find your cycle adjusts.)

Ask yourself similar questions about your family, pets, friends and so on. However, keep your record manageable. If you make journalling too time-consuming, there’s a greater chance you’ll give up. You need to keep your journal for an absolute minimum of three months, preferably for a whole year, during which time you will have been able to note several eclipses, too.

Almost definitely, you will notice certain patterns. For example, you may sleep less yet dream more at full moon; you may lose weight more quickly during a waning moon; or you may be more irritable in the moon’s first quarter. Plants grow more quickly during a waxing moon – I have proved this personally when growing sunflower seeds – and pets are often restless at full moon. Once you understand your own rhythms, you will be able to adjust your life accordingly, insofar as the demands of life allow, maybe stepping up activity at full moon and meditating more at dark moon. However, we are all different and you may find something else entirely is true for you.

Your lunar attunement is your secret, your hot-line to the cosmos, your private device for health and empowerment. Use it and enjoy it.

Living with the moon

Having taken note of the lunar effects on you, you may decide to adjust your activities to harmonize with the moon.

You may begin by “honouring” the moon on your nature table (see pages 9-10). Have different pictures to represent the four phases, choosing something dark and mysterious for dark moon, something bright and magical for new moon, a picture suggesting flourishing and fruition for full moon and another that suggests retreat and privacy for waning moon. Or draw pictures and crescents yourself.

If you want to bring the moon to life, represent her by goddess figures. A maiden goddess like Diana could signify the new and waxing moons, any type of mother goddess such as Gaia, Juno or Hera might represent full moon, while a more mysterious figure like Hecate could appear with the waning and dark moons.

You might choose a silver candle for waxing, a white for full, purple for waning and even black for dark moon. Alternately, you could place crystals of your choice, along with flowers and herbs, on your nature table. Put anything there that seems right and beautiful to you.

In respect of general life, try to live more by the moon. When the sky at night is clear, look for the moon and spend some moments admiring her. At full moon, get out if you can and “moonbathe”, taking off as much of your clothing as weather and circumstances allow, and imagine your skin soaking up the gentle, pearly rays. Start projects at new moon, be more active at full moon (as long as your journal confirms this is right for you), and wind down as the moon wanes and meditate more. Garden by the moon, planting seeds when she is waxing, pruning and clearing when she is waning. Build yourself up as the moon waxes, when supplements will be more readily taken up by your body, and time any periods of detox with the waning phase.

As time goes by you may well get into the habit of consulting the moon before taking any important action, living by her as far as possible. In this way you are aligning yourself to Nature in a world that constantly tries to impose its own relentless rhythms on you, a child of the wild and an instinctual being. But you always have the moon as your friend.


CHAPTER 2

THE ELEMENTS

Connecting with air

“I had else been perfect …
As broad and general as the casing air.”

William Shakespeare, Macbeth

The element that bows mighty oaks and whips the seas to crashing waves is vital to us, minute by minute, yet so easy to ignore. Life-giving and invisible, it connects everything on the planet. The molecule of oxygen that you have just inhaled may have been exhaled by a tree on the other side of the world, only a few days ago. Earth’s blanket of air protects the planet, regulating heat, diffusing light and creating the environment necessary for life.

The element of air has been linked to what the analytical psychologist Carl Jung termed “the Thinking function”. Thinking analyses and judges without becoming emotionally involved - light and detached, just like air. If we regard air mindfully, it can guide us to fresh concepts, letting go of heavy emotions and preconceptions that might hold us back, enabling us to fly free.

Connect with air for a fabulous sense of liberty and clarity. Whenever you feel hemmed in, bogged down or out of new ideas, you can take a deep breath, drawing in sparkling energy from all around the globe. There’s so much out there to experience, so many different ways of looking at things. You are limited only by the ways you think – be open to thinking differently.


WHAT AIR TEACHES US

• There’s always something new. The wind blows, life moves on and if you feel “stuck” you don’t have to be.

• “Blue-sky thinking”: that phrase is straight from corporate jargon, but it’s a good metaphor for the open-mindedness of air. When you need to clear brain-fog and get new ideas, imagine you’re up in the blue and can see far and wide.

• Powers of thought and communication. To stimulate your brain, just breathe.

• If you let it, air will teach you the all-important art of listening. When someone is talking to you, be aware of the air in the space between you. Let the words lie in that space for a few moments, while you think about them and take them in.



The gifts of air

“I love the feeling of the fresh air on my face and the wind blowing through my hair.”

Evel Knievel

Fresh air is often prescribed as some kind of panacea. If you’ve been ill, stressed, depressed or simply down in the dumps, getting out in the fresh air is what people who care for you may urge on you. If you feel miserable, the last thing you may want to do is pull on your walking boots and stride up the nearest hill. But the clichés are right. That’s exactly what you should do, for it will inevitably help.

When everything has gone stale, air can bring sparkle; when you feel grubby, air cleanses your soul; when you feel confused, air brings clarity. If you’re studying for an exam or involved in projects that keep you head-down at a workstation, taking time out to move around in the fresh air will be time well spent, because when you start working again you’ll be invigorated and ideas will flow.

Communication and debate

Many of us find talking difficult, especially when we have to say something harsh or complex, something that could hurt another person or something that shows how knowledgeable – or not – we may be. However, being able to communicate effectively is key to success of all kinds, from friendships and relationships to your career.

The element of air can help you with this, if you make a little effort to attune. If you have something difficult to say to a friend or a partner, often going for a walk and talking out in the open makes this easier. People feel less “put on the spot” when out in the fresh air, and it’s easier to get a sense of perspective.

If that isn’t possible, always remember your breathing. Take a deep breath mindfully, affirming that you are drawing clarity and conviction into your lungs. Think of yourself as a gentle breeze, going slowly, with a light touch. If the subject is hefty and the atmosphere thick, summon this breeze to mind. It makes contact with all things, it sticks with none. You have a choice about how you think – could you perhaps choose not to take things too seriously? Make like the breeze, skip onward.


TWO QUICKIE AIR RITUALS

Want to catch the breeze? Hang wind-chimes and the sylphs (classical air spirits) will tangle in them. You will hear their song. Who knows? It may seem as if you hear voices giving you encouragement and bringing cheerfulness.

If you want to let go of troublesome thoughts, keep your eyes open for a feather when you’re out walking. Stand somewhere open, with your back to the wind. Hold your feather high and say:

“Feather, feather, light and free
Wing these thoughts away from me.”

Then, let your feather go, into the wind. Don’t look to see where it flies. Turn away and walk off.



If air makes you uneasy

Just because air is all around us and is basic to life, it does not mean you will necessarily find the entire concept wonderful. One of your main reactions to air may be to feel chilled, exposed, unsettled or vulnerable. If you hate strong winds, this could be a sign that there are aspects to air that don’t chime with your needs.

Unease at air could mean:

• You’re over-attached to your comfort zone and you don’t want it invaded by the cold draught of new ideas and circumstances.

• Feelings and empathy matter most to you and you fear if people talk and analyse, those could be at risk.

• You’re often afraid of saying the wrong thing – you feel words can do a lot of damage.

• You’re strongly attached to your privacy and the idea of an element that blows its way everywhere makes you feel exposed.

Our subconscious minds pick up messages on so many levels. Bringing air into your life can help ease those hang-ups, enabling you to appreciate the joy of opening out, or at least feeling more comfortable.

Drawing close to air

Bring air into your life for its freedom, subtlety, inspiration and wildness.

• When it’s windy, go to your nearest hilltop and fly a kite. Imagine you can see the world from the perspective of that kite. Feel the tug of the breeze on the rope, pulling toward liberty and the great unknown.

• Open your windows each day, even if it’s too cold to do this for more than a moment. Welcome the air into your dwelling, refreshing anything stagnant and bringing vitality.

• Find your voice and sing! Sing around your home, sing when no one’s listening and then dare to sing when they are. Pour your heart into a song and let the wind take it. Now how do you feel?

• Tune in to the magic of scent. Scent has a powerful ability to act on the most primitive parts of your brain and change your mood. Essential oils will give you the purest scents. Try the following: rosemary to restore your spirits; lavender to calm you; rose to release past traumas; patchouli to ground you; frankincense to increase your spirituality; cypress to help you change and find your soul pathway; eucalyptus to open up communication; and ylang ylang to release pent-up feelings and reduce tension, fear and anger.

• Perform the Pigeon Breath from Dru Yoga. Stand comfortably, feet slightly apart, clasping your hands together under your chin, with your forearms pressed vertically against each other and against your chest.

• Take a deep breath in, pushing your chin upward with your fists and opening your elbows out, like a pigeon’s wings.

• Blow your breath out through an open mouth as you bring down your elbows to touch one another, closing your arms again.

• Now, with arms remaining closed, fists pushing gently upwards under your chin, draw in the deepest breath you can. Feel it going right into your back, under your ribs. You can ask a friend or partner to touch your back, just above your waist, to check the air is going that far down.

• Lower your head as you breathe out completely. Repeat the sequence three times, whenever you need revitalizing and calming.

Connecting with fire

“… fire is … the guest in all men’s houses and also the messenger of the gods.”

Frances Huxley, The Way of the Sacred

Fire is one of the most dramatic and mysterious displays of Nature, and yet from most of our lives it is lacking. In temperate climates the fire-bringing sun is weak and distant, its awesome nature easy to ignore. In our homes central heating delivers warmth and microwaves cook without flame. Within our bodies fire is always active, converting calories into energy, yet we know little about those secret flying sparks or of how essential fire is to our lives.

But fire is splendid and electrifying. In our minds it can be linked with what the great analytical psychologist Carl Jung termed “Intuition” – that exciting ability to peer round corners, to take in the whole and see that it is greater than the sum of its parts, as attention flickers from one idea to another, igniting stray notions, seeing in flashes. If we look at fire mindfully, it can change our outlook, stimulating action, change and moving on.

Bring wonderful fire into your life for a vibrant sense of “can do” and to feel challenged and invigorated. Ignore the instruction not to play with fire and dare to ignite. In some ways the essence of fire is “play” – lively, unpredictable and creative. Fire is fun. Just use your common sense and fire will produce joy.


WHAT FIRE TEACHES US

• Respect for Nature. No element is so quickly destructive or so obviously powerful as fire.

• It teaches you to let go. When you are ready to consign something to the flames, you have made a commitment to move on.

• Powers of the imagination. Look for fire-pictures and ignite your inner spark.



The gifts of fire

If you feel stuck, this element can give you a kick-start. When you’re cold and sluggish, depressed and negative, focus on fire and your faith both in life and yourself can flare anew. If your passion for life has dwindled and your courage faded, then you need the vivid symbolism of fire to inflame you again.

Fire can help you think outside the box, stimulating your ideas, revealing fresh angles and evoking a “why-not?” approach. On a practical level it is fire that warms us, cooks our food and powers our muscles. This is good to remember.

As with all aspects of Nature, when you are mindful of fire, enter into its qualities and notice its offerings, it enriches your spirit.

Your inner child

“When I grow up I want to 
be a little boy.”

Joseph Heller

We are often told, in the process of self-development, that we should free our “inner child”. This can be useful, as most of us have been nagged to repress that fun-loving streak, to grow up and be sensible. While this is necessary, it is equally essential to enjoy life and be spontaneous.

Children’s imaginations are boundless. One minute they’re going to captain a star-ship, next be a top model or score the winning goal in the World Cup, or, or, or …. Although such ambitions are statistically unlikely to be fulfilled, they might be, and pretending is the first step toward them. Fire is like this. It starts as a tiny flame that could go out, but might also swell to a huge conflagration. At the very least, your ambitious flicker can become the steady testimony of a lit candle or a warming hearth-fire.

So, whenever you light a flame – and why not make it frequently? – affirm that your inner child is coming out to play and possibilities are opening up.


A FIRE RITUAL

Fire offers perhaps the simplest, quickest, yet if you think about it, most dramatic opportunity for a transformative ritual – lighting a candle is a rite in itself. When you need to invoke the gifts of fire, all you need are a candle and a box of matches.

A white candle is fine but for extra oomph you may wish to choose a bright orange or red candle. Simply sit quietly, looking at the inert wick of your candle. Reflect on the schemes you want to “ignite” in your life. Frame these into a simple phrase – for example, if you want a new job you might say “I’m going to apply for three jobs each week.” Fire lends itself to you affirming an action. Say this three times as you light the candle. When you watch the flame dancing, imagine starting your new job and being stimulated and fulfilled.

If there is some outworn habit or negative thought that you feel is dampening the fuse of your progress, write this on a small piece of paper, twist this into a corkscrew and, using tongs, burn this in the candle flame. Move on.



If you are afraid of fire

Our reactions to the elements can be quite revealing. If you are not afraid of fire at all, it may be that you are bold and innovative and that you take action, having faith that the outcomes will be what you want or even something better. Of course, it may also mean that you’re impractical and a bit crazy! Of all the elements, fire has the power to harm and destroy more swiftly and completely than any other.

Excessive fear of fire can mean:

• You fear change and that the past will disappear in the conflagration of fresh interests.

• You fear and distrust your own intuition and the pictures of a possible future it throws up because this may be unsettling.

• You fear your own creativity, and possibly that it may be futile and consume too much of your time or cause you to be ridiculed.

• You fear the challenges of life and the courage they may call for.

• You fear your own power to make changes and “set the world on fire”, maybe because of the responsibility or creation of opposition.

If you are very afraid of fire, getting close in small, controllable ways and focusing on the benefits of the element can reveal more of what’s happening inside you and help you to change.

Drawing close to fire

Bring fire into your life for its beauty and vitality.

• Regularly light candles. Have these around your home in safe spots, so you can instantly kindle a flame.

• Have a bonfire. Check out the local laws because in some places bonfires are illegal. However, there may be little to stop you lighting up on a remote beach. Be careful what you burn, as some substances are polluting. Nonetheless, it’s worth being aware that there are very few harm-free ways of disposing of the trash that we all generate. Your bonfire is a cathartic way to get rid of old stuff and reminders of the past. Once you are ready to throw something on the flames, you are ready to move on.

• Light a chimenea. These are clay (or sometimes metal) fire-containers that range from small enough for the most bijou garden to big-bellied vessels belching heat. Much better than patio-heaters where there is no visible flame, chimeneas are lovely to gather round with friends, talking long into the night.

• If you can, install an open fire or log-burner in your living room. Fire can then be your companion on cold evenings.

• Enjoy fireworks. If you truly revere fire, you can do this safely by attending an organized display. This is fire at its most volatile and gleeful. In magical traditions, fire spirits are called salamanders and you can watch them frolic in fireworks. They represent the human spirit soaring and igniting – feel yours flare in response.

Connecting with water

"From water comes all of life.”

The Koran

Water cleanses and soothes, permeates and connects. Our bodies are mostly water – roughly 70 per cent, the same proportion as Earth’s seas to her land-mass. Like fire, water transforms – more slowly, yet inexorably, carrying things onward, dissolving and dispersing. In developed, temperate countries, water is easy to take for granted, to waste and pour away. We don’t stop to notice its limpid beauty or to consider that our lives depend on it.

The element of water has been linked to what the analytical psychologist Carl Jung termed the “Feeling function”. “Feeling” here is not the same as “emotion”, although someone whose Feeling function is strong, will in all probability process emotions more smoothly than someone who prizes logic and detachment. Feeling values family bonds and contentment. It’s the function that enables you to care, to be warm and make personal relationships. It also enshrines traditions and social life, sympathy and support.

Connecting with water is important for fluidity, understanding and empathy. Being mindful of water enables you to “go with the flow”, linking to your feelings, letting them evolve and transmute. When you are struggling with confusion and bombardment, the purity and stillness you can find in a glass of spring water can pacify your heart. When all within you is turbulent, a rainstorm can release your feelings, cleansing you and preparing you for change.


WHAT WATER TEACHES US

• Connection. Water touches everything, flowing within and around. It represents tribal bonding and the sharing of emotions.

• Emotional release. Like your feelings, like your tears, water flows freely. Sometimes having a bath or a shower can enable you to cry if you need that release.

• Healing. Water is soothing. Mentally pour your ills into water. On a physical level, simple water can often bring healing. All sorts of problems, from indigestion to bad backs, can be caused by mild dehydration (see Your Body’s Many Cries for Water by Dr Batmanghelidj MD).

• A sense of mystery. Myths and legends cluster around watery places. As a substance water behaves uniquely and you only have to gaze into still water or watch running streams, waterfalls or raindrops to be fascinated.



The gifts of water

“Water is the driving force of all nature.”

Leonardo da Vinci

We know – although we may at times forget – that water is an essential part of our physical being. However, water also calls to us on a soul level. There is something about the flow of water that can open up our deepest centres of energy, releasing tension and liberating creativity.

If you’re feeling stressed and burdened by pent-up feelings, give yourself to the element of water. We’re all aware of the relaxing effects of taking a bath. If you do this mindfully, it can be even more beneficial. When you need soothing, turn your bath into a mini-ritual, affirming that you are being cleansed of those emotions that you’re finding difficult. Add pure essential oils to your bath, with the affirmation that they will help you achieve what you want. Choose lavender for simple relaxation; ylang ylang for release of feelings, such as fear and anger; tea tree for cleansing and revitalizing after emotional crisis; sandalwood to bring tranquillity if your soul is troubled; rose to alleviate depression, grief and jealousy; patchouli to ground and stabilize you; cypress to cope with loss and change, and to find a new pathway; and frankincense to ease trauma and promote spirituality. (Please note, all of the oils have been chosen for their mildness. However, allergy-testing is always advisable.)

Put three or more drops of your chosen oil into your bath water and, as you soak, imagine the healing powers of the oils being absorbed by your body, bringing about the changes you desire.

The healer within you

The mind causes physical changes in the body. The science behind this is irrefutable, because stress, which is generated in the mind, is responsible for so many ailments. By the same token, surely your mind can influence your body to heal? Many alternative practitioners believe this is the case and there is plenty of anecdotal evidence to support this. So, if you need healing of any description, mobilize your mental powers to help you – and use the perfect metaphor of water to carry this through your body and into your subconscious.

Identify what needs to be healed within you. This may be a mental or emotional state, a general physical feeling, such as fatigue or aches and pains, or a specific illness. Pour a glass of spring water and leave it in sunlight for an hour. Imagine all the vibrant powers of the sun entering the water.

If you wish you may add a few drops of food colour to the water. Choose red for energy or green to soothe and heal. Or you can select any colour that feels appropriate and seems to fit your needs. Look at your glass of water and be aware of its cool, pacifying power. Drink your water slowly, closing your eyes and imagining the water permeating your body, every cell of it. If you have an ailment, imagine it being washed away by the water, totally dissolved, and picture yourself well.

Keep reminding yourself how real the power of your mind is, how your emotions affect your body and your health, and how this exercise is bringing you healing through the powers of your mind.

You can repeat this exercise several times a day. It will have a bonus effect of ensuring you drink enough water, which most of us do not.


WATER RITUALS

Water is associated with bonding and shared feelings. Among some women’s groups, rituals have arisen spontaneously – for example, simply washing your hands together, mindfully, feeling the water coursing between your fingertips. If you are physically close to someone, see how it feels to wash each other’s hands, choosing soap with a special scent, lathering, stroking – and maybe laughing.

Water is also about cleansing. When you need to move on, to be freed from a feeling, a habit or a person, fill a special bowl with spring water – so much the better if you can find an old-fashioned cauldron for this. Wash your face, using only your hands. Draw the cool water over your eyelids with your fingertips. Gently wash your lips. Splash your cheeks and forehead. While you are doing this, affirm that you’re washing away everything that needs to go, all the difficult feelings and memories. When you’ve finished pour the water on the ground outside. Water is also about mystery and inner knowledge. If you’re puzzled or indecisive, pour water into a dark earthenware bowl. Again, a good old witchy cauldron is best! Do this when it’s getting dark. Light a candle, positioning it so the flame is reflected in the water or, if the moon is up, catch the moonlight in your bowl. Frame your question and let your mind go as blank and peaceful as you can, while you stare into the water. The old name for this is “scrying”. You may be surprised what solutions come to you, or what you "see" in your mind’s eye. I find this soothing, and even when no clear answer materializes, somehow it’s easier to see the issues.



If water makes you uneasy

You may, of course, realize that water is the essence of life, but find that too much of it can make you uncomfortable, even afraid. There is an immense power in water, so when it floods it is terrifyingly destructive. Maybe you are afraid of this, imagining yourself being overwhelmed and drowned.

Fear of water could mean:

• Your emotions scare you – you don’t want to be swept away by them and you sense they have a power you may not be able to control.

• In general, you like to be in control of circumstances and events in your life. The idea of going with the flow and leaving things to see how they turn out puts you on edge.

• You’re not keen on mysteries and secrets. The thought of what might lurk in the depths of water is scary.

Letting yourself get closer to the element of water may enable you to relax. Play with water and realize that if you surrender to the currents of life you will still be able to steer your boat. Work on accepting your emotions and take on board some facts; namely that neither you nor anyone else can help how they feel, that acknowledging emotions gives them a better chance of being worked through and changed, and that feeling is not the same as doing. Just because you feel something does not mean that you have to act on it, or display it, and in fact admitting feelings to yourself often means you can more effectively protect your privacy. Being conscious of your feelings means they are less likely to pop out in subconscious reactions.

Drawing close to water

Bring water into your life to enable yourself to move on, to heal and cleanse. Use it for a sense of being connected to other people and all that lives.

• Walk in the rain without a waterproof coat or umbrella, just for a while. Feel the cool drops on your face, head and hands. Best of all, if you can find somewhere private, dance naked in the summer rain. What a union with the elements!

• Put on your wellies and splash through puddles – remember how you enjoyed this when you were a child.

• The received wisdom is that we should drink 2 litres/8 glasses of 8 fl oz of water per day. Take time out to relax and drink your water mindfully, affirming that you are nourishing and replenishing your body. Whatever you wish to absorb – more energy, more calmness, more inspiration – is entering you as you drink it.

• Go to your local swimming pool when it’s quiet and you have space to experiment. Really notice how the water lifts you, how it feels against your skin, how you experience different movements through the water. Try an aqua aerobics class to experience the texture and resistance of water.

• Collect rainwater in a clean vessel. Sip it, thinking of how it has been drawn from the far reaches of the Earth, travelled over thousands of miles and fallen from the clouds to reach you. Notice the difference in taste, as it carries all the magic and freshness of the upper atmosphere. If you aren’t keen on drinking rainwater (although it is generally considered safe and is probably purer than what comes out of your tap), use it to water plants, giving them all the gifts of the clouds and the sky. If you can collect enough, use it to wash your skin and hair, imagining the same.

Connecting with earth

“Give me but a firm spot on which to stand, and I shall move the earth.”

Archimedes, The Works of Archimedes

Earth protects and nurtures. This element, in various forms, produces the food we need, shields us from the weather in our homes, clothes us and provides all that is firm and enduring. Stable earth, unchanging for eons, has countless faces. We meet it in the rich soil, the rolling hills, the cool caves, the arid desert and the windswept plain. We can delight in earth’s subtle, ancient harvest of crystals. We touch it in our bodies, for earth is all that is solid and that gives stability.

The element of earth has been linked to what Carl Jung, the analytical psychologist, called the “Sensation function”. “Sensation”, in this sense, is the opposite of “sensational” meaning “dramatic”. Sensation function equates with the evidence of the senses and building on this, working with the concrete. Being earth-aware gives you common sense, drives away fantasies and makes you practical.

Connecting to earth is important for grounding, to set a place to stand and to get our bearings. Earth is our lodestone, our home, the tether that draws us in, the arms that hold us when we could be adrift among the cold stars. Being mindfully conscious of earth in all its aspects can enable you to keep your feet on the ground. When all around seems chaotic and confusing, earth can calm you. Earth is a promise that all is safe and well and a reminder that only the simplest things matter.


WHAT EARTH TEACHES US

• Patience. “All things come to he who waits.” Meanwhile, there are many lovely things to enjoy.

• Practicality. Working with anything "earthy" means you have to concentrate on your physical actions and see your results.

• Consolation. If you’ve suffered loss, earth shows you abundance and tells you that all that dies shall be reborn.

• Groundedness. Imagination is a wonderful thing, but is hopeless if you get too carried away or can’t bring its benefits into physical reality.



The gifts of earth

Our planet Earth gives us all we have and are, physically. Yet Earth, what some call Gaia after the ancient mother goddess, truly comprises all the elements. Earth, the solid element, is what supplies growth and protection. In a beautiful garden or park you can be taken into the embrace of earth and feel mothered.

In today’s world it’s easy to become anxious and on edge. But if you have a stone to hold or soil in which to sink your fingers, these can pull you back, reminding you of your physicality. Whatever is going on, you have your body, your fingers and your toes, your legs and your arms. You have the earth to remind you that much stays the same and all will be more or less okay, quite soon.

Your inner pragmatist

“Life is the art of the possible.”

Adapted from Otto von Bismarck

Is your life driven by "to-do" lists that are just half-completed by the end of the day? Have you succumbed, like most of us, to the pressures of social media pushing you to be successful, brilliant, the best? Maybe you have ambitions to be special in some way, even famous, and believe that you and your life will be a failure if you don’t get there. And have you made decisions about jobs and relationships based on what you dreamed they would be, rather than what they actually were? If so, then, like most of us, you need a blessing from the element of earth.

First select a smooth stone of any sort, large enough to fill your palms. Take the trouble to find a “friendly” stone that feels right in size, shape and texture. You may look for this on a walk or buy a crystal to do the job. Sit holding it and close your eyes. Affirm you want to find your Inner Pragmatist. This is a reassuring aspect of yourself, who tells you that you are fine just as you are. She also has some straight questions to ask you about your definitions of achievement and success. These could include the following:

What’s life all about, anyway? Do you know exactly why you are here? The answer for most of us is definitely “no”, for the most part. So why are you setting yourself unreachable targets? Why do you have to land the “dream” job? Why are you hankering to get hitched to someone regarded as stunning? Why do you persist in believing the perfect relationship exists? Why do you tell yourself you can’t be happy unless you’re rich? Why do you need to be special to anyone but your nearest and dearest? Is it not lovely just to be able to walk, prepare food, hold the hand of a friend or lover? Your Pragmatist, if you’re listening in a relaxed way, will confront you about anything not quite realistic and call you out on it. You’ll know what she’s talking about. Then, she tells you that just by being here you are achieving something, and that if you do this “something” happily, you’re doing even better.

Your Pragmatist reminds you always to take things step by step, to prioritize and get in the habit of counting what you have done, rather than what you haven’t done. She slows you down before you jump into relationships, saying “No one is perfect – check it out, take it slow.” She makes you review your career plans, asking what will truly work for you. She tells you to take care of your health with sensible nutrition, rest and exercise. She teaches you to look after yourself, as a basis for everything else. She’s a simple emissary of earth that your stone can embody for you. So hold your stone, feel it, calm down and have a chat.


AN EARTH RITUAL

Earth is about touching, experiencing, building and persistence. You connect with earth when you’re out walking, so be aware of the good, hearty contact your feet are making with the ground. On each of your walks, pick up a stone. Place this stone on a convenient shelf or cupboard top and add to it each time you take a walk. Remember, this does not have to be a country walk, although it’s better if it is. You can pick up stones in cities also, and earth is always with you.

Soon you will have a little pile of stones, reminding you of all the nourishing contact you’ve made with the ground. Children instinctively do this, and a lovely little cairn is appearing in my fireplace, garnered by one of my granddaughters. When your cairn looks complete, set a green or brown candle in it and light it in celebration of your activity. Then start another pile. If you have a large enough garden, build cairns there. Each one will have a different shape and personality, reflecting differing times in your life and contact with earth.



If earth makes you uneasy

So, you’re well aware of the importance of earth – the sturdiness, the nurture, the constancy – but maybe you find this just a little boring. Could it make you feel suffocated and hemmed in? Maybe you feel afraid in caves or dislike the dirt of allotments and farmyards. We all have preferences, of course, but anything more than a passing discomfort could symbolize a deeper issue.

Unease at earth could mean:

• You’re afraid of commitment. You don’t like the idea of limiting possibilities and choices.

• You fear – and this is a deep one – that if you make your dreams real you’ll lose something. They won’t be quite what you think and you’ll be disappointed.

• You like the idea that anything is possible and earth seems to deny this.

Bringing earth into your life can show you that commitment doesn’t deprive you of your free spirit – in fact, it can liberate you from indecision and ineffectuality. Yes, when dreams come true they aren’t ever quite as you imagine – but what stops you having another dream? And earth doesn’t cast a wide net, telling you what’s impossible and laying down rules. This element helps you focus on the positive. When you accomplish one genuine thing, you’re empowered to tackle more.

Drawing close to earth

Bring earth into your life to feel a sense of abundance, to be grounded, “in the moment”, effectual and have a sense of perspective.

• Plant seeds and seedlings in fresh compost with your bare hands. Feel the essence of the earth. If you live in a flat and have no garden, do this in pots. Afterwards, wash your hands thoroughly and rub in floral organic hand cream (free from parabens and harmful chemicals), aware that you have contacted earth and are now relishing its gifts.

• Walk barefoot on the earth whenever you can. If you feel stressed, visualize this discordant energy going into the ground to be “earthed”.

• Collect crystals, formed in the womb of earth many millions of years ago. Choose amethyst for peace; rose quartz for love and peace; garnet for energy and passion; jade and lapis lazuli for healing; peridot for wealth – or just collect crystals that you’re drawn to. Cleanse crystals by leaving them in moonlight for a while. Enjoy arranging and handling your crystals. Experiment with which ones make you feel good in which setting and which you like in certain places in your home, or to wear.

• While out walking, find small caves or tree roots where you can curl in safety. How does it feel to be held by earth?

• Touch the wall of the building where you work or study. Remember it may be manufactured from a substance that’s new, but even this is formed of incredibly ancient substances that are from the earth. Let this stabilize you and give you a sense of proportion.


CHAPTER 3

THE GIFTS OF NATURE

Trees

“Under the greenwood tree
who loves to lie with me …
here he shall see
no enemy …”

William Shakespeare, As You Like It

Countless anthems have been written about trees. Their silent dance over hillsides, their autumn jamboree, the winter lacework of their branches – they provide endless poetic and artistic inspiration. Despite this – or perhaps because of it – it’s easy to dismiss trees as a nature-lover’s cliché or to take them for granted. But please don’t.

There is more to a tree than a graceful shape, although that in itself can be a personal inspiration if you open up to it. Trees are vital on every level. They provide the raw materials for our survival and the oxygen that we breathe, but they also soothe troubled emotions and open the pathways to spirit. These unmoving beings are busy, busy, busy.

Myths and meanings

Stories told about trees can bring them alive. Think of these when you are alone in the company of some venerable trees, and see if this makes your experience more vibrant.

In Norse myth, the massive ash, Yggdrasil, the World Tree, grows to the height of the cosmos. Its branches reach Upperworld, the realm of the gods; its trunk stands in Middleworld, home of humans; and its roots penetrate Lowerworld, where giants, dwarves and ancestral spirits dwell. The god Odin hung on Yggdrasil for nine days and nine nights to gain the wisdom of the runes. Yggdrasil carries all wisdom, hidden knowledge and experience. Can you sense the quiet wisdom of trees when you are alone in woodland?

The Greeks believed that each tree had a guardian spirit, called a dryad. These graceful beings nurture the trees by directing life-giving energy into them. They also create an “atmosphere” around their tree, so if you intend harm to the tree the dryad can make you feel uneasy. By the same token, if you come with love, or at least openness, the dryad will make you feel welcome. When dusk falls or mist rises it’s easy to imagine you can see the dryad, draped along a branch or peeping from behind a trunk.

The Green Man is a foliate face seen engraved in many churches. No one is quite sure why. Some say he’s a gargoyle, to frighten off evil, others that he was placed there by stonemasons who secretly honoured pagan ways. Although the term “green man” is a recent one, awareness of him is as old as humanity. He’s the spirit of Nature, who has found his way into such popular stories as Robin Hood and who inspired Merlin during his time of madness in the wildwood. Look upward into the leafy canopy of the woodland and you will surely see his face.

Ancient trees you find in your local park or on a ramble may well have their own attendant myths. It’s worth researching this, to bring your walks extra fascination.

What trees teach you

• Patience. These slow-growing life-forms bring the knowledge that everything sorts itself out in time.

• Calmness. Spend an hour in a forest and it’s very hard to remain tense.

• Wisdom. This is a knowledge that goes beyond words. Don’t try to describe it, just feel it.

If you feel indifferent toward trees

• Could this be because you are too impatient, always in a rush?

• If you fear the forest, maybe you fear the contents of your own heart. Remember, there is nothing to fear but fear itself. Draw close to trees in open surroundings and feel their reassuring solidity.

• If you think trees are virtually inanimate, useful only for what they provide, check out the “Did you know?” section below. Can you be sure there isn’t a lot more to these beings?

Did you know?

• There is no doubt that trees – and indeed all plants – are sentient beings. An experiment carried out by IKEA in schools in the United Arab Emirates showed that plants that were complimented and encouraged grew much better than those shouted at and abused. So, trees will “pick up” your feelings and respond to you.

• Certain Native Americans called trees “the standing people”, recognizing they have consciousness.

• Some researchers believe that the roots of trees have brain-like structures.

• “Mother” trees pass nutrients through their roots to the saplings growing from their acorns or beechnuts and trees that are “friends” feed each other similarly.

• Trees warn each other of predators by giving off gas that activates poison in other trees that may be threatened.

• The Amazon Rainforest (largest of the rainforests) produces more than 20 per cent of the world’s oxygen.

The gifts of trees

“A tree is known by its fruit.”

14th-century proverb

There is tremendous solace in the presence of trees. If you feel like a victim of the rat-race, a slave to your smart phone, drained and stressed, trees can help you to feel better, if you will let them. Woodland alters your outlook, enabling you to see your worries for what they are – less important than you may first think in the grand scheme of things. Whenever I feel things are getting out of proportion, we head off down to our woods to spend a night or two in the caravan. Within the domain of the trees, my heart hears their messages and I’m reassured.

As you attune to a tree, letting your monkey mind slow to its pace, everything comes into perspective. The tree is much more ancient than you. There are yew trees in the UK, for example, that saw the coming of Julius Caesar. In the White Mountains of California, the Great Bristlecone Pine is 5,000 years old. In Australia the Huon pine can grow from a root-stock 11,000 years old and the Tasmanian King’s Holly grows from a root-stock an unbelievable 43,000 years old.

In the Druid’s Grove, Norbury Park, South London, lies an ancient yew tree, uplifted in 1720 and left as a wretched corpse. For 300 years it lay lifeless, until, in 2018, it began to grow new branches. The yew was the tree most respected by the Druids as a tree of death and resurrection. Trees bring hope, showing that all that dies is reborn.

Some mystics say that trees are a portal to the spirit world. They may seem very tangible but they also exist in the realms of Faerie. If you go to sleep under a tree, you may have wonderful dreams. Trees can lead you to enchantment.

On a practical level, trees offer you inspiration for poetry and art, and the raw materials too, if you enjoy working with wood or pressing leaves. Trees are amazingly photogenic and they will always pose beautifully for your camera.

Draw close to trees

Don’t be afraid of becoming that cliché – a tree-hugger. Find a peaceful place where the trees seem friendly and do just that, hug a tree. Close your eyes and be aware of what comes into your mind. What would the tree say to you if it could talk? What advice would it give? How is your body feeling, in contact with the tree? Take your time, always bringing your attention back to the tree.

If the tree is strong, climb up into its branches. Be careful not to do any damage to either yourself or the tree, but also remember that trees can be a source of fun. If you lift yourself off the ground into the world of the tree, you can be “uplifted” in many senses.

Tie a message to a tree, using biodegradable materials. This can be a wish for yourself but it could equally be a missive of hope and encouragement for others to find. For example, you might write “Do more of what makes you happy.” Anyone finding that is sure to smile and cheer up.

Cut a wand from an available small branch. Before you do this, ask, in your mind, if this is okay. Usually it is, for trees are very giving, but if you get a strong sense of being pushed away (felt as a coldness or invisible wall), then refrain. Once you have your wand you can smooth it, shape it, paint it, stick crystals on it – whatever takes your fancy. Magical practitioners use a wand to direct their will. Sometimes, if you want to focus your determination, you might like to hold your wand pointing forward while you make a strong affirmation – for example, “I’m going to shine at my coming job interview.” You can keep your wand on your nature table.

Collect pine cones, acorns and dried leaves for your nature table. (Please note, contrary to what many people believe, it is not okay to gather dried wood, etc. from the woodland floor. This is a habitat for many creatures without whom the woods cannot survive.)


A TREE HEALING RITUAL

If you feel in need of healing, of mind, body or soul, take a walk to find a strong, healthy tree that attracts you. Preferably this should be somewhere fairly private. Give your tree a hug, and if this seems okay (see the section above on cutting a wand) take home one or two twigs and/or leaves. Place these around a green candle. Find a strip of white cotton or ribbon, light your candle and hold your cloth between your palms as you gaze at the flame. Think of all the feelings, symptoms or doubts that you want to get rid of and imagine these pouring into the little cloth. This is a “bandage” for any part of your being that needs healing. Think of your lovely tree, growing so staunch and protective, and ask the spirit of the tree to bring you well-being. Next day, walk to your tree and tie your cloth on the highest branch you can reach. In doing this you are part of an ancient folk tradition of hanging “clouties”, or cloths, on sacred trees (often near wells) to heal illnesses of all types.

As you see your cloutie blowing in the breeze, breathe in the freshness and visualize your problem or ailment being blown away. Thank your tree and give it an offering of a little water for its roots. Keep your candle on your nature table and light it whenever you want to give yourself a boost.



Things to do with trees

• Forest bathing, or shinrin-yoku, is an ancient Japanese pastime that has been proved to benefit health. It simply means walking and breathing mindfully among trees, staying present in the moment and inhaling the essence of the woodland consciously. This can benefit you on all levels and has even been proved to link to cancer prevention. Do this regularly and your well-being will be enhanced.

• Collecting leaves, cones and similar. This is another exercise in mindfulness, taking you back to your childhood and the wonder of the natural world. Look at the intricate beauty of a leaf. Appreciate a cone or nut for holding the magic of life in its small case.

• Tree dancing. Let a beautiful tree inspire you to dance, gently swaying at first, then maybe more vigorously, dancing around the trunk. When the tree itself is tossed by the wind you may be inspired to make more abandoned movements.

• Make friends with one tree. Choose a tree that you especially like and visit it regularly, noticing its seasonal changes, its growth, the texture of its bark, any bugs and insects living there and any other details. Sit under the tree whenever you can and get to know it. Notice how the tree makes your body feel.

• Take a “gratitude walk”. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche said “All truly great thoughts are conceived by walking” (Twilight of the Idols, 1888.) As you stroll among the trees say “thank you”. You could even sing it to the tree tops. Feel grateful for the trees, ground, and sky – and then feel grateful for everything else you can think of. A marvellous tonic!

Flowers

“The flowers appear on the Earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land.”

The Song of Solomon, 2:12

Flowers are the brightest gifts of the earth and also the most accessible. However restricted your space, you can invite flowers into it and form a connection with Nature and her cycles. A little pot plant brings birth in its buds, growth and fruitfulness in its leaves and blossom, decay in its dead parts. Then, the seeds incubate the life-spark until a new plant is ready to appear as a testimony to rebirth.

Flowers have a vital job to do. Their colour and scent attract insects for pollination and the production of seeds. Without flowers plant-life would not survive. They are useful and beautiful, and yet when looking at a flower your heart may tell you they are something more. They are a gift, making you wonder whom to thank.

Myths and meanings

There are countless myths about flowers. Enjoy this story and let it awaken your love of flowers.

Long ago, in the Time before Time, Earth and Sky stayed close – close as lovers, for that is what they were. Earth lay warm and sweet below and Sky was clear and radiant above. The stars danced upon the ground each night, and the gods and goddesses walked abroad, communing with humans, teaching them and giving them advice. This was the Golden Age, when all were aware of the Source.

Time went by and humans, who were child-like then, became adolescents. They believed they knew all about the secrets of life. They became impatient with the gods and goddesses who instructed them, and refused to look at them. They had wisdom of their own, they said, and it was more powerful than any deity. In fact, it was a deity. Its name was – and is – science, and by its power humans believed they could become greater than the gods.

Sad and angry, the gods and goddesses withdrew from the world of humans. They decreed that Earth and Sky should be separate, as they themselves were to be separate from the arrogant human race. Cold space divided Earth and Sky, and the star-spirits no longer danced on the Earth. Instead they were fixed in the remote cosmos, and Sky was lonely and distant.

Earth mourned, and the world of humans became darker and without soul. Only some humans noticed this, for most were far too busy to realize that the life had gone out of field and woodland and that the sky was pale and empty. However, those who did notice knew that all would eventually grind to a dead halt without soul, without love or connection. They beseeched the gods to bring back unity and reunite Earth and Sky.

The youngest and most beautiful of the goddesses found the solution. “Earth must be with Sky and Sky with Earth, for that is the Law of Love” she said, “Yet this cannot be, because the race of humans has so distorted the world that even we gods, cannot undo the mischief!” The other gods nodded their tired heads. “There must be a compromise. A part of Sky must stay with Earth until that far time shall arrive when they may be re-united. There must be a troth, a gift. The star-beings must visit Earth and so bring life back to the soil.”

The gods agreed. And so, as the world turned, and the shadows of night fell, the star-beings emerged, shining remotely. But this night was to be different. The goddess came to them and told them they were to be sent on a mission. Down to the forlorn Earth they came, in a shower of light, and danced on the ground as they had done in the past. All night they danced and the Earth sang in response. And in the morning when the sun came up – the Earth was covered with millions of brilliant flowers.

Flowers are the sign of the love between Earth and Sky, a reflection of the star-beings and the gift the Earth gives back to Sky as a symbol of their pledge. In flowers the celestial meets the material, and there is unity. Flowers are a reminder of the golden past, and the promise of a blessed future, when what has been broken shall again be one.

What the story means

Mystics, who are granted a vision of the energy patterns within the Universe, report that all is One, and that One is Love. Flowers are a living proof of that love. There is a world in each flower, and the harmony within a flower reminds us of what the world could be like if we would only open our hearts. In flowers the stars come to Earth, and Earth and Sky are lovers again.

What flowers teach you

• Gratitude. An outpouring of gratitude is a lovely feeling, changing your mood and drawing more good things your way.

• Wonderment. There are countless wonders of course but flowers are always accessible, always amazing.

If you feel indifferent toward flowers

• Maybe you don’t like the idea of being sentimental. But what’s the issue? Flowers can teach you that the light – even the trivial – can be fun. And fun is creative.

• If there are some flowers you dislike, ask yourself what they symbolize to you. This can help you get to know yourself.

• Flowers are generally short-lived. This can be a reminder that all things change. But flowers also teach rebirth, if you accept that they are only here for a short time but bloom again in their next seasonal cycle.

Did you know?

• Flowers are fairly new in terms of the lifetime of the Earth. They came into being 140 million years ago. Before that only ferns and conifers grew.

• Flowers have symbolic meanings, which are used by spiritual practitioners.

• Some plants do not need soil to grow – they draw all they need from the air. Orchids are an example.

• Plants aren’t all beauty and sweetness. Some, like the Venus Fly-trap, eat bugs and even small animals. Others, like sunflowers, produce toxins that kill other plants nearby.

The gifts of flowers

“To see a World in a grain of sand,
And a Heaven in a wild flower,
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand,
And Eternity in an hour.”

William Blake, Auguries of Innocence, I

Flowers in the wild are enchanting – they can make you believe in fairies. Of course, flowers are often given as gifts, but they can also convey hidden messages. The ancient Egyptians used flowers to send messages in code, as did the Chinese, Indians and ancient Greeks. By the time of Shakespeare these meanings were written down – for example, Ophelia’s “rosemary for remembrance”. In the early 18th century, this was formalized as a way for lovers to communicate privately:

• White flowers mean innocence and secrecy.

• Red flowers indicate passion and deep love.

• Yellow flowers bring warnings and maybe show jealousy.

• Full-petalled flowers mean intense emotion.

• Autumnal shades show gentle affection, or could mean feelings are fading.

• A small flower conveys uncertainty.

• A tall flower hints at high ambitions, and possibly spirituality.


FLOWER MEANINGS

In addition to the general significance of colours or shapes, individual flowers have their own special meanings.

• Anemone – Hope to see you soon.

• Apple blossom – You are beautiful and I respect you.

• Azalea – We must be careful not to be seen together.

• Bluebell – I will be faithful.

• Buttercup – I share everything with you.

• Pink carnation – Thanks for your welcome message.

• Red carnation – Can’t bear not to see you, lets meet up soon.

• Yellow carnation – You’ve let me down and my feelings have died.

• Brown chrysanthemum – Let’s still be friends.

• Red chrysanthemum – I love and desire you.

• Yellow chrysanthemum – I love someone else.

• White chrysanthemum – I swear I will always tell you the truth.

• Hyacinth – I am sorry we are parted.

• Passion flower – You are my twin soul.

• Peony – Sorry I was so insensitive.

• Pink rose – I’m scared to show my feelings.

• Red rose – I’m deeply in love with you.

• White rose – We must keep our feelings secret.

• Wild (dog) rose – I love you from afar.

• Snapdragon – Rejection – it’s all over between us.

• Violet – You can trust me forever.

• Wallflower – I will love you even when times are sad.



Draw close to flowers

Looking at a flower can be a meditation in itself. For a few minutes settle down and gaze at a rose, examining the purity of its colour, the soft pleats and furls of its petals – let the rose anchor you in the now, with its beauty. Breathe in the essence – not just the scent but the being of the rose. How is it making you feel? Notice how your body reacts. Do you feel soothed or uplifted – or both?

Out in the wild, sit among some wild flowers, choose one and repeat the meditation above. If there were fairies here, what would they be doing? If the flowers could sing, how would it sound? Breathe in the joy of flowers.

It is often illegal to dig up wild flowers, so buy them in pots for your nature table.


A DAISY PLAYFULNESS RITUAL

With the exception of Antarctica, daisies grow all over the world. They are tough, yet dainty, and are easily woven into a chain. This is the kind of thing you probably did as a child, lost in a world of your own where time stood still and the sun shone forever.

So now you are going to revisit your childhood. Go into your garden or visit a park and pick enough daisies for a chain. As you twist them together, affirm that you are reconnecting with your own playful child within, drawing to you the resilience and cheerfulness of the flower. Place your completed chain around your neck and imagine that you are absorbing all the vitality of the sun into your being, making you as carefree as a daisy. Then, form your chain into a figure of eight, and press it. When dried, turn it on its side, forming the eternity sign, place it in a glass frame (on your nature table if you wish) and when anything gets you down, light a yellow candle, look at your chain and remind yourself that the sun always comes back out again.



Animals

“Our ancestors loved and respected animals so much they chose … to have them as guides and companions in the Otherworld.”

Philip and Stephanie Carr-Gomm, 
The Druid Animal Oracle

If you yearn for closer connection with Nature, then you probably already love animals – and there are doubtless some that you adore. From the dog at your heels to the sheep in the fields, something peaceful and accepting in animals calls to us. Fierce animals like lions inspire awe, gentle giant elephants evoke respect, and dolphins are almost magical. Even non-mammals such as bees, ants, spiders and snakes are fascinating and have plenty to teach us.

Most of us are brought up to believe that animals are “inferior” to us. This may be because of religious beliefs but it’s also hardly surprising that this can arise in a culture that practically worships science, in the sense of logical materialism. We assume because we think analytically, focusing ourselves on understanding the mechanics of the world and manipulating them, that we are “superior” to animals, who adapt and harmonize. The human race now has a fair chance of making this planet uninhabitable for us all. Surely, it’s time to question our values, coming with open minds and loving hearts toward the animals, to find out what we can learn?

Myths and meanings – the shamanic tradition

In times gone by, when we hunted animals for our survival, creatures were not seen simply as prey. They were respected and revered as guides, teachers and even gods. For example, when hunting stags, our ancestors would offer prayers and sacrifices to the Horned God, for his permission and their success. Humans didn’t see themselves as entirely separate from animals. Instead, they believed that the souls of animals could help and encourage them, keeping them safe and bringing them power.

Tribes often had a totem animal as a sign of bonding. This also meant that the characteristics of that animal were especially relevant and inspiring. Even more importantly, there were also power animals, which could guide the hunter and the shaman in their work.

The shaman was a mystical priest or priestess, who could bring messages from the spirit world. Each shaman would have their own animal spirit to show them the way and strengthen them in the Otherworld. Although their power animal would come to them when they were in a trance, to take them on an Otherworld journey, they treasured tokens of this animal in the material world. For example, if the bear was their power animal, they would wear a bear-skin; if it was an eagle, then they would have a headdress of eagle-feathers, and so on. These tokens brought potency and skill.

What does this mean for you, today? It offers you an enthralling and empowering way of connecting with animals. There are plenty of people who follow a path of shamanic spirituality these days, gathering in lodges to go on spirit journeys with their power animals. Yet, you don’t have to join a group to get close to your power animal. We will look at such a journey at the end of this chapter.

Although each animal species is complete in itself, for us humans different animals represent different qualities. For example, you may see Wolf as a fierce pathfinder, Deer as delicate, sensitive and swift or Fox as cunning and resourceful. Your power animal will bring you the qualities you need when you decide to explore the deeper meanings of Nature and yourself, or it can simply give you added strength in life. This can make you feel better in tricky situations, such as when issues arise in the work-place, your education or with relationships.

For now, just think about which animal you’ve always been drawn to. This might be your pet cat, for its independence and grace, or an animal or bird you see in the wild. When you come close to that animal, you feel something electric, something that makes you feel more alive. Could this be your power animal? Later you may find out.

What animals teach you

• Love. It may not be hard to see love in the adoring eyes of your dog, but loving behaviour is also being discovered in animals in the wild – for example, in elephants who come back to the place where a herd-member died in order to mourn. Could it be that animals instinctively recognize love as the connecting power in the Universe?

• Forgiveness. Be less than kind to your pet and mostly they forgive you immediately. Why bear a grudge? Animals know such behaviour doesn’t benefit anyone.

• Freedom from shame. All animals are completely unashamed about their bodily functions and their sexuality. It’s Nature – so what is there to be ashamed of? Yet we often are.

If you’re afraid of animals

• Could it be that you are uneasy with your own “animal nature”, with your passions, desires and bodily self?

• Fears of specific animals often symbolize what’s going on in your subconscious. For example, fear of spiders can mean a “negative mother complex” where you dread being controlled and trapped. Snakes may mean unease with sexuality and instincts. These are individual matters, so if you have a phobia, why not research it, to see if you can find an interpretation that resonates with you?

Did you know?

• Many animals are psychic and pets that have bonded with their owners will often know what they are going to do before they do. This, and other amazing animal abilities, is explored by the revolutionary biologist Rupert Sheldrake in Seven Experiments That Could Change the World.

• Many animals, including elephants, wild dogs and vampire bats. care for their sick and dying, often protecting, feeding and comforting them. This flies in the face of the harsh “survival of the fittest” dogma.

• Dolphins may have a language that compares with human communication. This has been discovered by researchers at the Karadag Nature Reserve, Feodosia, Crimea, Ukraine.

• According to research published in Ecology & Evolution, there may be as many as 303 species of mammals yet to be discovered.

• At the time of writing many familiar animals are threatened with extinction, including the gorilla, types of leopard, tiger and elephant, and sea turtles. Species are disappearing at up to 10,000 times the natural rate. Humans are causing this, and, as extinctions have knock-on effects, we can never be sure how close we are to killing off a species that will be the last link in our trail of self-destruction.

The gifts of animals

“Animals are such agreeable friends – they ask no questions, they pass no criticisms.”

George Eliot

Pets have obvious benefits. They love you when the world seems to have discarded you, they cuddle up with you when you’re cold, they instantly forgive you for forgetting them or shouting at them, and they give you a reason to get up in the morning. If you have a dog, you may well owe your life to him, because walking him keeps you healthy. My dogs shape my life, in truth – they have to be exercised, they have to experience Nature, and I’m truly grateful to them for never letting me find an excuse to stay in. However, animal gifts go even further. Research has shown that cats – and probably other furry animals, such as guinea pigs – can slow heart-rate, lower blood pressure and alleviate depression by their presence. There are organizations that offer pets as therapy for anxiety, depression, autism and other conditions. Clearly pets are not just “for fun” – though that is therapeutic in itself.

Animals of all kinds offer an exquisite connection to the Earth and to your own instinctual self, but wild animals have a special enchantment. They respond to calls we cannot hear, touching the world in ways that our logical minds don’t allow. If you open yourself up, wriggling out of the cause-and-effect straight-jacket that imprisons the soul, animals can give you even more, operating as spirit envoys, bringing messages and reminders.

Many people report spotting a certain animal when thinking of someone who has passed on. For example, you may often see a deer, an owl or a fox when visiting a grave or a place where you’ve scattered the ashes of a loved one. When you’re feeling dejected, maybe a certain robin hops along the fence, chirping encouragement. Maybe you find that folklore works for you – the “One for sorrow, two for joy” adage about magpies could give you messages about your life.

With animals, as with Nature in general, the trick is to watch, take note, keep your sense of wonderment and, as always, have an open mind.

Draw close to animals

If you don’t have a pet, consider getting one if you can. There’s nothing quite like living with an animal to get you “connected”. However, if you live in a flat or a rented property, this may not be possible. Happily, it is usually possible to “share” other people’s pets. Many busy people do not have time to walk their dog, feed their cat or muck out their horse. It’s worthwhile offering your services, for you will surely get takers.

There are also some commercial locations where you can observe animals, and although some of these are distasteful and even distressing, others are entertaining – for example safari parks.

Best of all, of course, watch animals in the wild. Join a badger-watch and see their secret, snuffly goings-on. Stay stock-still in woodland when there’s no one about and soon squirrels, foxes and deer may appear, going about their business. Feed birds in your garden or the park, and see how they behave. Can you make a special friend of one of them? Do they seem to bring you messages? For example, I once had a definite warning from a robin whose squawking alarmed me. I hurried home to find a minor emergency with one of my children. Other people have found that certain birds seem to bring reassurance about loved ones who have died – perhaps a chaffinch may start to sing or a certain blackbird appear.

Other signs of animal presence may seem more “savage”. If you have a totem animal (see page 86), finding feathers, fur or bones from this creature can be a gift – and, in fact, sometimes if you find a significant animal relic this suggests that this animal is your totem or power animal. If this happens, don’t dwell on the fact the creature has died – focus on its essence empowering you and take the relic home for your nature table. If it is a feather, you might choose to wear it or, if it’s a bone, you could make it into jewellery.

Connecting with animals can reward you with flashes of insight. Always record these in your journal.

Find your power animal

Connecting with your power animal in a shamanic lodge is a very important and serious process – you are encouraged to go into a light trance to the beat of a drum and the animal that you encounter is considered a vital companion on your spirit journeys. However, what you will be doing in this exercise is more light-hearted, because your power animal will be your ally, and even protector, in ordinary life.

Please note that your power animal can change over time. You may have more than one, and if you should decide to take up shamanism properly, you will discover much more about your animal and what it can do. For now, it will be best to avoid having an insect – except Butterfly or Bee – as your power animal. Spider, which is of course not an insect, is also acceptable.

To find your power animal, simply light a joss stick of your choice, play some rhythmic music (without lyrics) and relax. You may have to experiment with what works best for you. For example, music that seemed great at first might turn out to be too rousing; or you might discover that you are more receptive sitting up than lying down.

Close your eyes, and, in your mind’s eye, go to a place in Nature that you love. Imagine it as clearly as you can, noting shapes, colours, movement, sounds, smells, and how the air and ground feel. After a few minutes, ask that your power animal comes to you. Don’t be surprised if it isn’t the noble beast you are expecting, because all animals have their own unique value. (A friend of mine was disappointed when her power animal turned out to be Turkey. But then she discovered that Turkey symbolized abundance and generosity, and proved to be a lovely guide.)

Hopefully, an animal will come to you but, if it doesn’t, don’t despair. Try again another day and eventually you will succeed. When your animal appears, challenge it three times with the words “Do you come in perfect love and perfect trust?” If the animal is still there at the third challenge, it’s genuine. Your animal may talk quite clearly to you, or communicate in some other way. Don’t go on any journey with your animal. Just thank it for being there for you, take your leave and come back to everyday awareness.

Write your experiences in a journal. Place pictures of your animal on your nature table and look out for relics in the wild, pictures you spot, things that turn up, what people say and all the little synchronicities you will encounter that show you’ve made a connection.

When you’re facing something challenging, like a test or a confrontation, take a symbol of your animal with you. Before beginning, close your eyes, ask your animal to be with you and clothe yourself in its special power. Your confidence should be boosted and your results improved.

Rivers, ponds and inland waterways

“If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.”

Loren Eiseley

Rivers and streams, ponds and lakes, man-made waterways such as canals – these are all places of special blessing, where you will find tranquillity as well as plenty to fascinate you. Life buzzes, splashes, slithers and snuffles around you, if you stay still and observe. Some of the most picturesque places on Earth involve lakes and waterfalls, where the nurturing Earth Mother shows she can also play the seductive beauty, adorned with her jewels of silver and pearl.

Early humans worshipped springs as the milk of the Goddess coming from within the Earth. Water meant survival, in drinking, cooking, cleaning and building. Before extensive farming and fertilizing, nearly all water would have been drinkable. As you sit beside a clear stream, imagine how wonderful it would have been to come upon this place, tired and thirsty, after a day’s travelling. How your dry throat would have welcomed the water and your aching feet its cool caress.

Myths and meanings

In pagan times all waters were believed to be inhabited by magical beings, and rivers were themselves deities. There are myths attached to every river, involving creatures with strange gifts who might be generous, but who were more likely to lure you to a watery death. One of the ugliest is the Bunyip, who inhabits lakes in Victoria, Australia, while some of the most beautiful are the mermaids of the Sikanni, in America, one of whom married a hunter, only to forsake him later, taking their children with her. A famous water spirit is the Lorelei, named after a huge, rocky cliff on the Rhine – a place to generate legend and awe.

Lorelei was a water nymph, daughter of Father Rhine, who lured many sailors to shipwreck with her haunting, irresistible singing. One day she fell in love with a handsome fisherman. He returned her feelings and for a while they were happy – until Lorelei learned she had a rival. In a jealous rage she gripped her lover and dragged him with her to her underwater palace, where he drowned, remaining with her forever.

But Lorelei never recovered from her destructive envy and she continued to lurk on the rocks, pulling many men to their deaths. When the local prince lost his own son in this way, he sent an army to surround her. But Lorelei laughed and disappeared under the waves. Although she has never been seen since, some say echoes of her song can still be heard at the rock, when the wind blows and the moon rises …

What the myth means

Could Lorelei represent the destructive side of your emotional self? When we are gripped by fear we can easily “drown” our most wonderful talents, for fear of failure or other loss. Each of us can let jealousy swallow up our better selves, or destroy something we value through pointless anger. But water can cleanse and heal, so take your disturbed feelings down to the water’s edge and imagine you are casting them into the depths. Breathe in the moist air and resolve to move on.

What rivers and ponds teach you

• They are some of the strongest calls to your inner child. Remember how you longed to play by the water’s edge when you were young, and all the things you saw that fascinated you.

• You can find cleansing and healing near waters. Often, they are the place to go when your soul is torn by the actions of a loved one, bereavement or failure, bringing you subtle reassurance that things are not quite as bad as they seem.

If rivers and ponds make you uneasy

• Maybe you don’t like the idea of “time-wasting”, messing about by the river. But time spent in this way is never wasted. It’s one of the best ways of generating creativity.

• Could it be you aren’t keen on your own company? Your reflection in the waters calls you to look to your inner self. We all have elements within us that we hide. Be brave. Look into the depths and face yours.

Did you know?

• The world’s longest river is the Nile at about 6,650km (4,132 miles) long.

• Rivers play a vital role in the water cycle. They help drain 75 per cent of the Earth’s land surface and are excellent habitats and food sources.

• Lakes cover 3.7 per cent of the continental land surface.

• Many lakes are mysterious. Yellow Stone Lake in Wyoming, USA emits strange singing and humming sounds. Lake Vostok in Antarctica, beneath the Russian research base, is under about 3,960m (13,000ft) of ice and reputedly harbours a form of “unknown life”. Loch Ness in Scotland is renowned for a mythical monster, and there are allegedly many more such creatures worldwide, including the Cherokee Uktena lake serpent and the Hawkesbury River Monster in New South Wales, Australia.

Gifts of rivers and lakes

“… the soul is like a well of limpid water, from which flow only streams of clearest crystal.”

Saint Teresa of Avila

We take water totally for granted, yet it is a mysterious substance whose gifts we can tune into, with great benefits at all levels. The unique properties of water make it possible for life to exist. When other substances move from liquid to solid state, the solid state is heavier, and it sinks. If this were to happen with water, all living creatures within lakes would die when ice forms. But because ice floats, warmer water remains beneath it and the life is protected. Water also has a special ability to dissolve other substances and carry them away – making a “soup of life”. And when we need it to, water can cleanse and purify.

In science, water is an anomaly, but beyond accepted science it offers more fascination. Masaru Emoto, author of The Hidden Messages in Water and Messages from Water and the Universe, found that water has the ability to hold emotional impressions and to be affected by thoughts. He discovered this by studying the formations of crystals, from water exposed to positive or negative feelings. It could almost seem that water is alive.

Bear this in mind when you linger by the edge of a stream or a lake. Those silver, lapping ripples are composed of molecules that have been all around the world, evaporating into clouds, falling as rain, heaving within the ocean – and now glistening at your feet. If the water could speak, what would it tell you? Is the water carrying dreams and impressions? Could it carry yours? Can it take away your troubles and leave you with a better outlook? Surely it can bring everything into perspective?

Bring all your attention into your presence by the water. What can you see, hear and feel, both physically and emotionally? Water forms the most beautiful crystals when exposed to the words “love” and “gratitude”. Think of someone or something you love and imagine yourself pouring them/it into the water. Now think about what you’re grateful for. Maybe you have now sent out a gift to the world. The gift to you will be that of amplifying your positive emotions.

Draw close to the waters

Wild swimming is an increasingly popular activity and a great way to refresh body and soul. It simply means swimming in natural bodies of water – lakes, ponds, rivers or, of course, the sea. Some people like to wild-swim their way around the country for intimate and dramatic bonding with the territory. I will never forget the sensual and magical experience of swimming in a river in Somerset some years ago. Although the water was very cold, I soon got used to it, feeling the green fronds brushing my limbs as if I were a water sprite and experiencing a great sense of adventure. Always use your common sense: check local regulations, observe safety rules (some places are obviously a no-no, such as most of the Severn river in the west of England), take a companion, wear the right gear – and splash!

If you aren’t quite so hardy, a canal-boat holiday offers a lazy, soothing interlude to feel at one with friendly waters and see the countryside – and yourself – from another angle.

Let streams return you to childhood, as you race twigs down the current and watch to see if your leaf-boat will make it under a bridge. Trail your hands in the water and paddle, if you can.

Visit wells and springs, remembering these were sacred in olden times. Throw a silver coin into a wishing well and let yourself believe in magic. If you can, drink pure spring water and imagine it revitalizing your being with sparkling energy. Life is the gift and the essence of water.

Float-your-boat wishes ritual

Water brings change and renewal. You can have fun with this simple ritual to grant your wishes.

On a large leaf, write your wish as succinctly as possible. Visualize it manifesting and drop the leaf into a stream. Watch the stream carry it out of sight, into the vastness of the waterways, to be transformed and come true. If your leaf gets caught, you’ll have to unhook it with a stick – there’s plenty of fun to be had in the waterways.

If you’re more ambitious, you can make a little boat out of wood, or even paper, and set a small candle inside. A birthday-cake candle can be held in place with some clear tape long enough for your tiny fire-boat to sail out onto a lake, taking your wish with it. Do you believe in the spirits of land, sea and sky? As dusk falls over the water and your fire-boat sails into the distance, you just may.

The sea

“I must go down to the seas again, for the call of the running tide

Is a wild call and a clear call that may not be denied; …”

John Masefield, Sea Fever

When the sun shines and it’s hot and sticky, most of us think of heading for the seaside. However when we get there, instead of being refreshed by the breeze and soothed by the waves, we have to battle with crowds, noise and sand in our ice-cream. To experience the sea in her raw power, stormy weather may be a better choice, or wait till bleak winter strips her of everything but her fearsome beauty.

Watch the pewter waves assault the cliffs, and the tide unfurl over a deserted beach. Smell the salty tang and listen to seabirds calling. What songs and stories come to your mind, as you look toward a misty horizon, sea and sky merging, all your ordinary life dissolving in something much vaster? Standing on the shoreline, your perspectives can change and it becomes easier to believe in the things you may long for, such as freedom of mind, new direction – and perhaps adventure.

Myths and meanings

There are many tales of fabulous sea creatures and their enchantment and danger. The sea changes so many things, and all can seem different when the mist clothes the waves or the moonlight plays on the ripples. The Scottish story of the Selkie is one of the most interesting.

One moonlit night a lonely hunter looked out to sea, longing for a lover to share his nights. Still as a rock he sat, and in the silvery light he must have been taken to be just that, for graceful, seal-like creatures began to emerge from the waves. They were cautious at first but, believing the beach to be deserted, they came ashore. To the hunter’s amazement, they shed their seal skins, became young women and began to dance.

Mesmerized by their fluid beauty, the huntsman watched them longingly. He had heard tales that soulful-eyed seals were once human. Filled with yearning, he edged forward and pulled one of the sealskins inside his coat, where he buttoned it securely.

The dance over, the maidens retrieved their skins and, with lilting laughter, disappeared beneath the tide. All but one, the most beautiful, who scrabbled around in growing alarm, for she could not find her covering. When the hunter stood up she froze in terror, but he said “Come with me and be my wife. Then, after seven years, I will return your skin and you may do as you please.”

What could the seal-maiden do? She went with the hunter and they lived happily enough, but though they had a son her eyes remained sad and her skin pale. At the end of the seven years, she begged her husband to keep his promise but he angrily refused. Her little son could not bear her unhappiness. He followed his father and, finding where he hid the skin, he took it to his mother.

Delightedly she grabbed it, running for the shore. There she slipped into it, but her son clung to her. So, she held the boy, breathed into his mouth and took him with her into the waves, showing him the wonders of her fabulous underwater home.

But the boy’s destiny lay on land, and his mother had to return him. Sorrowfully, they parted but thereafter the boy would come to sit on the shore and feel her presence. His father, overjoyed to see him again, bought him a flute. The boy grew to become a famous musician, sitting on the rocks playing haunting melodies, inspired by the seal people he could see frolicking on the waves, far out to sea.

What the story means

If you are caught between a yearning for enchantment and the necessity to deal with the everyday world, you will readily understand this story. The seal-woman is your longings, the hunter your land-locked self. The good news is that the young musician is your creative side that can come into being when you combine the two. Keep your sea-borne dreams and decide what you must sacrifice, as the seal-maiden gave up her skin, to make these real. It may be time, effort, money or even an unfulfilling relationship, but you can be the equivalent of that talented boy, doing your creative best, with something afar to gaze at, always, for inspiration.

What the sea teaches you

• Change is the only constant. The sea changes everything. The sea can teach you that sometimes you have to surrender and see where the waves of your life take you.

• To listen to your heart’s call to adventure. In days gone by, travel was mysterious and ships were thrilling. Ask yourself where you would really like to go, spiritually or materially.

If you’re afraid of the sea

• This could be because you fear losing control. Trying to control too much can take your energy away from creativity and adventure. Be brave!

• Perhaps you fear the unknown, becoming “all at sea”. The sea is filled with strange creatures, both factual and fanciful. But what would life be like if there was no mystery? It’s what you don’t know that keeps you growing, and by remembering there are things you don’t yet realize you don’t know, you can keep your mind as open as a mariner’s horizon.

Did you know?

• The oceans cover about 70 per cent of the Earth’s surface. That’s roughly equivalent to the percentage water content of our bodies, giving us kinship with the Earth.

• Only 5 per cent of the oceans have been explored. That leaves room for countless possibilities …

• 94 per cent of all life on the planet is aquatic, and most of it hasn’t yet been identified. In the unexplored depths of the oceans almost any life-form could exist.

The gifts of the sea

“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

William Shakespeare, Hamlet

The subtle call of the sea is one you can ignore if you insist, but it is softly relentless. The price of not answering the call of the sea – at least in your mind – can be to dry up when it comes to responding to new challenges that call to something in your soul and offer you a “sea change”.

If, like most of us, you face conundrums and frustrations, if you know you are erecting your own barriers but you’re not even sure what they are, and if you long for something you can’t name, the sea will offer up help. This may not be an answer as such, as the waves don’t speak in that kind of logic. But the sea can hint at a voyage and can tug you away with the tide, if you let it.

Stand or sit alone on the shore. Keep your issues in mind, but do not analyse them or try to work anything out or expect the beauty of the place to help you, because that’s not usually how it works. Just tell the sea your problems, shout them into the wind and then breathe in the essence of the sea.

It may be after you leave the sea that its song will echo within you and you’ll find your answers. Or it may be that you will learn to ask better questions.

Draw close to the sea

The sea can be a jealous friend. She may appear to be fun when you’re making sandcastles with children, paddling or watching romantic sunsets with your partner, but she will only whisper her secrets when you’re alone.

For a true visit to the sea it’s worth travelling to a lonely beach and being solitary there for at least a couple of hours. Walk around, look out to the horizon, kick sand, explore rock pools, watch the tide and the seabirds wheeling. Keep bringing your attention back to what you can hear – the rhythms of the waves, the cries of the gulls and … what? Be aware of the quality of the air-stream on your face and its smell. Notice the shapes of rocks, the colours within the sea, the far-off horizon. If you sometimes feel a little scared, so much the better, for the sea is truly awesome.

After a while – and don’t do this immediately or you can disrupt your “connection” – pick up shells, stones, driftwood and anything small enough to carry that attracts you. Bring these items back and place them on your nature table.

Give your dreams to the sea by doing sand-paintings. With a piece of driftwood or shell, make pictures or draw symbols in the soft sand where the tide washes in. For example, romance could be a heart, money a currency symbol – be inventive. Surround your sand painting with a circle. As the tide comes in the sea will embrace your longings.

When you have left the sea and have time to reflect, make notes in a journal about the thoughts and impressions you’ve been given.


“BRING ME TO THE SEA" RITUAL

It may be impossible to get to the sea very often physically, but there are other ways to be close to it and to benefit from its attributes.

Try holding a shell to your ear and imagine that you can hear the sea. Close your eyes and remember your last visit. Ring a turquoise candle with seashells and, in a blue-green mug brew yourself a cup of tea with kelp or other seaweed (this should be readily available in your local health food store). You can play music that reflects the movement and the sounds of the ocean, such as waves breaking on the shore or the song of whales or dolphins, as long as this doesn’t interfere with your personal memories of the sea.

Sit in front of your lit candle, holding your mug of tea, and imagine yourself inside a luminous egg of protection. In your mind’s eye go back to the sea and breathe its essence deep into your heart. Feel your heart fill with that sea essence and then visualize it flowing into your tea. Imagine you can feel a slight tidal swell in your tea, as it absorbs the energy. Drink your tea while you look at the candle flame and affirm that you are being flooded wonderfully with all the freedom, inspiration and wildness of the sea, washing away your troubles. Stay relaxed, dwelling on happy outcomes. When you have finished, blow out your candle, let your protective “egg” be absorbed into your body and touch your palms to the ground to anchor yourself. Give thanks to the sea for all her gifts.
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INTRODUCTION

“A wise man adapts himself to circumstances as water shapes itself to the vessel that contains it.”

Chinese proverb

The Wheel of the Year is the cycle of the seasons, from Midwinter, through spring, summer, autumn and back to Midwinter again. Getting into harmony with this can be one of Nature’s greatest blessings. In the past, humans had no choice but to be aware of the seasonal round, for life depended on this. It still does, of course, but as we crash through our hectic schedules, it’s easy not to notice the blaze of autumn leaves until we wake up one day and realize it’s a few weeks till Christmas. Or maybe we find ourselves almost at the longest day, never having spotted a single primrose. Being aware of where we are on the Wheel is grounding and soothing, but also awakening and inspiring. It brings you into the “now”, while keeping life in perspective.

However, having an awareness of the Wheel entails more than simply appreciating Nature. The Wheel of the Year holds many delights. Old customs and seasonal lore abound, making life vibrant and flavoursome. Simple seasonal observances are fun; finding certain parallels with how you feel can be helpful and therapeutic, and the attendant myths add a sprinkle of magic.

In the following pages we will explore the Eight Festivals. These are the points on the Wheel celebrated by nature-worshippers that seem to mark significant shifts in the “feel” of the Earth. There will be suggestions of things you can do alone or with your friends and your community. There are also personal ideas to help you move on. The whole point is for you to make an individual connection to Nature and to feel alive. You may discover, in fact, that the Wheel is more of a spiral as you start to go round it for a second year, and a third, each time realizing and learning things that might not have occurred to you before.

The Earth Goddess and the Sun God

The seasonal cycle can be brought to life as an evolving “love story” of the Earth Goddess and the Sun God. This is mentioned in each of the festivals. The Goddess and God are also seen, by pagans, as manifesting in various personalities – for example, Eostre is the goddess of the Spring Equinox. Enjoy this idea if it appeals to you. If not, you can leave this out. It’s your choice and your journey.

Meanings of trees and flowers

To the ancients all was alive, there were many gods and everything was divine. This belief has come down to us in many ways, one of which is the idea that trees, flowers, crystals and other natural things have meanings and even powers. How do you feel about this? Does it resonate with you? If so, there are suggestions in each chapter regarding myths and meanings that you can work with.

Note on different latitudes

The Eight Festivals are based primarily on temperate zones. If you live closer to the tropics you will need to adapt to what’s happening in your location. The whole point of the Wheel of the Year is to help you attune to where you are. Apply as many of the suggestions as you can, and be inventive. Remember, this is your journey. Be aware, of course, that the seasons are reversed in the southern hemisphere compared to the northern. If you live in Australia or New Zealand you may have to celebrate Christmas when it’s hot, but never your Midwinter Solstice, which will fall in the chillier month of June.

Note on allergies

Here and there you will find suggestions for foods, recipes and the use of essential oils. Please note, allergy-testing is always advisable and nothing in these pages is intended to take the place of qualified medical advice.


THINGS TO DO AT EACH FESTIVAL

You will find specific suggestions for each festival. In general, choose what appeals and what you have time for from the following.

• Take a walk. Parks are fine, open spaces and wild woods even better. Do this alone and in groups. It’s simple, wonderful, essential … An old Latin proverb tells us solvitur ambulando – “all is solved by walking”.

• Cook and eat according to the season, as is convenient. Try to keep to locally grown, fresh produce. As you cook, be aware of making a special connection with the time of year.

• Burn a candle of the appropriate colour and reflect on the quality of the season.

• Attend a local event or gathering – you may be surprised at how much is on offer if you look around.

• Invite friends and family to a simple, themed celebration.

• Meditate. Ten minutes will do or follow the guided meditations given under each festival.



Note on meditating

Many people believe that meditating is difficult and only for those who can easily relax and switch off, or for people who have had special training. It is true that deep meditation is a valuable spiritual skill, acquired by practice and tuition. However, states of light meditation are comparatively easy to attain for anyone who earnestly wants to practise them.

If you are new to meditating, please follow these pointers:

• Commit to meditating at the same time daily. That way your subconscious will get into the habit of meditating and you will more easily enter the meditative state.

• Meditation can mean simply entering a relaxed, detached state, which results in a clear mind, reduced stress and often in a sense of revelation. However, my focus here is on guided meditation or visualization, in which you are taken on an internal journey. One of these is offered for each of the festivals.

• If you are busy, commit to a short space of time. Ten minutes each day is much better than an hour once a week, and will be ample to go through the visualizations for each festival.

• Choose a comfortable, private place, totally free from interruptions. Your smart-phone is a no-no, as are pets and children. It can be best to begin lying on your bed, because that immediately suggests rest. However, as you become more practised, you may prefer to sit, so you don’t drop off to sleep.

• Do not expect too much of yourself. You may find it hard to still your mind and totally relax your body. Congratulate yourself for at least getting part of the way there.

• Make sure you have a notebook handy to record your thoughts when your meditation is complete.

Set your scene for meditating by darkening your room, if you prefer, and playing soft music. Plenty of meditation recordings are readily available. You may also like to record the simple meditation scripts that you will find for each festival, or memorize them to follow when you are relaxed. If you are worried about timing, set an alarm (but please not your smart-phone, which should be turned off). You may like to burn a candle and begin your meditation by staring at it for a minute or so.

Begin by becoming very aware of your body – all the sensations you’re experiencing. Send acceptance and gentleness to any part that feels less than comfortable. Be aware of all the sounds you can hear, and what you see, before you close your eyes. Also, notice your thoughts. Yes, you have thoughts, but you are not your thoughts. Be aware of that part of you that observes your thoughts and the peace and stillness there.

When you feel reasonably relaxed, begin your visualization. Once you have completed it, ground yourself by recording anything significant and having a glass of water to bring you back to the here-and-now.


FESTIVAL 1

IMBOLC

2 February (31 July in the southern hemisphere)

“It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.”

Anonymous

The winter-scoured Earth and bleached sky of early February usher in the festival of Imbolc, which traditionally celebrated the Celtic goddess Bride, but was later assimilated into the Christian tradition and is now more generally known as Candlemas. This can be the harshest part of the year. Lengthening evenings just reveal more that is bleak and everything seems depleted, including our energy. Lent, the 40-day approach to Easter, will soon begin, bringing with it themes of privation and purification. In the Christian Church, Lent, which commemorates the 40 days fasting Christ undertook in the desert, may be marked by giving up treats. But many people still use Lent as a marker for going on diets, giving up chocolate and alcohol, and making up for Yuletide excesses.

This time of year can be a struggle, so thank goodness for the pretty festival of Candlemas, revealing its deeper meaning and lighter aspects. Candlemas celebrates the Purification of the Blessed Virgin, after giving birth to Christ. “Imbolc” means “in the belly” and, in the “belly” of the Earth, life is stirring. Brave snowdrops and other early spring flowers bring proof of this along with optimistic birds beginning to choose their mates around Valentine’s Day, on 14 February.

Imbolc is a particularly feminine festival, when priestesses were initiated and the goddess Bride, or St Bridget, especially honoured. It’s a time of creativity, new ideas and hope. Each day brings a fresh sign that the Wheel of the Year is turning. Light is on the rise, inspiration is knocking and you can at least think about peeping out from your winter cocoon.

Imbolc practices

“Creativity is intelligence having fun.”

Albert Einstein

• Burn’s Night falls on 25 January, just a week before Imbolc. The Scottish celebrate the work of their poet, Robbie Burns, and this tradition is being more generally taken up throughout England. Hear this message of creativity and try to put your deepest thoughts into verse or colourful prose. You could also paint, sculpt, knit – anything that enables you to translate your ideas and feelings into something others can appreciate.

• Forget 1 January – now is the best time to make a New Year’s resolution. Light is increasing and that encourages the spirit. Besides, all the Christmas goodies have been consumed, and temptation is less. So, pick one major thing you wish to achieve, plan, prepare and clear the decks – by summer you’ll feel so much better.

• Think about one personality trait you would like to rid yourself of. Then, consider its opposite. For example, if you’re always complaining, think about praising instead; if you worry, focus on things to look forward to; if you tend to put yourself down, resolve to emphasize your good qualities. Each time you catch yourself slipping into the bad trait, replace it with three examples of the good. For example, if you catch yourself complaining about the weather, outweigh it by saying how much you love your waterproof shoes, appreciate your tumble-dryer and are looking forward to a relaxing cuppa. Just a week or two of earnestly applying this can change your outlook.

• Imbolc is one of several festivals during which having a clear-out feels helpful. It’s early for a major spring-clean, so start small. What do you have that doesn’t meet the criteria set by William Morris? “Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.” Such items will drag you down, so assert your control. Start with unwanted Yuletide gifts, proceed to that old, unused fondue set that’s taken up cupboard space for decades, continue with the eye-sore of a vase given by someone close – feeling better already?

• Resolve to let go of shame and guilt. Maybe you did things in the past you can’t bear to remember – yet they lurk like grinning demons in the back of your mind! So, realize that the person who acted that way was probably hurt, afraid or misled, and forgive them with a smile. If you can’t forgive yourself, then you can never forgive anyone else.

• Forgive someone who hurt you. Forgiveness is a gift you give yourself, definitely not something you force yourself into because someone says you should. If forgiving enemies is hard, forgive yourself for finding it hard. Start by writing a letter to the person who hurt you, expressing your feelings. (You can write a letter to yourself, for the same purpose). You do not have to send the letter, or you may decide to read it out, calmly, to the person concerned. It will do you good to purge bad feelings.

• Did you know that worrying impedes your cognitive ability and makes you less able to find solutions for what’s worrying you? When you get upset, a part of your brain called the amygdala actually prevents logical thoughts. So, at Imbolc, purge your brain with some ANT-killer. “ANTs” are Automatic Negative Thoughts, and they are thinking traps. They include jumping to an upsetting or worrying conclusion without proper evidence, “mind-reading” others and assuming they’re thinking badly of you, tunnel vision where you see only the negative and miss the positive wider sense, self-blame, blaming others (and don’t forget that in many problematic situations no one’s to blame) and maximizing the bad while minimizing the good. Which of these ANTs bites you the most? Stamp on it!


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Snowdrops in pots

• Tiny violets

• Anything white, such as feathers and stones (this festival is about light)

• Small white bowl containing spring water

• White candles

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• An off-centre cross known as Bride’s Cross (see Myth and folklore, page 131). Small versions can be obtained in silver or pewter. They represent creative power

• A tiny doll (again, see Myth and folklore to find out about the Bridie Doll) meaning feminine wisdom

• White beads symbolizing purity, child-like perspectives and new starts

GROUP ACTIVITY

• Go to a Burn’s Night celebration and enjoy the richness of poetry.

• Hold a “creativity-fest” with like-minded friends. Bring your favourite activity, such as knitting, crocheting, sketching and do it in a group. If someone can play a musical instrument, you can have a sing-along. Making a patchwork blanket for charity is a wonderful way to bond at Imbolc.

• Have a Bridie Doll ceremony. This is mostly for women, but you can organize it as you and your friends prefer. You will need a Bridie Doll, which can be a corn dolly or any doll that is knitted, made of cotton or wood, or of anything simple and natural – preferably made by one of the group. This doll symbolizes motherhood, the choice not to mother, creativity, new projects and any strong emotions that need expression. Pass the doll round the group. The person holding her is invited to talk about her experiences of motherhood, why she is not a mother, plans for projects dear to her heart, things she is bringing to fruition and so on. You can also discuss sad events such as miscarriage, abortion, frustration and failure and share tears, but always try to return to a positive, upbeat note and encourage laughter. Get someone empathic to oversee the gathering to encourage this. Obviously, this event is only for like-minded souls who trust each other and have empathy and common sense. If your preference has been to exclude men, male partners can be invited back in to enjoy a loving cup of wine, mead or fruit juice, passed around to bond you all again. The Bridie Doll can be very cathartic.

• Hold your own candle ceremony in which you sit in a group circle, holding individual white candles, with all the lights turned out and one large white candle in the centre. Going sun-wise (clockwise in the northern hemisphere, anti-clockwise in the southern) around your circle, take it in turns to light your own candle from the central one, saying what new project you are going to start and what you’re going to bring “into the light”. You could turn this into a “Cheerfulness Fest” by getting each person to announce at least one item of good news. Place all your candles safely and securely around the central one, then share food – and feast!

• Hold a “white feast” with white cheese, creamy food, white fish, white chocolate, peeled apples and pears, cauliflower, and any other white foods you can think of. Affirm to yourself that you are internally cleansing yourselves and getting ready for a new start.



Seasonal cooking

Foraging: wild garlic

The leaves of wild garlic appear in wooded shady places in February, although they usually flower much later. You can recognize wild garlic from its smell. It has an impressive array of health benefits, just right for a spring pick-me-up. These include several minerals, Vitamins A and C, along with antibacterial, antibiotic and possibly anti-viral properties. It is also thought to lower blood pressure. The leaves can be stirred into omelettes and dips or you can make them into a pesto.

Recipe: wild garlic pesto

You will need:

1 large bunch of wild garlic leaves (preferably from a place where few dogs go on walks)

1 small bunch curly parsley (cilantro)

60g/2oz toasted pine nuts

60g/2oz finely grated cheese

dash lemon juice

salt and pepper

150ml/5¼fl oz olive oil

Method

Wash the garlic thoroughly and blitz in a food processor with the parsley, pine nuts, cheese, lemon juice, salt and pepper. When these ingredients are well mashed together, slowly pour in the olive oil. Use this for pasta, dipping, etc.

Pancakes

These are traditionally made on Shrove Tuesday (Mardi Gras), which can fall anywhere between 4 February and 10 March depending on when Easter falls, but still partakes of the Imbolc “vibe”. Pancakes were made to use up left-over ingredients before the fasting of Lent, but they are now served as a versatile treat. I make loads of them, as the basis of a family meal, and everyone loves them. Don’t be afraid to try tossing a pancake, because it’s quite easy and children love it – although be warned! If you’re making gluten-free pancakes, they tend to stick a bit more.

Recipe: pancakes

You will need:

115g/4oz plain flour

pinch salt

1 large free-range egg

300ml/10½ fl oz semi-skimmed milk

knob of organic butter

For the batter

Simply blend all the ingredients in a food processor. The mixture can make about eight pancakes, if you make them thin, but for a good meal for a family of four, you’ll need to treble up the ingredients, or more (depending on appetites).

Method

Heat the knob of organic butter in a non-stick pan and pour in enough batter to cover the bottom of the pan. When it has firmed up, flip it over with a fish slice – or be brave and toss it.

To serve

On your cooked pancake you can sprinkle brown sugar and organic lemon juice, rolling up the pancake and serving it with cream, ice-cream or custard. Or you can fill the pancake with syrup, bananas or other fruit. For a savoury pancake, grated cheese works well, or stack pancakes in layers with meat or other savouries.

Myth and folklore

With all its freshness and delicacy, Imbolc is the festival of the maiden goddess. The season comes to life if you imagine this young goddess walking the barren Earth, and where she treads the soil sprouts green and snowdrops dance. Meanwhile, the young god is growing in the greenwood, personifying the animal life emerging from hibernation. The divine couple have yet to meet – this is a time of innocence.

The persona of the goddess who has the strongest links with Candlemas is Lady Bride (pronounced breed). She was also called Bridget, Brigid, Bridie and even Brigantia. She was the patroness of creativity of all kinds, as well as smith-craft, healing and inspiration. She was Christianized as St Bridget and the nuns in Kildare kept her flame burning eternally until the suppression of the monasteries. This flame was ceremonially re-lit in 1993, in the Market Square, Kildare, Ireland, by the leader of the Brigidine Sisters.

Bride is a lovely embodiment of female power. Although she was goddess of sacred wells, she was also a fire goddess and even a sun goddess. Her symbol is a sun-wheel, which is an off-centre cross, linking to the four main seasons of the sun. Animals sacred to her included the snake, the wolf, the cow and the bird of prey, and her festival was also called the Feast of the Poets. As part of ancient celebrations, Bride was represented by a corn dolly, dressed as a bride and paraded around the house before being put to bed next to a phallic, acorn-tipped wand. This was sometimes placed by the hearth, and if there were marks in the ashes next day, this was a sign that the gods had visited. The Bridie Doll that we met on pages 126–7 could have been used, for she represents the one and the same goddess. For a bit of fun, to bring luck to your house, tuck your Bridie up on the sofa at Imbolc. Wrap her in white lace, with a smooth piece of white wood, such as birch. Top this with an acorn to make it convincingly phallic, and ask Bride to bring love, luck and productivity to your house for the following year.

Less than two weeks after Imbolc comes St Valentine’s Day, on 14 February. Birds now perform their mating dances, hopefully looking forward to spring warmth and nest-building. The day may have been named after one of the martyred St Valentines, who wrote a message to his lady-love on the wall of the cell where he was incarcerated as a condemned man. If you don’t like the commercialism of Valentine’s Day, why not just write a love-note? Seal this up with dried rose petals, in a deep pink envelope. Carve a heart on a deep pink candle and burn it while you share a special meal with your loved one. Valentine’s Day can cost little more than a loving thought.


AN IMBOLIC RITUAL

Winter can leave the atmosphere at home turgid and depressing. Imbolc is the right time to cleanse your home on what you might call an “energy” level, dispelling any negative atmosphere and making way for fresh starts. The following is a simple Imbolc ritual to brighten things up.

You will need a bell, smouldering joss stick (lavender is a good choice of scent), a bowl of water, some salt and a white candle. An old-fashioned besom (a broom made up of twigs tied round a wooden stick) would also be useful but, if you don’t have one, any brush will do. Starting at the top of your house, sweep each room clear of negativity, imagining your besom or brush driving it away, like grey clouds. Finally, sweep all the winter murk out of your front door and close it. This should only take you five minutes.

Place your equipment on a tray, so you can take it from room to room. Ring your bell all over the house, paying special attention to corners that may harbour stagnant energy. Sprinkle a little salt in each room saying, “Be blessed by earth.” Now sprinkle water saying, “Be blessed by water.” Take your joss stick round next saying “Be blessed by air,” and finally your candle with the words, “Be blessed by fire.” When you have gone around your entire house, place your candle somewhere safe and surround it with sprigs of rosemary. Say “This house is a clear space where light and life flourish.” Then, sit and watch the candle flame dance for a while, as you make plans for your future.



 


AN IMBOLC MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

You are walking along a path, lined with trees. The light is dim, but growing, as dawn is approaching. Beneath your feet, the earth is hard with winter chill. Overhead, the branches are silver with frost. The tree trunks stand dark and silent. All is hushed and bare, and then you become aware of the sound of running water, like the peal of soft bells.

You round a bend in your path and you see in front of you a rock face, carved out in the shape of an archway. From the centre of the carved rock issues a pure, clear spring, causing the rocks to glisten as it tumbles into a semi-circular pool. Surrounding the pool is a low ledge, and on this ledge sits a young woman, who smiles at you. Around her feet, snowdrops sprinkle the earth. As you meet her gaze, the morning sun breaks through and a shaft of light illuminates the waterfall and the pool, so that all around shimmers and the snowdrops shine bright as stars.

The young woman beckons you close. As you approach, you can smell the wonderful freshness of the water and the scent of the earth. Birds are beginning to sing and all around you the woodland is coming to life. The young woman invites you to bathe your hands and face in the water. This water can wash away all that is stale or negative in your life.

As you lower your hands into the water, you find that it is not as cold as you expect. It is as if the early sun has already warmed it slightly. You feel its freshness and a slight effervescence, making your hands feel invigorated. As you splash it over your face, your cheeks tingle pleasantly. The young woman reminds you to wash away all that you want to banish from your life. Feel all that is unpleasant or tiresome being rinsed away, leaving you feeling lighter, brighter and renewed. Take as long as you wish over this process.

When you have finished, the young woman hands you a soft, white towel. You dry your hands and face, and return the towel to her. She now hands you a wooden box. It is fashioned from fine-grained white birch wood and,engraved on its lid in silver is the Celtic triple spiral or “triskelion”. You sit by the spring and carefully open the box.

Within the box you find something to help you with your creativity. This could be equipment of some sort, a symbol, or words of advice written on paper. Whatever is within the box, treasure it. If it does not immediately make sense, don’t try to work it out. Simply treasure it.

You may linger by the spring for a while. You may have questions for the young woman, and she may have a conversation with you. When it is time to leave, take up your precious box with its contents and thank her for all she has done for you.

Return through the woodland, but now be aware that the sun is stronger and the birds are singing their hearts out on the lacework of branches above you.

When you are ready, slowly bring yourself back to the everyday world. Record what you’ve experienced in your notebook.




FESTIVAL 2

SPRING EQUINOX

Around 21 March 
(22 September in the southern hemisphere)

“It is spring again. The Earth, like a child, knows poems by heart.”

Rainer Maria Rilke

Spring Equinox is a fabulous time of renewal and promise. Life is gaining momentum, electric green begins to break through along the hedges, delicate flowers smile from awakening soil and the birds sing their hearts out. At the Spring Equinox day and night are of equal length all over the world, but light is gaining and from now on the sun shines a little bit longer each day.

Many ancient sites are aligned to sunrise at the equinoxes. This works the same at the Autumn Equinox, when the sun rises at the same point on the horizon. Such positioning would have been important to our ancestors, to conduct the spirits of life and fertility in and out of the Earth. At West Kennet Longbarrow, near Avebury in Wiltshire in England, the rising sun penetrates the inner chamber on the few days around the Equinox. Other sites with similar alignments include Loughcrew in Ireland, the Mayan temple of the Seven Dolls at Dzibilchaltun in Mexico and the Great Sphinx in Egypt. Many other sites, including much less significant ones, are linked to equinoctial sunrise, so it is a good idea to research your local barrows, stone circles and standing stones to see if they are similarly positioned. Visit them and see how you feel.

Spring Equinox incorporates themes of Easter, which falls on the first Sunday after the first full moon after the Spring Equinox. Easter eggs, Easter bunnies and Easter bonnets are all in keeping with Equinox celebrations. Overall, this is a time to think about increasing your energy, banishing anything stale, cleansing and getting into stride.

Spring Equinox practices

“In the spring, at the end of the day, you should smell like dirt.”

Margaret Atwood

• Spring cleaning. The sun grows brighter and all the dirt of winter shows up. But spring cleaning is about more than domesticity. As you clean, affirm that you are also cleansing yourself from anything that needs to go, such as feeling low, doubting and criticizing yourself or putting up with bad treatment. Chuck out old clothes and anything you don’t feel good in. Bin keepsakes that represent anything unhappy or meaningless. Look at your filled trash bags, dust yourself off, breathe deeply and feel light and free.

• This is a great time to sow seeds. As you plant, chant “May the dream seeds I embed, Root, flower and manifest.” Feel the richness of the soil and visualize your wishes coming true.

• Think about your time management. A period of greater vitality is coming and if you want to make best use of it, be aware. Set aside two days – one when you’re working and another when you’re free. Keep a notepad close, or use your phone to record. How much time have you wasted on social media, reading stuff you didn’t really want to know, or that made you feel bad in some way? How much time have you spent as a complete couch potato or with people whose company you didn’t enjoy? How much time with “shoulds” and “oughts”? When your records are sufficient, plan some changes.

• Did you know about the old tradition of the Easter bonnet? This is what remains of the historic custom of wearing new clothes for Easter, following the themes of renewal and salvation. It used to be considered unlucky not to greet Easter with a fresh outfit, because it could mean you were not taking advantage of the blessing available. You don’t have to choose a new hat to be part of this. A different hair-do and a few new clothes will give you an Equinox boost.

• Make an equinox tree. Find a branch that fits the size of your Nature Table. You will need to anchor this firmly in a pot of earth. Alternatively, buy yourself a suitable pot plant that you can decorate. Think about all the ‘eggs’ you want to hatch over the coming year. These could be practical things you want to achieve (such as knitting a sweater, planting a flower-bed etc.) things you want to learn about and study, new habits you want to create (such as going to bed earlier, eating less sugar) and also wishes that you may not be able to achieve simply by your own action, but that you want to send out into the ‘ether’, for instance a new job, or good relationship.

Visit a craft shop and see what’s to offer that you could hang on your tree, to represent your plans and wishes. Obviously, anything you choose needs to be light enough for your tree. You may find small wooden eggs, wooden hearts or star that you can write on. Maybe you will find eggs that open, into which you could put a slip of paper on which you’ve written your wish/intention. Be inventive, and make sure your Equinox Tree looks both pretty and inspiring.

Three weeks after the Equinox, take down your decorations and store them, to review at Autumn Equinox. Return your branch to the land or place your plant where it can thrive.


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Flowers: gathering spring flowers in the wild may be illegal, but there are plenty of flowers in pots that will bring spring into your home

• Painted wooden eggs, fluffy bunnies and yellow chicks

• Bells: these are great – ring them to wake you up, clear the atmosphere and greet the increasing light

• Greenery: bring in as much as you can

• Bright daffodil yellow or spring green candles

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Yellow and bright green beads, symbolizing alertness and growth, respectively

• Feathers, representing freedom and flight

• Small wooden or chocolate eggs, meaning rebirth

• Celtic equal-armed cross, meaning balance

GROUP ACTIVITY

• Planting seeds, which you may perform as a personal ritual, can also be fun as a group activity, creating a lovely spirit of togetherness. Doing someone’s garden, especially someone who needs cheering up or special help, is encouraging to everyone. Certain trees can be planted in spring – for example birch, willow or magnolia, but if you do this make sure they are well watered during the summer months.

• Hold an egg hunt. This is great for all age groups. Almost everyone loves a chocolate egg, but you can use hard-boiled hens’ eggs too. Choose local, free-range eggs and paint on each egg a happy word such as Luck, Success or Wealth. Hide the eggs so the word can’t be seen until the egg is picked up. You could also place tokens or written wishes in cardboard eggs and hunt these.



Seasonal cooking

Nettles

As stinging nettles are easily recognizable, they are one of the safest plants to forage for yourself. Nettles are particularly good as an internal cleanser, making them perfect for spring renewal. They also help with urinary tract infections, arthritis, regulation of blood sugar and even more serious ailments.

Harvest your nettles carefully, wearing thick gloves and choosing a place away from roads and other contaminants, preferably where animals are least likely to soil the plant. Cut the top four leaves of each plant. You can then treat them as a vegetable, similar to spinach, if you wish.

The leaves can also be dried. If this is your intention, best harvest them when they’ve dried after a downpour. Wash the leaves and bundle them into sheaves of five to ten. Hang them somewhere warm and airy. They are ready when the leaves crumble to your touch, at which point they should be stored in an airtight container.

Recipe: nettle tea

Around the Spring Equinox may be early for nettles in cooler areas, in which case you can make do with a dried tea till the leaves come out. You can make the tea by pouring boiling water on the leaves and leaving to steep for five minutes. Strain, and add honey and/or cinnamon to taste.

Recipe: Equinox pavlova

You will need:

4 large free-range eggs

225g/8oz caster sugar

2 level tsps cornflour

2 tsps white wine vinegar

For the filling

whipped cream or coconut cream

tiny chocolate eggs or icing sugar or stevia

Method

Preheat your oven to 160°C/315°F/gas mark 2–3. Mark a 23cm/9in circle on a sheet of baking parchment and place this on a baking tray. Separate the eggs, saving the yolks to make omelette or scrambled egg later. In a bowl, whisk the whites until stiff, then slowly and gently whisk in the caster sugar. Blend the cornflour with the white wine vinegar, then whisk into the eggs. Spread the meringue mixture on your baking sheet, forming a nest, with a dip in the centre. Place in oven but reduce heat immediately to 150°C/300°F/gas mark 2. Bake for about an hour until pale beige and firm to touch. Turn off oven and allow meringue to cool in the oven, because this encourages the centre to have a “marshmallowy” texture. Place on a flat plate and fill the centre with whipped cream, topped with tiny chocolate eggs. Or, If you are dairy intolerant or vegan, chill coconut cream in the fridge, separate off the liquid and whip the remainder with a little sifted icing sugar or stevia. Delicious!

Myth and folklore

“I shall go into a hare,

With sorrow and sych and meickle care …

Hare, hare, God send thee care,

I am in a hare’s likeness now,

But I shall be in a woman’s 
likeness even now.”

Isobel Gowdie, Witchcraft trial, 1662

As important as the Easter bunny but much more enchanting is the hare – an animal associated with this time of year, and also with magic. The Celts linked it to shape-shifting and rebirth, considering it sacred – so much so that killing it remained taboo until Victorian times. This elusive animal is linked to rebirth and intuition, bringing the secret gifts of the underworld up into the ordinary world, as light increases. Folk tales tell of witches who could turn into hares, running about the countryside creating mischief, just like the faerie people. Isobel Gowdie, tried for witchcraft in Scotland in 1662, claimed to be able to turn into a hare, saying she got her powers from the Fairy Queen, the Queen of Elphame, who was really the ancient pagan Mother Goddess. Such stories are remnants of old shamanic traditions, in which spirits of nature are “channelled” for wisdom and healing.

Species of hare are found all over the northern hemisphere. They are also prevalent in Africa and have been introduced into Australia and New Zealand. Look out for hares “boxing” (male and female hares standing up on their hind legs and fighting as part of their mating ritual) in the Equinox moonlight, for this is said to be very lucky!

At this time we can imagine our generic goddess and god figures enjoying their youth and freedom. The young god, personifying the sun, now gets his manly strength. Easter derives its name from Eostre, the ancient Teutonic goddess of spring and fertility. She is a maiden aspect of the great Mother Goddess, bringing lightness and hope. Eggs were hidden in her honour as part of fertility rites and, as she was also a moon goddess, her celebrations were held at the full moon closest to the Equinox. In addition, 25 March is Lady Day – the day on which the Virgin Mary was visited by the Archangel Gabriel, who told her she would give birth to Jesus Christ – thus nine months before Christmas Day. Gabriel is the archangel associated with the moon and with healing and creativity. He also proclaimed the resurrection of Christ. Gabriel is often depicted with a trumpet to announce change and good news so, if you wish, you could place a small trumpet on your nature table, to signify moving onward.

However, the month of March isn’t just about beauty and light. Named after the Roman god of war, it was seen as a good time for war. Farming also began again at this time, when farmers “attacked the Earth with their ploughshares”, which was in keeping with the fact that Mars was also god of agriculture. Just like the weather, which can be soft or savage, March and April have many moods.

In Celtic tradition, the beautiful and the deadly come together in the person of the Welsh goddess of spring, Blodeuwedd, whose name means “flower face”. She was created from oak, broom and meadowsweet by the magicians Gwydion and Math, to be the wife of the hero Llew Llaw Gyffes. This was one of the first acts of male dominance because by so manufacturing a bride for Llew, they deprived his mother, Arianrhod, of her traditional matrifocal (female head of the household) rights. The story of Blodeuwedd shows that nature cannot be owned or tamed and that it follows its own laws. She fell in love with a handsome hunter and they plotted to murder Llew. After this she became an owl, forever haunting the midnight forests. In the same way, instinct cannot be quelled by the logical mind – so the story of Blodeuwedd reminds you to find your own wild side and to be sure to express it at the Equinox and indeed at all times.

One quintessentially Spring Equinox myth is that of the phoenix. This bird is said to have been granted immortality because it refused to eat of the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. Every 500 years the bird makes a nest of herbs and spices, sets itself on fire and burns in a mighty conflagration. After the flames die down, an egg is found intact among the ashes, which then hatches into another phoenix. The Equinox reminds you that you can “rebirth” yourself, taking a totally different attitude and direction, if you wish.


A SPRING EQUINOX RITUAL

Bring the sweetness and vitality of spring into your life with this little rite. Pick a clear morning near the Equinox and go out into Nature with a bottle of spring water (so much the better if you have rainwater you’ve collected), a small earthenware cup or bowl and three cut primroses. Find somewhere quiet and private, pour your water into the bowl and float the primroses on it. Stand or sit facing the sun, if you can, and close your eyes. Imagine the power of spring surging toward you in a bright green wave.

Hold the bowl and ask for it to be blessed by all this power. Think of the goddess Eostre, if you find her inspiring, and imagine her bringing you bountiful gifts. Feel all the energies of the awakening Earth flow into you. Sip some of the water, affirming that you are absorbing a whole world of freshness. Splash a little on your face and eyelids, wash your fingertips in it and pause for a moment to be thankful, sensing the growing energy around you.

Pour the remainder of the water onto the earth, as you say a final “thank you”.



 


A SPRING EQUINOX MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

You are sitting beneath a mighty oak tree. You can feel the firmness of the trunk against your back. The earth beneath you feels soft and springy and the roots of the tree seem to extend around you, as if embracing you. You inhale the woody scent and feel a sense of security and empowerment.

You look up toward the canopy of the tree. As you watch, the tree begins to flush and the leaves grow until they are luxuriant and plentiful. You are aware of the strength of the tree and its ability to regenerate, to radiate life in all its fullness.

As you look upward, a face forms in the leaves. Leaves shape its cheeks, eyes, nose and lips; leaves form its hair and small branches issue from its mouth, as if it is generating their growth. You are aware that the face is smiling, promising bounty and potential.

Beside you, you hear a sound of something small falling to the Earth, with a soft thud. This happens again, and for a third time. You look around and you find three seeds. Yet are these seeds? They are gold in colour, warm and woody to the touch. You pick them up and look upward. The face in the tree has disappeared.

Looking outward from your shelter beneath the tree, you see there is a path, leading into a sunlit meadow. Picking up your seeds, you walk down this path a short way, until you come to a small, cultivated bed of earth, in the shape of a heart.

You plant your seeds in this bed, using your bare hands as you feel the soft richness of the earth between your fingers. Remember, these are enchanted seeds, not subject to the usual laws of nature. It is springtime and they will grow quickly.

Sit by the seed-bed and watch. Your seeds begin to germinate into three things you wish or need to “grow” in your life (these can be anything).

When your seeds have grown, take note. You may be surprised by what has appeared or the three things may be well-known to you. Rest assured that what you wish for is within your grasp. Resolve that you will “water” your new growth with love and attention.

Turn back to the tree, now glorious in its profuse greenery, and give thanks. Look again at your seed-bed and your three gifts, and be thankful for them. Commit yourself once more to nurture and attend to what is important to you on your return to ordinary life.

When you are ready, slowly bring yourself back to everyday awareness. Then write down everything you’ve experienced in your notebook.




FESTIVAL 3

BELTANE

30 April/1 May (31 October in the southern hemisphere)

“Merrily, merrily shall I live now

Under the blossom that hangs 
on the bough.”

William Shakespeare, The Tempest

Beltane is an ancient fertility festival and a flagrant celebration of sensuality. Nature is in full blossom and Earth begins to show her voluptuous side in rampant greening. In the Celtic spirit this was, and is, a time of revelry, when the goddess of the land weds the lord of the greenwood, and the promise of summer is sweet in the air. Some believe that the realm of Faerie is closer now – and on a fragrant moonlit night you may agree.

Beltane is named after the Celtic god Bel, the Bright One, god of the sun – Bel-tane meaning “fire of Bel”. Fires are traditional at all the festivals but especially so at Beltane, when cattle were driven between two bonfires to drive out the evils of winter. The Druids honoured Bel and his union with the Goddess by lighting fires across the land. It may be that our ancestors lit many hilltop beacons, so the flames of the sun truly came to Earth.

Certain energy or “ley” lines on the ground are especially active at Beltane. The idea of ley lines was put forward by Alfred Watkins in The Old Straight Track, published early in the 20th century. Watkins noted that churches (regularly built on sites of pagan worship), sacred sites, ancient groves and other places of note often align in a straight line with each other. You can see this on a map and then walk and explore them, for the experience. There has been much speculation about these lines, with many people believing they are in fact currents of energy beneath the Earth, which were sensed by ancient people who then marked them with standing stones and similar. One of the best- known English leys is the St Michael’s line. This passes through St Michael’s Mount, off the coast of Cornwall, up through Devon to Glastonbury and Avebury, continuing across southern England to East Anglia and into the North Sea. It is interesting to note that this ley lines up with sunrise on Beltane. Bel-fires, lit upon the aligned peaks by our ancestors, would appear from the next point west as part of the fiery, solar disk.

Beltane is the season to “re-light your fire”, following your passions and giving way to a healthy self-indulgence. By enjoying the gifts of Nature with gratitude, you can attract more delights into your life.

Beltane practices

“Oh, ‘tis my delight on a shining night, in the season of the year ...”

Anonymous, The Lincolnshire Poacher

• Do more of what makes you happy. This could be an exercise in being honest with yourself, because what truly makes you happy may not be what you think ought to make you happy. What stops you from pleasing yourself?

• Pamper yourself. If you can afford spa days and meals out, indulge! If not, you can have just as much satisfaction with a warm bath strewn with rose petals, followed by eating some chocolates. This sends messages to your subconscious that you are “worth it”!

• Look at your body image. Do you feel good about yourself? Or are you always criticizing yourself, putting yourself down or almost hating what you see in the mirror? Make yourself list at least three good points about yourself and resolve that you will focus on these. If your body image is permanently negative, then Beltane is a wonderful time to seek help with this, through counselling or other therapy. Why waste your life feeling so awful?

• Think about your sexuality. Are you comfortable with it? Are you reasonably fulfilled? If not, why is this? What can you do to remedy this?

• Bring yourself totally into your physical being by having a massage. All too often we ignore our bodies and their messages. Listen to yours and make it as comfortable as you can.

• Try self-massage and reclaim your relationship with your body. Blend essential oil of rose or ylang-ylang with a carrier oil such as sweet almond. Make sure your room is warm and sit naked on a thick, soft towel. Burn candles and play music if you wish. Begin with your feet, rubbing oil into them gently but thoroughly. Think of all the hard work your feet do, carrying you around all day, and love and appreciate them. Say out loud, “Feet, I love you.” Continue in this way up your entire body, taking plenty of time, saying “Knees, I love you”, “Belly, I love you”, and so on. When you have finished, lie down and relax, affirming to yourself “I love me”, and letting yourself feel good by dwelling on something pleasant. Make plans to do something you enjoy, so you can look forward to it.

• Start a Compliments Diary. Write down every nice thing anyone says about you. You can read this when your mood drops and bring yourself back up.

• Beltane is all about love. Often by giving love, you receive more of it. If you are in a healthy relationship, resolve to deepen this by being extra affectionate with your lover. Love him or her in the way you know they like. Make them feel good – you won’t be able to help feeling good yourself.

• Make a collage of your romantic dreams. Around Beltane was traditionally the time when love affairs began. If you want a relationship but nothing seems to gel, find a board of a suitable size and cover it with a backing cloth in the colour of your choice – rose is ideal. Cut pictures from magazines, each depicting some aspect of the romance you desire, and stick these to the board. Garland it with ribbons and lace; stick rings, jewellery, crystals and any token you think suitable onto your display. Let your eyes travel over it regularly, imagining the love you want is real and feeling grateful for it in advance.


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Hawthorn: at Beltane it was always traditional to gather hawthorn, to bring in and decorate the house. Don’t confuse this with blackthorn. While both have small cream-coloured flowers with five petals, blackthorn comes out before hawthorn, its blossom appears before the leaves (see page 166). Meanwhile, hawthorn is beginning to flush electric green in the hedges and fields. Blackthorn also has long, black thorns, while those of hawthorn are lighter in colour and less savage (please take care as blackthorn punctures are dangerous to both humans and horses)

• Bluebells

• White lace

• Bright ribbons

• Deep rose-coloured or orange candles

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Rose-coloured beads for sensuality; rich green for the fertile earth

• Hawthorn twigs, meaning general empowerment, protection, enchantment and sexuality

• Ribbons tied in bows, representing bonds, unifying

• A small phial of essential oil of rose or ylang ylang, symbolizing fulfilment and love

GROUP ACTIVITY

• If you wish for a fun ritual, find a friendly tree to dance around with friends. If, weather permitting, you do this at the full moon closest to Beltane, this will seem extra magical, as the moonlight heightens the feeling of promise and enchantment.

• Plant sunflowers – you can do this outdoors if you’re sure the last frost is over, but they grow fine in pots. Then, you can hold a sunflower competition – who can grow the biggest?

• Go to May Fayres. They are increasingly popular, complete with maypole and May Queen.

• Explore sensuality with people you are close to, giving each other massages, shoulder rubs and so on.

• Check out chocolate/cacao festivals near you, so you can party and luxuriate in the sensuality of this delight together.



Seasonal cooking

Chocolate

“Happiness. Simple as a glass of chocolate or tortuous as the heart. Bitter. Sweet. Alive.”

Joanna Harris, Chocolat

As well as being delicious, chocolate is a powerful substance that can be more than a simple sweet treat. Chocolate originated in the heat of Central America. The mysterious Maya believed that cocoa pods were a gift from the gods and even carved images of the pods in their temples. To the Aztecs, chocolate was a source of spiritual wisdom, fantastic energy and sexual super-prowess. It was chocolate that powered all-night ecstatic dances and the Emperor Montezuma’s lusty sessions with his harem. Dark chocolate contains substances such as serotonin and flavanols that can alter your mood, making you relaxed and happy. Beltane is a time for self-indulgence – what more excuse do you need!

Recipe: Mexican hot chocolate

You will need:

1 litre/35fl oz milk of choice

1 cinnamon stick

2 cloves

115g/4oz of plain, dark chocolate, broken into small pieces

2–3 drops almond essence

Method

Heat the milk (this does not have to be cow’s milk. I prefer goat’s milk or almond milk) in a pan with the cinnamon stick and cloves. When it’s almost boiling, add the pieces of plain, dark chocolate. Stir until melted, then add the almond essence. Whisk with an electric mixer and pour into warmed mugs. Serve immediately.

Recipe: unbaked chocolate cheesecake (serves 6–8)

You will need:

50g/1¾oz butter

150g/5½oz digestive biscuits, crushed

50g1¾oz demerara sugar

175g/6oz plain chocolate

225g/8oz cream cheese or soft goat’s cheese

75g/2½oz golden caster sugar

2 free-range eggs, yolks and whites separated

280ml/10fl oz double cream, or coconut or soya cream

grated chocolate, to garnish

Method

Melt the butter gently in a pan, stir in the biscuit crumbs and demerara sugar. When mixed, press this into the base of a 23cm/9in loose-based flan tin and leave to chill in the fridge. Meanwhile, melt the chocolate in the microwave or in a bowl over a saucepan of hot water – be careful not to over melt. In a bowl, combine the cream cheese, caster sugar and egg yolks until light and creamy. Fold in half the cream. In a separate bowl, whisk the egg whites until stiff. Fold the egg whites gently into the cream cheese mixture and pour onto the biscuit base. Leave the cheesecake to set in the fridge. Whip the remaining cream until stiff, decorate the cheesecake with this and sprinkle on the grated chocolate to garnish.

Wild foraging: valerian

The valerian plant grows naturally in most of the northern hemisphere and can also be grown from seed in Australia. The roots have a powerful calming effect and the leaves act similarly, although they are milder. Valerian has been called “Nature’s Valium” because it can have similar effects, and there is some common ground in the chemical compositions of the plant and the drug. Valerian can be harvested at Beltane, and you may like to use it to keep you calm and give you tranquil sleep as the nights get shorter. The roots can be dried at 100°C/200°F/gas mark ½, taking several hours, while the leaves dry more quickly. Be warned, this is a very smelly plant!

Recipe: valerian tea

To make tea, steep a teaspoon of dried root in one cup of hot water for ten minutes. Strain and drink this half an hour to one hour before going to bed. If you have been suffering from insomnia, you will need to take your valerian tea regularly for a fortnight before the effects become apparent.

Myth and folklore

Beltane is the most sexy and exciting of the festivals. The Lord of the Wildwood, antlered and proud, now claims his Goddess, Queen of the Land, as his bride. Many people like to get married or hand-fasted, at Beltane. Hand-fasting is a pagan commitment ceremony, joining a loving couple for as long as they wish. Nowadays such ceremonies are usually considered permanent, but in times gone by they may have been “For a year-and-a-day”. My husband and I chose 28 April for our wedding, and were fortunate enough to have a wonderful (and quite historic) goddess-ceremony in a tiny village church, following a very simple Christian and legal marriage. After this, we ramped it up with a big hand-fasting, complete with broomstick-jumping and a huge bonfire, at a friend’s farm.

But there are others who feel that May is devoted to the Goddess and the God, and choose another time for pledging to each other. The primitive in your soul may respond to the idea of the Horned God (who is most definitely not the Devil! He is considered to be a protective deity, his horns showing kinship with animals and a sign of healthy virility) and the Spring Maiden, frolicking on grassy banks. This brings the earth, and your own physical self, to life vibrantly.

The Celts recognized only two seasons. To them, Beltane was the end of winter and the beginning of summer, and one of several times in the year when the Fair Folk were said to be easy to glimpse. Oak, ash and thorn trees are considered a “faery triad” and where all of them grow is a favourite place to encounter these elusive nature spirits. If you’re familiar with a place that’s home to these three trees, settle and relax there for a while and see what happens.

Going “a-maying” is a Beltane tradition. In the olden days, the lads and lasses of the village would go out into the greenwood on the eve of May and possibly spend all night gathering the May blossom. Needless to say, this resulted in plenty of “greenwood marriages” and babies born the following January. Some people say it’s unlucky to gather the May flower, but that probably rests on not making a proper distinction between hawthorn and blackthorn.

The “May” is the white blossom of the hawthorn, and care needs to be taken to distinguish between this and the flowers of the blackthorn. As mentioned on p.159, blackthorn flowers earlier, its blossom appearing before its leaves, and its thorns are long, black and wicked. Hawthorn, on the other hand, produces bright leaves before its white flowers, and a more brownish, less lethal thorn. Usually you will see hedgerows greening with hawthorn as the blackthorn flower is rusting off. Depending on the precise species, and the weather, hawthorn should be out by Beltane, but many folk customs were based on the old, Julian calendar from before 1582, in which dates fell over a week later. Because of this it can be ambitious to expect to deck your home with May blossom at Beltane. In any case, the faery power of this tree can bring a bit of mischief, so best decorate only the outside of your home with it. Hawthorn is traditionally dedicated to the White Goddess, who brings fertility and joy. Blackthorn, on the other hand, is associated with the Dark Goddess, who brings the harsh lessons of life, and is not to be taken lightly. She is best left respectfully in the hedges.

The theme of fertility continues with the maypole. This was banned by the Puritans, but brought back by Charles II, and is gaining in popularity today. The symbolism of the phallic “pole” in the rich, springtime earth is obvious. Ribbons are hung from the maypole and people dance round, holding one end of the ribbon and weaving in and out until the pole is clad in multi-coloured stripes. In itself this dance is symbolic of the cycles of the seasons, weaving “life’s rich tapestry” – and it’s also good fun!


A BELTANE RITUAL

Love is the theme at Beltane, and this little ritual will strengthen any relationship you already have, or help you to attract a fresh one. It can also help you love yourself better, which can be the most important thing of all.

First, find a suitable bowl, 10–20cm/4–8in in diameter. This should be glass or pottery, preferably in a pink colour (for blossoms) or green (for the new leaves). Fill the bowl with spring water or rain water and drop in a few rose quartz tumble stones (smooth crystals). Take a pink candle and carve a heart on it, with a sharp knife or pin. Then write what you want to attract on the candle – if you don’t have enough space, use initials. Don’t be ashamed to carve a big ‘ME’ on the candle if you really need more self-esteem. Prop the candle securely in the dish and light it, seeing its glow reflected on the water. Meditate for as long as you can on how lovely it will be when your desires become reality. Then, agitate the water gently with your forefinger, saying, “I now send the ripples of my intention out into the Universe. May the power of Beltane make all my wishes come true and bring happiness to all concerned.”

Let the candle burn down safely, magnetically attracting all your Beltane blessings.



 


A BELTANE MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

You are walking through a beech wood, in springtime. The trees stand tall around you, yet plenty of dappled light finds its way to the woodland floor. In the large clearings between the trees, bluebells form a shimmering carpet.

As you walk slowly through these woods, the soft blue of the flowers seems to rise from the earth and wrap itself around you. You smell the delicate, magical scent from the blooms. Breathe deeply. You are inhaling enchantment.

You find a spot to sit down in a small dell within a clearing. The springy earth seems to mould itself to your body. You are half lying, half sitting, and your head is gently supported – it is as if you are being cradled by the earth. A sense of well-being enfolds you.

The blue glow seems to be rising, forming tendrils and shapes. The scent, fragile as it is, feels intoxicating. It’s as if you are breathing the essence of the woodland into your blood and bones. Relax and continue to enjoy the beautiful blue glow.

Now the light is forming into figures. Slender forms appear, dancing and interweaving around you. You can hear their voices, whispering, laughing, singing. These are earth spirits: joyful, loving beings of pure energy. As you watch and listen to them, you feel light and happy.

The spirits dance closer. You can feel their gentle caresses. As they dance, a wonderful cone of soft blue light rises from the earth, spiralling above you, until it bursts, falling around you in an electric blue shower.

Let yourself experience a sense of light-hearted joyfulness. Nothing matters so very much. There is blessing, love and healing all around you. Feel the sweetness of the nature spirits. Feel the strength of the earth flowing into you from below. Feel the energizing gifts of the shower of blue light, making your whole being tingle.

In time the blue light fades. You are conscious of the willowy forms of the nature spirits waving farewell, blowing you kisses and departing. Their silvery laughter fades away and you are left in the sun-dappled woodland with your gift of joy.

You know that all you have been given remains with you, and you can revisit your bluebell sanctuary for healing, cheering and regeneration any time you need it. Giving thanks to the wood, the bluebells, the earth and the spirits you walk out of the woods.

When you are ready, slowly bring yourself back to the everyday world. Record what you’ve experienced in your notebook. Now pledge a gift to yourself of something you’ve always wanted and that you will truly enjoy. At the same time, pledge a gift to the earth and carry with you the awareness that love is all around you, always.




FESTIVAL 4

MIDSUMMER SOLSTICE

Around 22 June (22 December in the southern hemisphere)

“Make hay while the sun shines.”

Heywood, Proverb, 1546

The Midsummer Solstice is the peak of the year, when the days are at their longest – so long, in fact, it seems as if dusk slips into dawn in luminous, insomniac delight. “Solstice” means “standing still of the sun” and, as at Midwinter, there is a sense of poise and anticipation, as the seasons wait to tip. Everything in nature seems to be at a point of culmination and it’s easy to believe all things are possible.

Our ancestors worshipped the sun as an important god, if not the God, and many ancient structures are built to reflect this. Midsummer had – and still has – a profound spiritual significance. At Stonehenge, in the county of Wiltshire, England, the stone circle is aligned to the Midsummer sunrise. This is echoed in structures worldwide, such as the Ring of Brodgar in Orkney; the ancient Egyptian pyramids; the pyramid of Chichen Itza in Mexico; Chaco Canyon, New Mexico; the great Serpent Mound built by the Adena in Ohio, USA; Newgrange in Ireland; and possibly the stones of Wurdi Youang in Australia. You will be unlikely to get close to the stones at Stonehenge, unless you are part of a Druid group. However, it’s worth researching sites close to your home, and visiting standing stones and barrow mounds to see if any aspect seems to “resonate” at the Solstice”, even if this is not documented.

At Midsummer, savour the light and remember that phrase, carpe diem – seize the day. There is at once a sense now of the timeless and the ephemeral holding hands. Take deep breaths, and be aware of consummation and of stillness. Drink Midsummer into your bones, to hearten you all year.

Midsummer practices

• Midsummer is a “peak” time. What brings you fulfilment and a sense of achievement? Have you achieved some of what you set out to do this year? Count what you have done and feel good about it.

• Now, when everything is vibrant and at its height, you can almost be aware of the Cosmic Web pulsating. You are part of that web – in fact, as far as you are concerned, you’re at the centre of it. Reflect for a moment on how all you do has a knock-on effect that may extend much further than you’ve thought. Imagine this: you smile at an elderly lady in a queue; this cheers her up so she buys her grandson a little gift, which makes him happy and less demanding, which, in turn, gives his mum a few minutes extra to drop some unwanted clothes to a charity store and to plant some seeds in the garden. Later that day, someone buys one of the garments for a special date, giving her extra confidence, so the date leads to more dates and eventually to marriage and children. Meanwhile, the seeds grow into plants, and there are lots of beautiful flowers in the garden, which attract insects to pollinate them and help the plants proliferate. All because of one little smile! Isn’t it a nice feeling to have so much potential power for good?

• Midsummer Solstice is a time of power. You may not feel especially powerful, but you are wrong. Probably you have much more power than you think, and with a “can-do” attitude, you can reclaim this. In the week around the solstice, each day write down at least three things that you can do effectively, or spheres of life or people you have power to influence. At the end of seven days, read back through what you have written and identify three ways in which you intend to strengthen your power. Remember, healthy, positive power is power to …, not power over …. The former brings increasing satisfaction, the latter stores up problems.

• Within three days of the solstice, stay up all night, watching the sun go down and then come up. You may like to go to a nearby hilltop for this. Record all the ideas and impressions that come to you during your vigil and when you see the first fiery crescent of the sun. So much the better if you can complete your vigil near a faery mound, to encourage your imagination and creativity.

• Realize that everything changes, everything passes. When the sun is at its height, it may seem as if light will reign supreme for ever, but we all know that’s not the case. At this point of triumph, the downward journey into darkness begins. This is not being gloomy, it’s living in the moment, surrendering to the tides of life, being prepared to let go, in the knowledge that in time everything is reborn and what is truly yours can never be taken away.


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Roses – these are quintessentially flowers of the Midsummer Solstice, so even though they grow at other times, make your table luxuriant with red roses now

• Elderflower – like summer frost, elderflower is thick on the solstice hedges. It is also found in Australia, Asia, Africa and certain species are native to North America. You can also make wine from elderflower, see page 178

• Pictures and artefacts showing the sun, in all its glory

• Seashells, oak and holly leaves, figures of butterflies and bees

• A deep crimson Midsummer candle (rather than the primary red of Midwinter)

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Crimson beads for the luxury of the season and orange for the sun’s power

• Little figures of bees and butterflies, symbolizing productivity and transformation respectively

• Small spirals, signifying change and movement

• Elderflower twigs, meaning peace and wisdom

GROUP ACTIVITY

• Now is the season of festivals and large outdoor events. Go to some in a group and celebrate the endless light by partying a little crazily.

• It’s also the season of pilgrimage, going to a site of special spiritual and/or personal significance. It means more if you go slowly and on foot – at least the last part of the way. Is there somewhere worthy of pilgrimage for you? Maybe an ancient site or a special hilltop copse? Journey together with others for a powerful bonding experience.

• Share a honeycomb with special friends. You share the sweetness of life and make memories for the future.



Seasonal cooking

“… look at elderflowers and bluebells – they are a sign that pure creation takes place…”

D H Lawrence, Women in Love

Wild foraging: elderflower

Species of elderflower are found worldwide and at Midsummer elderflowers weight the hedgerows like summer snow. You can harvest these to make elderflower wine, and later on in the year you can do the same with its bunches of black berries. The elder tree has folklore associations with the Goddess in the guise of a crone, and traditionally witches were believed to be able to turn themselves into elder trees. The traditional gypsies or Roma people believe that cutting down an elder brings bad luck. Such superstitions come from the subconscious awareness that a lack of respect for Nature is dangerous, but have no fear – Elder Mother is generous, so just ask her if you may have some blossom and leave the trees a small offering of spring water as a “thank you”, to make you feel part of Nature’s bounty.

 Recipe: elderflower wine (makes 4 litres/141fl oz)

You will need:

about 24 elderflower heads

grated zest and juice of 1 lemon

1.2kg/2lb 10oz white sugar

1 Campden tablet

1 tsp yeast nutrient

¼ tsp wine tannin

1 sachet wine yeast

Equipment:

1 fermenting bucket

1 demijohn with airlock and bung

1 funnel 1 sieve

glass bottles and bottle seals

Method

Shake the elderflower heads vigorously to remove any bugs or debris, wash the flowers and then, when they have dried, comb the tiny white flowers from the stalks using a fork. Sanitize your bucket and place the elderflowers and grated lemon zest in it. Boil 4 litres/141fl oz of water in a large pan, dissolve the sugar in it and pour into the bucket. Allow to cool and add the Campden tablet, yeast nutrient, tannin and lemon juice. Stir and leave for 24 hours. Then add the yeast and allow to ferment for at least six days, after which you’ll see that the fermentation slows down. Sanitize your demijohn, place the funnel with sieve into the demijohn and pass the wine through this, into the demijohn, airlock and bung now. Let the wine ferment for 2–3 months, removing sediment when necessary.

Once the wine has cleared, you can bottle it. Sterilize some glass bottles by washing thoroughly and heating them in the oven at 100°C/200°F/gas mark ½ for 20 minutes, and then allowing them to cool. Using the funnel, pour your wine into the bottles, seal and store. You can drink it after about six months, so your wine may well be ready by Yuletide.

Recipe: elderflower cordial (makes about 1.5 litres/52fl oz)

if you want to make something non-alcoholic, or that you can sample immediately, try elderflower cordial.

You will need:

about 20 heads of elderflower

2½kg/5lb 8oz white sugar

2 unwaxed lemons, sliced and zest grated

85g/3oz citric acid

Equipment:

1 large sieve

1 large pan

1 tea towel or piece of muslin

1 ladle

glass bottles and bottle seals

1 funnel

Method

Prepare 20 heads of elderflower as for the elderflower wine instructions. Store in an open bowl, so they do not “sweat”. Dissolve the sugar in 1.5 litres/52fl oz water by heating gently in a large pan. Do not boil until the sugar has dissolved, then bring to the boil and immediately turn off the heat. Add the flowers, along with the grated lemon zest, the lemons slices and the citric acid. Stir well and leave to infuse for 24 hours. Line a large sieve with a tea towel or muslin and place over a large pan. Carefully ladle in your syrup, giving it time to drip through. Meanwhile, sterilize some glass bottles by washing thoroughly and heating them in the oven at 100°C/200°F/gas mark ½ for 20 minutes, and then allowing them to cool. Using a funnel, ladle your syrup into the bottles, seal and store in the fridge. The cordial will keep for six weeks or can be frozen in plastic containers. A true taste of summer.

Recipe: honey cakes (makes 8–10 cakes)

These honey cakes are perfect for picnics and get-togethers. See pages 183–4 for the special meanings of honey.

You will need:

85g/3oz organic butter, softened

55g/2oz caster sugar

½ tsp vanilla essence

2 free-range eggs

30g/1oz runny honey

115g/4oz self-raising flour

85g/3oz sultanas or crystallized ginger (or other dried fruit, if preferred)

1 tbsp hot water

Method

Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6. In a bowl, beat together the butter and sugar until light and creamy. Add the vanilla essence and gently beat in the eggs and honey. Fold in the sieved flour, followed by the dried fruit and hot water. Turn out into paper cases or greased bun tins, filling them up to two thirds full. Bake for 15 minutes or until golden brown.

Don’t forget to feed the faeries! Keep half a cake to scatter on the ground afterwards, thanking the Earth for her bounty.

Myth and folklore

As we have seen, the cycle of the seasons can be brought to life by viewing them in terms of a love affair between the Earth Goddess and the Sun God. At Midsummer their union is totally fulfilled. The Goddess becomes pregnant with all the Earth’s bounty; the God, as a mature man and protector, begins to prepare for the year’s darkness, which is soon hinted at in the gradually shrinking daylight hours.

Myths from several cultures tell of two lovers, vying for the Goddess, one full of light, the other darkness. This symbolizes the two aspects of the God – his bright face in the “waxing” year, as light grows from Midwinter to Midsummer, and his shadowed face, as the year “wanes” and the days shrink, from Midsummer to Midwinter. One of the ways this is depicted is in the drama of Holly King and Oak King, who fight at each of the solstices. At the Midsummer Solstice, Holly, who is Lord of the Waning Year, always vanquishes his rival the Oak King. This “fight” is played out by two actors at pagan gatherings, each armed with staves. Oak King wears a crown of oak leaves and Holly King a crown of holly (or more likely holly in his hat, for protection from the prickles). This drama takes place at Stonehenge, Wiltshire, in the UK, but you will also find it enacted at smaller stone circles and ancient monuments, so if you want to see it, look online for pagan events close to you.

Midsummer was the time of the ancient Minoan New Year, when the powers of light were at their strongest. This marked the end of a 40-day period of collecting honey from hives, which was then made into mead and drunk as part of ecstatic celebrations marking the year’s turn. The civilization of ancient Crete seems to have been a particularly joyful one, with little perceived separation between this world and the world of Spirit. To the ancient Minoans the humming of the bee was the voice of the Goddess, and her priestesses were called “Melissa”, which means “bee”. Bees were a symbol of regeneration as they were believed to arise from the carcasses of bulls – an animal which has also been associated with renewal, since the Stone Age. (It is interesting to note that the skull of a bull, viewed from the front, is reminiscent of a cross-section of the human female uterus and ovaries.) Honey and mead are perfect for your Midsummer celebrations.


A MIDSUMMER RITUAL

This is a great time to light a solstice fire, though this may not be possible or practical. Perhaps you could make a fire outside in a firebowl or a chimenea in controlled conditions, but always put safety first and make sure you comply with any bylaws that govern fires and smoke where you live. It would also be advisable to have a bucket of water and/or some sand to hand. Alternatively, place a large crimson, orange or white candle on your nature table, to make your “fire” indoors. If you choose the candle option, surround your candle with any fresh flowers in season, especially roses.

Sprinkle dried rose petals and lavender around your fire or candle, moving clockwise (anti-clockwise if you are in the southern hemisphere). As you do so, think of the year so far, appreciating the light and all its gifts and feeling thankful for all the powers and advantages that you have. Keep a small handful of rose petals to hold as you sit and gaze at your fire or candle. Say to yourself that you will retain all the light and vitality that you have now throughout the months of autumn and winter ahead, and imagine that energy flowing into the rose petals. When you have finished, place your rose petals in a small gauze bag, to keep as your lucky charm throughout the darkening time.

Put your bag to one side and, if you are outside, dance around your fire. If you are indoors and don’t have much room, sway gently to happy summer music as you look at the candle flame. Feel the fire-power rising through your body. When you have done this for long enough, sit quietly again. Look into the fire or at the flame and tell yourself a happy story about how the rest of your year is going to evolve. Record this in your journal if you wish, along with a pressed rose, to retain your Midsummer magic.



 


A MIDSUMMER MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

You are in a beautiful garden, on a balmy Midsummer’s day. The air is comfortably warm and laden with sweet scents. Bees are buzzing, butterflies fluttering and there is a drowsy, lazy atmosphere.

You walk around this gorgeous garden, realizing with joy that it belongs to you. You see blooms of all colours, and the roses grow in special profusion. Everywhere there is an air of lush beauty – the fertile Earth is lavish and indulgent, adorned in all her glory.

Your garden is bounded by a hedge. You walk around it, finding there are several gates or openings. As you walk around the boundary of your garden, you ask to be shown a self-limiting belief and a way past it. Wander around the garden until something comes to mind. Take your time and don’t worry if nothing immediately occurs to you.

Choose one of the openings and pass through it. Note what the opening looked like. Was there a signpost or some kind of symbol to guide you? Notice all the details about your gateway – is it large or small? Tangled and overgrown or neat and easy to pass through? Is there an obstacle or a complication? How quickly do you find yourself outside?

When you arrive on the other side, you can explore if you wish. What is on offer? Do you feel good to have found an exit or do you just long to be back in your garden again?

When you are ready, come back into your garden. The gateway closes behind you. Now find a comfortable place to sit, so that you can appreciate the garden. As you rest among this profusion of colour and lush growth, you feel gratitude. Think of all the things in life you have to be thankful about, large and small. Let your being be filled with gratitude, just as your head is filled with the sweet scents of the garden.

Let yourself realize that what is truly yours can never be taken away from you. This wonderful garden is yours, freely given. You can explore beyond it if you wish or you may simply remain there, if that gives you the most satisfaction. In this garden you receive unconditional love. Resolve that you will explore what it means to love yourself unconditionally.

Now it is time to leave the garden. You stand up and select the flower that you consider to be most beautiful of all, to pick and take with you. You approach the plant and ask if you may take the bloom, but you know that the answer in this generous place is going to be “yes”. You pick the flower and watch as it re-grows on the plant before your eyes.

You stand, holding your flower and admiring its beauty. You affirm that you are ready to return to the everyday world, and the garden fades around you. However, you know that its gifts will always be with you, and that the garden itself is always there for you to return to whenever you wish.

When you have come out of the visualization, make a special point of grounding yourself by stamping your feet, patting your body and taking a drink of water. Write down your experiences in your notebook. You might also like to look up the meaning of your flower (see pages 81-82), just to see if this holds significance for you.




FESTIVAL 5

LAMMAS

31 July/1 August (2 February in the southern hemisphere)

“While the Earth remaineth, seedtime and harvest, and cold and heat, and summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease.”

The Bible, Genesis 8:22

Golden, dusty, overblown and opulent, Lammas is the first of the harvest festivals. The fields are butter-coloured with ripened wheat, and there’s a lazy stickiness in the air. Lammas means “Loaf Mass”, referring to the harvest of grains and giving thanks for this. It was the custom to bring to church a loaf made from the new crop. However, like most Christian festivals, this was superimposed upon much more ancient pagan traditions. The older name for Lammas is Lughnasadh, meaning “Festival of Lugh”. Lugh was the “Shining One” to the Celts, a god of brightness, who comes to Earth in the sun-kissed corn, and who is patron of creativity and crafts.

Lughnasadh is a time of ambiguity. Now is the best chance for warm weather, yet the atmosphere can be heavy and night seems to creep in ever-earlier to stifle day. Mother Nature has proved her generosity in the mature corn, yet this proud crop must be cut down to sharp stooks (sheaves of cut grain), reminding us that life depends on death.

This is the season to count harvests of all sorts and also to remember what has been sacrificed to get there. Sacrifice is not negative – it enhances appreciation. Labour pains are a part of birth; hard work is the lead-up to triumph. We all sow, and we all reap. Above all, now is the time for the most enhancing emotion of all – gratitude. Gratitude makes everything glow radiant as a wheat field at sunset.

Lammas practices

“Your thoughts are seeds, and the harvest you reap will depend on the seeds you plant.”

Rhonda Byrne, author of The Secret

• Be grateful. The sort of gratitude that is enriching does not arise from guilt trips and “shoulds”. Let go of the idea that the plight of the starving millions means you are an awful person if you aren’t grateful, because real gratitude does not work that way and it’s very hard to imagine the sufferings of others however caring you are. Instead, start by thinking about one or two things you are genuinely grateful for – this may be your relationship, your home, your job or something much smaller. Let your being be flooded with this gratitude, so you glow. Then, think about smaller things you’re grateful for – a nice meal, a walk in the fresh air. Begin listing all the things you’re blessed with, starting with three each evening, before you go to sleep. You can list these in your journal if you wish. You could also have a gratitude jar – jot down things you’re grateful for in one sentence, fold them and pop them in a jar. Colour code your papers if you like, maybe red for things you worked for, yellow for pure luck, green for money, blue for kindness and so on. Soon you will find you are truly grateful for even the smallest things. (One of my sons, for example, who practised this regularly, found himself grateful even for the lawn!) That’s when your life will become joyful, and you will – mysteriously, maybe – attract even more things to be grateful for.

• Be aware of your own “harvest”. In a way, this is “gratitude with attitude” because it involves being grateful to yourself. Being aware of your harvest means reminding yourself of all that you’ve accomplished, that you’ve garnered in and have in your store-cupboard of achievements. This could be something considerable, like a promotion, a large-scale DIY project or giving birth. It could simply be hard slog, keeping your home and family together. You may have suffered loss, and that may not feel much of a harvest but it’s still an achievement to make it through tough times intact. The harder you’ve had to work for something, the more satisfaction it will give you. Feel rich. List your harvest in your journal, with pictures, if you like.

• Say thank you. Thank friends properly. Review all you’ve been given – time, attention, friendship, material things, practical help, good advice and anything you’ve benefitted from. Have you really shown you’re thankful? Make a phone call, or, better still, send a card. If you’ve been really favoured, make a cake or cook a meal. It’s a win–win thing to do.

• Autumn is appearing in the distance, heralding change. During the winter many of us don’t feel so enterprising. Think about ways you can use your time and energy most fruitfully and what you may need to cut out.

• On a different note, the new academic year will soon start, bringing the opportunity to learn, explore different concepts and grow inwardly. What would you like to study or brush up on?

• Let the abundance of Nature inspire awe in you. Awe has been shown to be a wonderful thing to feel, raising spiritual awareness and lowering blood pressure, enabling you to get everything into perspective.


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Corn dollies, or bunches of wheat, tied up in red ribbon

• Pictures and artefacts showing harvest, abundance, the Mother Goddess with arms full of produce and anything that reminds you of the laden Earth

• Poppies

• Small pieces of orange peel, threaded on a thin cord and left to harden

• A gold or amber-coloured candle

• Anything golden

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Golden and honey-coloured beads, for enrichment

• An ear of wheat, varnished so the seeds stay in place, for wisdom and really “hearing” messages

• Dried orange peel, for happiness

• Small model of a loaf made from self-hardening clay, symbolizing fulfilment and the necessity for work

• Dough shapes – see Ritual, page 200

GROUP ACTIVITY

• Visit a wheat field. Stay still and see if you can hear the corn whisper. When I do this I am aware of the anger and dismay within the “corn spirit”, knowing it will soon be cut down. This is not as fanciful as it seems. In the 1960s Cleve Backster, interrogation specialist in the CIA, wired up plants to a polygraph machine (lie-detector) and proved that plants do react to threat or violence by showing a change in electrical resistance. This proves plants have feelings.

• If you can, visit a crop circle. These are mysterious circles that appear among many fields of crops, but are chiefly known for appearing in corn. Many have been proven to be hoaxes, but not all are, for these phenomena have been recorded for hundreds of years. Some people report having strange feelings in the centre of a crop circle. Meditate there if you can, and even sleep out in one.

• Now is the warmest time of year. Even if you don’t like camping, it’s worth spending one night in the open, for it is a unique experience. Tell stories around a campfire and sleep under the stars.



Seasonal cooking

Wild foraging: ears of wheat

When you see a laden field, stand amid the corn, facing the sun. Breathe deeply, and give thanks. Then, go back when the field has been cut and ask the farmer’s permission to take a few ears from those left at the edges. Give thanks again. You have taken of the harvest of the Earth, so be aware of the amazing powers that produced this plant. Using red ribbon, bind your ears of wheat into bunches of three for health, wealth and wisdom. Hang these in your home and give them to friends as presents. These simple “corn dollies” should be planted out in the spring, in honour of the natural cycle.

Dandelions

These should still be available at this time and their golden colour is very suitable for Lughnasadh. The entire plant is edible and very good for many ailments, from kidney troubles to warts. The leaves are a useful substitute for spinach and the flowers brighten up a summer salad.

Recipe: plant pot bread

Making bread is easy and not as time-consuming as you might think. It just means that you have to be on hand for kneading and “knocking back”, which is not such a chore. And the smell of baking bread is delicious! Bread-making machines are great, but making your own bread can be more satisfying and is a true Lughnasadh ritual.

You will need:

1 heaped tsp soft brown sugar

1 tsp dried yeast

135ml/4½fl oz warm water

225g/8oz strong, organic, local wholemeal flour

⅔ tsp salt

5g/⅛oz butter

Method

Thoroughly clean a 10–12cm/4–5in) flowerpot by scrubbing and placing in the oven at 100°C/200°F/gas mark ½ for 20 minutes. Grease it, and bake it three times more, to prevent the dough sticking. In a small bowl, dissolve one third of the sugar in the water, sprinkle on the yeast and leave in a warm place until it has a “head” on it, like a good pint of Guinness. Meanwhile, in a large bowl, mix the flour and the salt, rub in the butter and add the remaining sugar. Add the yeast liquid to form a firm dough, adding a little extra flour if too sticky to handle. Knead thoroughly on a floured board – you can listen to music while you do this – for five to ten minutes. Shape the dough into a ball and place in an oiled, covered container, and leave in a warm place (preferably around 40°C) until doubled in size. This can take an hour or so. “Knock back” the dough by kneading for two minutes. Shape it to fit the plant pot, cover it and leave in the warm place again to rise more. Brush the top with salted water and place an ear of wheat that you have gathered in the centre. Bake at 230°C/450°F/gas mark 8 for half an hour. When the loaf is cooked, the base of the pot will sound hollow when knocked.

Myth and folklore

“The wheat field has … poetry; it is like a memory of something one has once seen. We can only make our pictures speak.”

Vincent van Gogh

It’s clear that in times gone by the wheat field inspired respect, and maybe even fear. Nature makes a massive sacrifice when we harvest, and the red poppies growing among the corn symbolize the blood of the Earth. It was believed that the Corn Spirit was alive, and could be resentful at its demise, so when harvest was done manually, no one wanted to take responsibility for finally killing the Corn Spirit. The harvesters stood around the final tuft and threw their sickles at it, in unison, so no one had to make the fatal blow. The best ears were taken out of this sheaf and made into corn dollies. In this way the Corn Spirit was preserved.

It may seem as if there’s something sinister about this, and certainly horror movies have been made on this theme, but please don’t let that make you shrink away from this enriching festival. Such fears only come when we instinctively register the fact that we have become alienated from the Earth and exploit her unmercifully. If you are aware of the gifts of the harvest and respect the Earth, then Lughnasadh feels especially significant as a time to honour Nature, remembering to say thank you, and reminding yourself that all that dies shall be reborn. In a way, this happens immediately at Lughnasadh, because the Corn Spirit is immediately “reborn” in loaves of delicious bread.

In our love story of the Goddess and the God, this is both a sad and a happy time. The Goddess gives birth, and there is rejoicing. At the same time, the God turns his face toward his duty, knowing he must go on a journey for the sake of all life. The divine couple must part, for the God, cut down in the harvest, travels to the underworld. There he waits, for his lady to join him later when winter truly arrives.

In cultures worldwide, there are myths of dying and resurrecting gods that follow this theme. Egyptian Osiris, Greek Adonis and Welsh Llew Llaw Gyffes (who is similar to Irish Lugh) are just a few. The sacred marriage of the Goddess and the God, and the God’s death are a metaphor bringing the seasons to life. In this the Goddess is the cycle and the Earth, remaining steady yet changing, while the God is the sun that dies and returns. So important was this cycle, and so hallowed its meanings, that sometimes actual kings would be sacrificed voluntarily in its honour.

One such “sacrifice” is believed to be the English King William Rufus, who is reputed to have followed the old pagan ways. Rufus was detested by the monks, who were the chroniclers, and so – perhaps wrongly – has been depicted as a bad king. Rufus, with his dramatic red hair and beard, represented lifeblood and the primaeval forces of Nature. He was killed by an arrow, near an oak tree in the New Forest, England on the “morrow of Lammas” in 1100CE, the 13th year of his reign. Thirteen is a number connected to the cycles of the moon and linked to the Old Religion, of the wild and instinctual. Rufus is reputed to have called out for the fatal blow – a willing sacrifice to his Goddess. A stone has been placed on the spot where he died, to mark the event, but this carries no mention of paganism.

Centuries ago, when times were harsh, life was a struggle and Nature often far from benign. In the developed world, most of us no longer have to cope with such striving and we can stand back and reflect. Of course, we do not have to be so literal about “sacrifice” and we know that this is unnecessary. What we give up can be symbolic, moving us onward, and we can appreciate our good fortune and comfortable lives all the more for realizing how much the Earth gives us and deciding to treat this with reverence.


A LUGHNASADH RITUAL

Your Lughnasadh ritual will reinforce for you that life goes on, that death is only a transformation and the Earth holds a special mysticism that can make your life glow from within and yield generous harvest.

On your nature table place a large gold or amber-coloured candle and ring this with dried orange peel shapes, threaded with red cord. You can also put corn dollies near the candle. To bring something special and specific into your life, you can also make dough shapes.

You will need: 2 cups plain white flour, 1 cup salt, 
2 tbsps wallpaper paste, 1 egg, clear varnish, poster paints (or other water-based paints), beads/sequins as desired, glue, cutters and ribbon, as desired.

Mix the flour, salt and paste and add cold water, mixing carefully till you can form a stiff, but not sticky, dough with your hands. Knead on a floured surface for ten minutes (preferably as you listen to music, as when bread-making). Roll out the dough on a floured surface to ¾cm–2cm thickness. Cut shapes now of the things you want to bring into your life – maybe you’d like a new car; maybe you’re going to be studying, so you can represent this with a book; maybe you just want good luck and this could be a star. If you wish to put your shapes on a string, make small holes in them with a skewer. Brush with beaten egg and bake at 110°C/225°F/gas mark ½ for 8 hours, until totally dry. Leave to cool and decorate with paints, sequins, etc. Varnish on both sides, ensuring the varnish is airtight.

Place your dough shapes around your candle and light it. As you look at the flame, say “The sun has come to Earth, in the ripened corn and bounteous crops. I ask the Earth to bring plentiful harvest into my life.” Visualize good things flowing toward you.

When your ritual feels complete, blow out your candle and leave your dough shapes, corn dollies and peel shapes on your table for a few days. Then place them somewhere safe. Some can go in your medicine pouch (and you will have to decide on what they signify for you); your corn dolly could hang over your hearth or workstation, keeping alive the promise of renewal in the coming spring. Remember to give something back now, perhaps a gift to charity, for harvest is a two-way process.



 


A LUGHNASADH MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

You are standing in the middle of a cornfield. Around you the air is soft, still and warm. The corn extends as far as the eye can see. It is the colour of set honey. You are aware of an opulent, slightly musty scent. The earth is over-laden and drowsy.

Poppies make scarlet splashes upon the gold, and crimson butterflies flutter around you. They remind you of the effort and energy that has been put into sowing and growing this cornfield. You, also, have worked hard. Now is the time to rest.

You discover a plush, golden cushion by your feet and you sit down amid the corn. You think of all you’ve achieved, even the smallest things. Now is the time to experience the rewards. A drowsiness flows over you, as if the corn is breathing over you and gently sending you to sleep, reassuring you and relaxing you.

You become aware of whispers and movement around you. The corn starts to sway as if blown by a breeze, yet you feel only stillness and warmth. The ears bow in unison, and you are aware that you are at the centre of a spiral, circling outward as far as you can see.

The corn continues to move gracefully along this spiral, as if dancing – spiralling outward from your position, rising and bowing with a wonderful energy of its own. You are aware of the vibrant life around you and feel blessed to be at the centre of it.

Now golden fragments are rising from the corn. They sparkle and scintillate in the air above and around you. You can feel the air around you has a subtle fizziness. It makes your skin tingle and your body feel light, as if a magical energy is flowing through you.

The golden particles gather above you, forming a radiant globe of pale gold. You bask in this shimmering light. Then you are aware that the globe is dissolving, showering you with pure, golden energy.

You sit amid this wonderful shower, aware of being blessed and nurtured. All that you have achieved, your own “harvest”, comes to your mind and you feel satisfied and enriched. This is your time to enjoy and to feel rewarded.

Now the “shower” abates, the corn stands still, and the entire cornfield is returned to its everyday appearance – yet, not quite. At your feet you find a golden knife and a length of red ribbon. You take up this golden knife as three of the ears of corn close to you bow in your direction.

Using the knife, you cut these three ears, about 12cm/5in down the stalk. Making them into a little bunch, you tie them with the ribbon, saying three times “Healthy, wealthy and wise”.

Now it is time to leave the cornfield. Looking to your right, you notice a path through the crop, leading toward a gate. Taking your bunch of corn ears, you get up and walk to the gate. You open it and go through, finding yourself back in the everyday world.

When you have finished the meditation, ground yourself by having a drink of water and record your experiences in your notebook. If you can, find a real cornfield and ask the farmer if you can cut three ears of corn. Then bind them with red ribbon and keep them to remind yourself of your blessings and your harvest.




FESTIVAL 6

AUTUMN EQUINOX

Around 21 September 
(21 March in the southern hemisphere)

“Delicious autumn! My very soul is wedded to it, and if I were a bird I would fly about the Earth seeking the successive autumns.”

George Eliot

Morning and evening are veiled in gauzy mist, nights sneak up, and although the days may be syrupy and warm, with evening the air brings a chill. Everywhere we can see the gifts of summer, but winter’s long shadow creeps closer, like a warning finger. Day and night are equal all over the world, so all is in balance, but dark will now gain steadily. It’s a time for reflection and changing gear.

This can be the most breathtakingly beautiful of seasons, as the passing leaves turn trees to flame. Hillsides and woodland are ablaze in red, russet, gold and yellow and may be magnificent for weeks or whipped bare by a merciless wind. The hedgerows are weighty with berries and buzzing with busy insects. Lots to do, lots to plan and weigh up.

As the second of the harvest festivals, this is another occasion for reviewing what’s been given to us and achieved by us. It’s also about preserving what’s been grown, and preparing to move on. In times gone by the correct preservation of produce was essential for winter comfort, even survival. Today the aroma of pickling vinegar and sweet, simmering jam can still give a lovely, homely feeling in the gathering autumn.

Autumn Equinox practices

• Clearing out in autumn is just as important as cleaning in spring. In spring we make room for new growth and new activities, and this may also be true in autumn with the new academic season; it’s also about making room for contemplation. How will you study? How will you make room in your life to dream?

• If you do not already keep a dream diary, start one. You may believe that you don’t dream, but you definitely do, because that’s part of everyone’s normal sleep pattern. Recalling dreams, like so many activities, is about getting in the habit. Once your subconscious mind “gets” it, you’ll find you remember more and more. Start by telling yourself that you will remember your dreams, affirming this when you lay your head on your pillow. Keep your diary by your bed and write down what you recall as soon as you wake up, even if it’s only a fleeting image. You could also put your alarm on half an hour earlier, to interrupt your sleep cycle – if it goes off when you are in the middle of REM (Rapid Eye Movement) sleep, you will awaken in the middle of dreaming and definitely have something to record.

• Make a pledge to get to know yourself. You can start well by being truly honest with yourself about all your feelings. Many of us are ashamed of certain feelings and may tell ourselves sternly that we aren’t jealous, afraid, resentful, lonely or any of several other emotions that make us feel bad or guilty. But there is no need to feel bad about any emotion. Trust me, we all feel such things because we are all human, and nothing you feel can make you less of a person. It’s what you do that matters, for this is about the choices you make. If you are honest about your feelings, then you are in a much better place to choose how to act – what to do or not do. On the other hand, repressed feelings can influence you subconsciously and not necessarily for the best. Owning your feelings honestly gives you knowledge, power and control – and the best chance of healing. So be gentle with yourself. Acknowledge all those difficult emotions and the chances are they will melt and be transformed in the flow of self-acceptance and healthy self-love.

• Think about your relationships with others. What do you get and what do you give? Do some drain you and fill you with negative feelings about yourself and the world? Are you controlled? Or controlling? Are there friendships you could do without, or that maybe you could give more to? Are you in a partnership that nourishes you? If not, what could you do about this? Be aware of your relationships and consider endings and beginnings as autumn advances, for it’s time to focus your energy and emotion productively.

• Challenge any negative beliefs about yourself. Write down the most persistent, leaving big gaps for further comments. What real evidence do you have for any of them? Take your thoughts to court and ask them stern, searching questions. Next to the criticism, write down at least three instances in your life when they have been proved wrong. Be aware of negative messages you may give yourself. For example, are you prone to say things like “I never get anything right!”? If so, analyse this. Write down all the times you have got things right. Staunchly re-phrase that self-criticism every time you say it, either out loud or in your mind, by countering it, for example, with “There are many times when I have got things right.”


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Purple ribbon

• Purple candles

• Dried apple rings. Slice small apples crosswise to a thickness of 5mm/¼in and soak them immediately in salt water for five minutes. Pat them dry and hang them in a warm place for a week to harden. They can then be threaded on the purple ribbon around a purple candle

• Bowls of fresh fruit, especially blackberries (you will need to renew these daily)

• Sycamore (maple) “keys” or winged seed pods; conkers (horse chestnut nuts)

• Nuts of any description

• Leaves of red, orange, gold and brown

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Dried rosehips for love or rowan berries for protection

• Dried apple rings (see nature table above) for enchantment

• Purple beads meaning spirituality

• Nuts symbolizing abundance

• Conkers (horse chestnut nuts) signifying strength

• Figures of hibernating animals such as squirrels, or bears, meaning depending on animal

GROUP ACTIVITY

• Blackberrying. Blackberries grow in temperate climates throughout Europe and some species also grow in Australia. It’s a great shame that many people these days are afraid of picking wild fruits for fear of being poisoned, because they contain loads of goodness, and blackberries are very easy to recognize. Forage in brambles away from roads and other pollutants. Children can have fun competing to see who can get the most in their basket.

• Hold a harvest supper. Each person can contribute a dish, preferably home-made and even home-picked (in the case of a fruit pie, for example). You can make this a spiritual occasion if you and your friends are so minded, talking about your “harvests” in any sense you wish, or simply enjoy each other’s company and have fun.



Seasonal cooking

Wild foraging: blackberries

Blackberries are a very satisfying fruit to forage for (see page 211). They’re usually plentiful and you can make them into a delicious pie. They grow on bramble hedges in temperate zones, and usually you’ll find quite enough in one place to cook with. They are a fantastic source of Vitamin C, Vitamin K and manganese, and they’re also packed with antioxidants. Forage also for rose-hips, hawthorn berries and elderberries (see page 177) – these can all be made into wine and preserves.

Recipe: apple chutney

Making chutney is very satisfying. It’s easy, and you can enjoy the results of your efforts for months ahead. I often make small jars as Christmas gifts, for something individual and inexpensive. Choose organic, local apples and get the largest you can, because you’ll have less work.

You will need:

900g/2lb apples, washed, cored and quartered (also peeled, if preferred)

450g/1lb onions, finely chopped (or carrots for a softer flavour)

300ml/10fl oz malt vinegar

60–120g/2–4oz dried fruit (optional)

I tsp pickling spice, tied securely in a muslin bag

1 tsp salt

1 tsp ground ginger

350g/12oz sugar

jam jars, seals and labels

Method

Slice the apples in a food processor. Put these in a pan with just enough of the vinegar to cover them and gently simmer until nearly soft. Add all other ingredients except the sugar and vinegar, making sure that the spice is tied up with string and can be pulled out when you wish. Add the minimum of vinegar to keep the mixture from burning, as this results in a better-tasting chutney. Stir and simmer gently until the fruit is soft. Add the remaining vinegar and sugar and boil steadily until thick. Chutney isn’t like jam – it doesn’t have to “set”. Boil for 10– 15 minutes, stirring frequently to avoid burning. Meanwhile, place the clean jars into the oven at 100°C/200°F/gas mark ½ for about 15 minutes to sterilize them. When the chutney is ready, remove the spice bag and pour straight into hot jars, seal and label. Great with cheese and curries!

Myth and folklore

In our ongoing seasonal story of the Goddess and God, this is a time of ambiguity. The Goddess is Harvest Queen, arms laden with ripe produce, yet in a sense she is alone. The God’s presence is more shadowy, for he has turned his face to the underworld. As the sun retreats, so he retreats, leading to hidden, mysterious places and inviting us to explore within ourselves.

In ancient Greece, the Greater Mysteries of Eleusis took place at Autumn Equinox. No one quite knows what these entailed, for the details were revealed only to initiates. The Lesser Mysteries, held in the spring, were totally private. However, the Greater Mysteries were more public. We can reasonably assume that this was because only those whose mystical awareness had truly developed and deepened could appreciate them. The ceremony involved gazing at an ear of wheat on a platter, saying the words “In silence is the seed of wisdom gained”, followed by a period of silence. This may sound very esoteric, but does not have to be. Think about the way you feel when you’re really involved with Nature, swept away on a tide of pure awe through looking at a sunset, a conflagration of autumn leaves, a storm over the ocean. Can you put that feeling into words? Only poetic ones maybe – you can’t explain it logically. However, that sensation can stimulate your intuition, enrich your creativity and give you the wisdom to put much into perspective in your life. If you value it, listen to it, let it grow, are you not on that same simple but profound path that the initiates of old followed? I’m sure you are.

People with psychic ability may find that this time of year is when hauntings and ghostly apparitions are more likely. It’s as if the veil between this world and the world of Spirit is thinner, as the season changes gear. If you are interested in such things, become a little more aware now. You may like to visit historical buildings and ancient sites that are reputed to be haunted, to see how you react.

Close to the Equinox falls Michaelmas, or the Feast of St Michael, on 29 September. Michael is one of the principal warrior archangels, who, in the Christian story, threw down Satan. He echoes the older, pagan beliefs about the potency of the sun. Although the sun may be retreating, we still have the protection of his power during the coming times of darkness, when it was believed that negative forces might be stronger. In the British Isles, Michaelmas was traditionally celebrated by dining on a goose, well-fattened from eating the stubble on the fields. This was believed to keep the family from poverty for the coming year. The saying goes, “Eat a goose on Michaelmas Day, want not for money all the year.” One of the reasons for this is that, according to tradition, Queen Elizabeth I was dining on goose when she heard of the defeat of the Armada, and thereafter she resolved to eat it every Michaelmas Day. However, the custom of eating according to the season is perhaps a deeper reason for the belief in luck – maybe we know by instinct that being in harmony with Nature is “lucky”. Geese fattened at this time are leaner, more protein-packed than the more portly, wheat-fed Christmas offerings. Vegetarians and vegans, don’t worry – plentiful nuts and berries can offer even better ways of feeling that you’re taking the essence of Nature into your being.


AUTUMN EQUINOX RITUALS

“Unerring Nature, still divinely bright,

One clear, unchang’d and universal light.”

Alexander Pope

To give thanks

You can, of course, give thanks at any time, but Autumn Equinox is the last festival of abundance. After this, cold and dark will increase their grip, and there will be other themes to follow. So, while the season is mellow, set aside a little time to make a small cake. The recipe doesn’t matter. Just have fun making it. Listen to music and think of how grateful you are for all that you’ve been given. Use organic ingredients and ensure that what you’re making can be eaten by local birds and animals. When your cake is complete, wrap it in greaseproof paper and take a leisurely wander, appreciating everything you see and going where your feet take you. When you find yourself at a suitable spot, maybe under a tree or beside a stream, put down your cake and say a big “thank you” to the powers of Life, “I thank the Earth and the air, the rain and the sun, for all I’ve been given and for the wonder and beauty you show me. I bring this gift for the wild creatures of this place. May they be nourished and protected as winter progresses.” Then, return home and light the purple candle on your nature table, reflecting on your blessings and feeling enriched.

To move on

Gather three large, fallen but whole and strong, leaves. Place them on your nature table and light your candle. Burn a joss stick containing cinnamon if possible. Cinnamon is traditionally connected with the influence of the sun and also with purification. Now, reflect on three things you want to be rid of in your life. These may include a bad habit, an emotion, a negative relationship or anything that’s harming you. Using food colour (because it’s biodegradable), write each of these on one of the leaves – initials will do. Now, if you have tongs and a heat-proof dish for ash, you can carefully burn the leaves in the candle flame. Alternatively, you can set them to one side to scatter on the wind or drop them in a nearby stream. Be free!



 


AN AUTUMN EQUINOX MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

It is late in the afternoon. You are walking along a track, the air around you thick with golden dust. Others are walking with you, dancing and playing pipes and drums. You realize that you are heading toward a stone circle. The evening sun is going down over the altar slab, shining between two enormous standing stones.

You enter the stone circle and all goes quiet. The stones encircle you, majestic and timeless. There is a stillness and an air of expectancy and awe. The altar is laden with autumnal fruit: berries and apples. You notice that there is also an enormous sheaf of golden corn, placed among the fruit. The setting sun tinges it with red.

Two women emerge from behind the two standing stones at the rear of the altar. One is young, the other old. They walk up to the altar, and the young woman picks up the sheaf of corn. “My time is done, your time has come”, she says, giving the sheaf of corn to the old woman, “In due season I shall return.” She then retreats between the standing stones and disappears.

The old woman holds the sheaf of corn and looks at you. She says, “In silence is the seed of wisdom gained.” The stillness deepens, as if the stones themselves are listening. After a pause she says, “Balance and harmony, peace and knowledge. Find these by being present in the moment.”

The stones stand around you like sentinels. The air is thick and musty; the altar covered in fruit. The old woman’s gaze is kindly, but penetrating. You breathe in the heavy air, realizing how important it is to live in the moment.

The old woman beckons you to the altar. She selects a piece of fruit and gives it to you. “You stand at a turning point”, she says, “Take this gift of the Earth to nourish you through the winter months. Look into your heart and choose your path.”

You take the fruit, with thanks. If you have a decision to make it should now come to mind. You may feel ready to make it but, if you are not, just accept your lack of readiness with peace and love.

The old woman bids farewell, turns and disappears between the two stones, taking her sheaf with her. The pipes, drums and laughter re-start. Walking round the altar, you follow the old woman and as you pass between the stones you look to either side for her or her young companion. But both have disappeared.

Ahead of you, you see a whole new landscape glowing in the rays of the setting sun. The merry company come around the stones to join you and you walk into this new territory and back toward everyday awareness.

When you are ready, slowly bring yourself into the ordinary world. Write all your experiences, your choices (if you identified any) and your decision in your notebook. Remember also to drink some water to ground yourself.




FESTIVAL 7

SAMHAIN/HALLOWEEN

31 October (30 April in the southern hemisphere)

“The winds give me

Enough fallen leaves

To make a fire.”

Ryokan

We are now immersed in what is effectively the darkest time of all. Night sucks the life out of each afternoon earlier and earlier. True, we’re still seven weeks away from the Midwinter Solstice, and days will get even shorter. But the Christmas bustle hasn’t yet arrived to liven things up, and everything bright and heartening seems a long way off. The leaves whirl in the wind with a power that seems otherworldly at times. Shadows seem to shelter ghosts and our minds are more likely to be haunted by the past.

“Samhain”, pronounced sa-wain, means “summer’s end”. To the Celts there were only two seasons, summer and winter, and now, the start of winter, was a major transition both practically and spiritually. This movement into a season of culling and retreating was translated by Christians into “All Hallows Eve” – thus Halloween, a feast of the dead. Today this has become a major retail event, with parties, costumes and decorations. This is good fun, but it’s a shame to miss out on the deeper significance, which needs a little peace and quiet to be appreciated.

Samhain was indeed in some ways a scary time for our ancestors. They had to make big decisions about storing produce and culling livestock. The possibility that the old and sickly wouldn’t survive to see the coming spring was very real. Some may have even practised human sacrifice to propitiate the gods of darkness, and, in distant times before bright lights, TV and media, it would have been hard not to believe that ghosts walked abroad. But that doesn’t make Samhain unpleasant, by any means. It’s an exciting time, that slight shiver down the spine making us all truly value warmth and cosiness. It’s also when memories may seem very vivid, when questions hang in the air, and boundaries dissolve. So, it’s a season of inner adventures.

Samhain practices

• Many scholars believe that Samhain was the Celtic New Year. The Celts saw darkness as a fertile time, incubating change. Their day began at nightfall, so it seems reasonable that their year would begin at Samhain. This is an interesting perspective. If this is the last season you would think of as a beginning – think again. What can you “cull” in your own life? If you’re on a pre-Christmas diet, to make room for coming excesses, what about your spiritual diet? Can you cut some negative thinking? Some bad habits? Be kind, yet firm and realistic. If you can send just one destructive trait into the winter wind, well done.

• What is your deepest fear? Do you have a phobia? Become your own psychological detective. Why are you afraid? Simple phobias often have a specific cause – for example, fear of spiders has been linked by some to a negative mother complex. Fear of balloons may relate to suffocation, or your phobia may be linked to a single alarming event, at which the object of your fear was present. Ask yourself how you can better deal with your fears, for where there’s fear there’s power and if you deal with the fear, you become more powerful!

• Think about healing, your family tree and forgiveness. This was traditionally a time for remembering the ancestors and honouring their wisdom. However, you may not feel that certain forebears had a positive effect on you. Can you understand their motives? Take this opportunity to look more deeply into their lives, if possible. The French have a saying. “Tout comprendre, c’est tout pardoner” – to understand is to forgive. Always remember that forgiveness is a gift you give yourself. It isn’t something you should do, to comply with a moral code – it sets you free.

• Face those parts of you that you don’t like. This takes great courage! The analytical psychotherapist Carl Gustav Jung taught that we all have a “Shadow”. This is a part of ourselves composed of all we repress, dislike and fear. This Shadow has an uncanny way of getting between us and what we really want. Facing the Shadow can be really horrible – it’s as if you look in the mirror and see a monster staring back. The uncomfortable truth can be that the clue to our Shadow self lies in what we hate. For example, if you detest people who “take over”, could it be that there’s a big Bossy Boots inside you, yearning to order everyone around? And just maybe other people already see in you a controlling streak. This can be an incredibly tough exercise. I know when I began to face my Shadow I felt disgusting and sure that people hated me. Realizing that they didn’t and that my flaws were “okay” was such a liberating experience.

• Reflect on your past, not with regret and certainly not with guilt, but with the intention of seeing how you got to where you are. Think of this as a path you walked, a journey you undertook, with all the challenges of unfamiliar territory and travelling companions of various sorts. You are still on that journey. What can you learn from the track already trodden? How can you now “walk” differently, and more in harmony with your inner self?


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Small gourds, the more varied and twisty shaped the better

• The traditional pumpkin – the custom of scooping out the centre of a large root crop and putting a candle inside is originally European, and not American as some people believe

• A black or white candle

• Apples, sliced crossways to expose the five-point star shape at the core. Sprinkle these with lemon juice to delay browning

• Small bones, stones and twigs of evocative shapes

• Dried seed-heads, nuts and cones

• Photographs of ancestors who have passed on

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Black beads, symbolizing turning inward, absorbing things

• Small skull-heads, for profound change

• Pumpkin seeds, signifying hope and rebirth

• Small spiders and bats, meaning be brave and look into the darkness

• Twigs and stones that you feel harmonize with the season

• Something you identify as an ancestral relic, such as a locket or a ring

GROUP ACTIVITY

• For the Celts this was the start of the story-telling season, when folk gathered to hear tales of romance, heroism and days long gone. The art of story-telling is being revived by people who want to escape from the media. There’s nothing like a good yarn to stimulate your imagination, so gather and swap stories, or let the extraverts among you entertain you. It can be fun to make up a round robin story, started by one person, then taken up by the next (set a timer to control the garrulous), and see where you end up.

• Hold a Feast of the Dead by inviting friends and family to supper and leaving one seat empty, for a dear, departed individual. Laugh, reminisce, cry if you need to, as you serve food for the absent one and talk about their life. Afterwards, return their uneaten food to the earth, to benefit badgers, foxes, hedgehogs – and – who knows, the Fair Folk.

• Hold a ghost hunt. Rather than submit to the potential mass hysteria of formal events organized in eerie old places, do this with like-minded friends. “Mirth with reverence” should be your motto, as you visit barrow mounds, stone circles and graveyards. You can connect with how you feel, talk about it and maybe speak of the history of the place.

• Go down Memory Lane. Do you have a bit of the past that you share with others and that is now a “bygone”? Visit together, compare notes and memories, and move on to plans for the future that this place has generated.



Seasonal cooking

Wild foraging: sloes

Sloes may be picked from late September to December. But be warned – Irish lore warns of the Pooka, an evil hobgoblin that delights in tormenting humans and spends the night of Samhain contaminating any unharvested crop, so best pick in advance.

Sloes are the fruit of the blackthorn. We met this plant at Beltane as representing the Dark Goddess, as opposed to Hawthorn’s White Goddess. At Samhain blackthorn comes into her own with her tart, acidic fruits that are almost black in colour but make the deep-red sloe gin. Generally, the berries should be picked after the first frost, but if you’re worried about the Pooka, pick early and freeze your forage.

 Recipe: sloe gin

You will need:

500g/17oz sloes

250g/9oz caster sugar

1 litre/4 cups gin

2 litre/8 cup Kilner jar

Method

Rinse and pick over sloes. Dry them carefully by patting with a tea towel/kitchen paper. Freeze them overnight if you wish - some people say this improves the quality of the gin and enables you to store the sloes longer, if necessary. Defrost, and prick the skins carefully with a fork or cocktail stick. Tip them into a 2 litre Kilner jar. Add sugar and gin. Seal and shake. Shake every day for at least 7 days. Store in a cool, dark place, for 2-3 months. Strain carefully and transfer to clean, sterile bottles. The sloe gin is ready to drink but improves with time.

Recipe: nut bread

If you’re on a low-carb and/or gluten-free diet, this bread is amazing. It’s nutritious and filling, easy to make, with almost zero carbs.

You will need:

nut oil, for greasing

300g linseeds, ground to a flour

½ tsp xanthan gum

1 tsp baking powder

2 tsps sea salt

1 egg

sesame seeds or other seeds of your choice

Method

Preheat the oven to 200˚C/400˚F/gas mark 6. Lightly grease a 450g/1lb loaf tin or a baking tray with nut oil. In a bowl mix together the linseed flour, xanthan gum, baking powder and sea salt. Crack the egg into a measuring jug and top up to 300ml/ 10fl oz with water. Add this gradually to the flour mixture. Either roll up the dough into a ball with wet hands, transfer it to a loaf tin and pat it down with a wooden spoon or shape it and place on the baking tray. Top the loaf with sesame seeds or other seeds of your choice. Leave the mixture now to swell for ten minutes. Bake for one hour, remove from oven and leave to cool. If you find the taste of linseeds a little strong, substitute ground pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds and/or ground almonds for half of the linseeds. I have experimented with several ground nuts and find they all work equally well. This loaf keeps well in the fridge for over a week and toasts nicely. The small slices are more filling than a big doorstep of wheat bread, and much healthier for you.

Myth and folklore

“What beckoning ghost along the moonlight shade Invites my steps, and points to yonder glade?”

Alexander Pope

We can now imagine the Goddess as Crone, walking the bare, dim landscape clad in her black cloak, or sitting in a cave or a hollow tree in meditation. Her lover, the Lord of the Land, now dwells in the underworld, overseeing another aspect of her realm, but parted from her, for now. However, parting, as Shakespeare’s Juliet tells us, is such sweet sorrow, and by missing someone we realize how much they mean to us. As the Goddess misses her lover, so we appreciate the colour and bounty of Nature, now turned to dun and grey – and we experience the joy of anticipation for when it all returns to blossom anew.

One of the most amazing manifestations of the underworld god is Welsh Gwyn ap Nydd. He guards the Welsh Kingdom of the Dead, Annwn, as well as being monarch of the Fair Folk, the Twylwth Teg, who are said to live beneath lakes in the Black Mountains. Glastonbury Tor, in Somerset, is also believed to be the abode of spirits, and from deep within the Tor, Gwyn is said to ride out at Samhain, leading a spirit cavalcade called the Wild Hunt. He gathers up souls who are lost or newly deceased, guiding them to rest and herding demons away from the land of the living.

Devices to frighten away spirits are very seasonal. The pumpkin lantern may look like a demon itself, but the original purpose was to frighten off evil influences, rather like gargoyles on church buildings – or so it is said by some. Turnips or swedes were also used, but the pumpkin is so easy to scoop out, there is little reason not to be part of this atmospheric tradition. In many places the pumpkin, with its lit candle inside, signals to Trick or Treaters which houses will welcome them, and if you don’t put your pumpkin in the window they won’t come. All sorts of kits are available to make your pumpkin look pretty, but I feel that’s missing the point. There’s supposed to be a scary feeling of misrule around at this time and a slight unease that keeps the mind open and the spirit respectful of what isn’t quite understood.

“Trick or Treat” also has ancient origins. In farming communities, barn doors could be left open and mischief occur with animals. Kept within sensible bounds – which everything like this always should be, of course – this custom just serves as a reminder that life can be “tricky” and it’s best to have a sense of humour, recognizing the darker side in Nature and ourselves. The growing custom of Trick-or-Treating as a family, calling on neighbours, having a giggle and refreshments is an encouraging revival of old ways. Children going Trick-or-Treating shouldn’t be discouraged, but instructed on the proper way to do this, not tormenting anyone who is vulnerable. Many would assert it’s more psychologically healthy to incorporate a bit of the dark side, rather than pretending we are all sweetness and light.

Black plastic witchy cauldrons are popular as party decorations you can buy now, but the real thing, the true big-bellied, cast-iron cauldron, has symbolic meanings linking to the Dark Goddess, and so is particularly of the season. The Goddess is the tomb that is also the womb. In the dark earth the dead are laid to rest, and from the same place new life springs. So the Earth transforms – and the cauldron “transforms” raw materials into food and nourishment. In stories, cauldrons are often explicitly magical, and one such was the cauldron of Ceridwen, a Welsh goddess who brewed up a spell to change her hideous son, Afagddu, into a creature of great wisdom. She set her little servant boy, Gwion, to stir and tend the cauldron, but a few drops spilled on him, and he gained the benefits of the broth. Gwion fled from the outraged goddess, changing into several animal forms on the way, but the goddess always went one better and finally she became a black hen and ate him when he became a grain of wheat. However, that wasn’t the end of the story, for nine months later she gave birth to Taliesin, the greatest bard who ever lived. This is a story about transformation, and how something wonderful can come from something dreadful – an idea to remember at Samhain.


A SAMHAIN RITUAL

This is a mourning ritual, which may not be suitable for you if you are feeling unhappy. If you still want to perform it, choose a white candle instead of the black one, for the symbolism of black may be too sombre. Don’t turn out the lights, and ensure that you have a sympathetic friend on hand to unburden yourself and receive support, should you need this.

For this little ritual you should light a single, black candle on your nature table, and burn incense containing myrrh and/or cypress. If you don’t want to use loose incense, find a suitable joss stick. Have some wine and cake to hand, for later, along with a candle in your favourite colour, securely placed in a candleholder. Open a nearby window that you can access easily, turn off all the lights apart from your black candle, and think for a while of any losses you’ve had. Let yourself mourn these. You may like to talk to deceased relatives or friends, or express anger or grief. If you have not suffered any specific “loss”, think for a while about times that have been hard in any way. Feel the breath of the cool, autumnal air, bringing change. When you are ready, pick up your incense and take it to the window. Say “I offer these sweet vapours to the four winds, along with all my trying experiences, to be transformed.” Your incense will blow back in, but the wisps of smoke will change shape – just as your life, too, is changing shape. Affirm that you are moving on, transforming from loss, regret or difficulty into someone dynamic and renewed. When this feels right, go back to your table and light your coloured candle from your black one. Now you are ready to move on. What you have gone through has renewed you, moulded you into someone more powerful. Celebrate this with your wine and cake, experiencing them nourishing and enriching your body. The past is gone, the best of it you now take with you, to create a bright and productive future.



 


A SAMHAIN MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

You are walking along a woodland path. Even though most of the leaves have fallen, the light is muted. The treetops are sheathed in mist, and around the dark trunks, veils of vapour drape themselves, like pensive spirits.

Your footsteps rustle through dried leaves of gold, crimson, tan and amber. The roots of the trees extend into your path, like dark serpents. As the mist creeps around them, they seem to be stirring. It’s as if they are responding to your passing by, moving in acknowledgement, aiding your journey, pointing the way.

In the air there is an autumnal sharpness, and a breath of wood smoke, like incense from a distant, secret ritual. The mist seems to form into a tunnel, and you feel drawn through it, walking slowly and steadily, as leaves gently fall around you.

Now you are coming into a circular clearing. Deep green moss covers the earth and you notice that even in the centre of this October woodland, it is free from leaf-fall. The scent of wood smoke becomes stronger and the mist closes around you. The dark forms of the trees seem to connect with each other through the silvery-grey haze. It’s as if a circle of wise witnesses has gathered around you.

From the foggy canopy, brown leaves begin to fall softly. As they reach the mossy carpet, they start to swirl and caper as if blown by a whimsical breeze. The air around you seems perfectly tranquil, yet you are aware of a growing chill, as if the Earth is giving way to winter, and night is approaching.

The leaves become still, the trees are watching. You move forward to look at the fallen leaves and you find they have formed a pattern. This may be an initial or a name, a symbol or a picture. Notice this, without trying to make an interpretation. It’s an important sign for your coming journey through the dark time of the year.

Once you have noted your symbol, hold out your arms and, moving clockwise (anti-clockwise if you are in the southern hemisphere), give thanks to the encircling trees. Having gone the entire way around your circle, you see that a pathway has opened within the mist and the trees now indicate your way back. At the end of your path you see a stone dwelling with a candle in the window and smoke curling from the chimney.

As you walk toward this dwelling, you find yourself leaving the visualization with a sense of promise, warmth and good cheer. That dwelling awaits you anytime you choose to go there, but for now you return to everyday life with your symbol, picture or message.

When your awareness of your daily surroundings returns, jot down the symbol, picture or message you’ve brought in your notebook. Take a sip of water, and, if the meaning of your symbol is unclear, let yourself accept this for now, but keep yourself open to inspiration and ideas that may come later.




FESTIVAL 8

YULE/WINTER SOLSTICE

22 December (22 June in the southern hemisphere)

“What good is the warmth of summer, without the cold of winter to give it sweetness.”

John Steinbeck

Merry, extravagant, excessive, Yule is a festival of rejoicing but also of wonderment and mystery. The sun, at its farthest point away, is about to be reborn, and there is a breathless quality in Nature if you visit a quiet spot to sense the expectancy of the Earth. Bare tree-branches have a stark beauty, magical when painted silver by the frost, and there’s a feeling of excitement and anticipation. The cold air and barren earth only heighten enjoyment of bright lights, firesides and warming brews.

At Yule there is a tradition of the birth of a magical child. This signifies the returning strength of the sun and the fact that Nature is eternally, amazingly reborn. Celebrations of the birthday of Christ were moved to Yule, so that pagan-worshippers could make a transition to Christianity, hardly noticing the shift from one divine baby to another. Gift-giving accompanies births, and so the Christmas extravaganza is one huge baby-shower. Yes, it’s a pity about all the hype and commercialization, but wasting energy on deploring that misses the point of Yuletide. It’s time to go a little crazy, celebrating life, hope and rebirth, while downing tools and surrendering to pure indulgence.

There are many traditions surrounding Yule and indeed most families have their own traditions that are hard to break, because somehow it doesn’t seem right. Now is the time for remembering the past as well as turning toward a new dawn. People are fond of referring to the “real meaning of Christmas”, but Yule has many meanings. It’s about being generous and considerate as well as loving yourself; about subtle enchantment and rowdy knees-ups; about peace and devotion as well as tinsel and bright lights. Christmas is also about extremes. The celebrations of those of us who are fortunate emphasizes the unhappiness of anyone whose life isn’t so good. Kindness at Yule can be the greatest gift of all.

Yule practices

“What did you do as a child that made the hours pass like minutes? Herein lies the key to your earthly pursuits.”

Carl Jung

• Do some good deeds. Performing acts of kindness truly boosts well-being – science has proved this. This doesn’t mean ignoring your own needs, doing what you hate and spending time with people you find uncongenial. Choose manageable good deeds, give what you can – and you may feel your being expands and you feel empowered to do more.

• Encourage anyone who is grateful to you to “pay it forward” – in other words, do a good deed for someone else when they can. It'll feel deeply rewarding thinking of all the happiness you are generating.

• Develop a sense of community. In times gone by Yuletide was a time for connecting, celebrating together and experiencing fellowship at the darkest time of year. Enjoy what the Danish call hygge, sharing fire and food with others. If you are not very extravert, invite just a few people round for nibbles by candlelight. Suggest a community project, such as tidying up the street you live in, or a charity event, street party, or just creating a street directory. Let people know you value them. Listen to what they say and empathize. Of course, you won’t necessarily get on with everyone, but you will probably find more rapport than you expect. Having a feeling of connection has been proven to be extremely beneficial for our health, increasing life expectancy considerably.

• Yuletide is for gift-giving. Quite possibly you’ll work hard to find the right presents for everyone. Or, the opposite may be true, and you may feel alone, with few people to buy for. Whatever the case, buy yourself one thing that you’ve always wanted and enjoy it.

• Find opportunities for laughter. We all need cheering up at this time of year, and laughter is good for you on all levels.

• Smile. Let your smile bring the sunshine back. If you smile even though you’re not feeling like it, your brain responds to your smile and it helps to cheer you up. Other people will feel cheery around you and the positive feedback you receive will cheer you even more.

• Go a little wild! “Tis the season to be jolly!” Over-indulge, revel in a little excess, drop your barriers and misbehave a little. Shedding inhibitions can be really healthy and great fun.

• Find your inner child. Christmas is a time for children after all. Relive what made you happy when you were small. Spend a few hours just playing and see how different you feel.


FOR YOUR NATURE TABLE

• Holly, mistletoe, ivy and evergreen fronds. Evergreens show the continuing life in Nature even in the depths of winter. Holly is Lord of the Waning Year – see p.183. Ivy has been considered the “magical mate” for holly, representing the feminine to holly’s masculine. It is also sacred to the Greek god Dionysius, god of wine and ecstasy. Mistletoe is especially magical, see p.253–4

• Gold, bright red and deep green candles

• A bare branch, decorated as you wish

• Stones, for the bare earth of Midwinter

• Pine cones

• Berries

• Nuts

FOR YOUR MEDICINE POUCH

• Beads of red, green and gold: red for energy, green for healing, gold for riches

• Small figures of an ox and an ass (these animals figure in the Christian story, but are also important to pagans, representing instincts, fruitfulness and stability)

• Any small decorations

• Father Christmas figure, for abundance

• Small wrapped gift (such as you might hang on your tree as a decoration)

• Christmas fairy, symbolizing enchantment

GROUP ACTIVITY

• It’s a shame that present-buying can become such a chore, because gift-giving is – or should be – one of the joys of life. Try to take the drag out of it by setting boundaries. For example, in groups where you might all give each other presents, reduce this by putting all the names into a hat and each person drawing out one name. That way, everyone just has one person to buy for. To ensure this is fair there must be a price range. Present suggestions could be written next to the name, so people get something they want. This can work for big families as well as friendship groups and work colleagues.

• Gather to tell Yuletide stories or poems, generally on a theme of hope, kindness, rebirth, getting cosy, spreading happiness (although some, like Dickens, liked their Christmas ghosts). Do this by candlelight, accompanied by fruit punch or mulled wine – this affirms togetherness far more than a raucous party or vegging out in front of the TV.

• Visit an ancient site that is aligned to the Solstice sun, where the sun’s rays penetrate deep within the Earth, as if “his” warmth is penetrating “her”, warming her, and enticing her to awaken and respond. One such place is the burial chamber at Stoney Littleton, near Radstock in Somerset. When I went there at the Solstice, the Earth seemed to come alive and there was a sound of singing in the air, just as the sun came up. The day was misty and drizzly, but somehow this still happened, and the light penetrated the dampness just for a short while, reaching the spirals and cup-marks within the womb-like passage. There are many more well-known structures aligned to the Solstice sun. These include Newgrange in Ireland; Karnak near Luxor in Egypt; Newport Tower, Rhode Island, USA; Goseck Circle in Saxony-Anhalt, Germany; and, of course, Stonehenge in Wiltshire, UK.

• Make wreaths, table decorations and cards together. That feeling of being too busy goes when the crafting is part of a social occasion, which starts and finishes at set times. Start with a late afternoon forage for twigs and greenery. You’ll get a delicious feeling of bonding and create something personal to express Yuletide wishes with.

• Go wassailing. This is a fun ceremony to wake up the trees from their winter slumber, encouraging the tree spirits to help the blossom and fruit to grow luxuriant as the seasons progress. You can make up your own romp, if you wish, just thanking the trees, singing and dancing round them sun-wise (clockwise in the northern hemisphere, anti-clockwise in the southern), hanging offerings of toast in the branches and pouring a libation of cider or wine on the roots. Have a minute or two of silence, quietly attuning to the tree spirit and blessing it. Alternatively, look up local events and there will be sure to be one near you. Many take place in early January, cheering up the bleakest time of year.



Seasonal cooking

Wild foraging: pine cones

Needles and seeds from various trees of the genus Spinus, pine trees, are edible. However, please be sure that you do not harvest yew, which is poisonous. Look for young trees, as it’s easier to harvest the pine needles. A tea made from pine needles is high in Vitamin C, and also contains Vitamin A and beta-carotene. You can dislodge the seeds from open pine cones by shaking them, and you can eat them raw or roasted.

Recipe: Christmas pudding (serves 6–8)

It really is worth making your own pudding because it is so easy, satisfying and gives a delicious, individual result. In my family we have a tradition of stirring the mixture and making three wishes. I make the pudding and everyone comes in to stir, making their wishes in secret. If any family member can’t make it, then they wish while they are on the phone to me and I am stirring for them!

This recipe can be tailored to suit your own preferences. When choosing your dried fruit, you can include anything you like: lots of whole cherries give a succulent result, cranberries a “bite”. Mixed peel has a citrus sharpness. My husband loves ginger so I put in lots of crystallized ginger. If you like a nutty texture you can double the amount of nuts. You can either buy breadcrumbs or easily turn bread to crumbs in a food processor to use. You can also add up to double the amount of alcohol or substitute fruit juice, such as orange juice.

You will need:

625g/1lb 6oz dried fruit

25g/1oz flaked or whole almonds

25g/1oz flour (any flour, gluten-free is fine)

1 tsp mixed spice

½ tsp cinnamon

¼ tsp nutmeg

100g/4oz golden caster sugar

100g/4oz breadcrumbs

grated zest of 1 lemon

50g/2oz suet, vegetarian suet or butter

2 free-range eggs

75 ml/2½fl oz whisky, brandy or other preferred alcohol, or fruit juice

Method

In a large bowl, mix together the dried fruit and nuts, then sprinkle in the flour and spices. Stir in the sugar, then add the breadcrumbs, lemon zest and suet. In another bowl, beat the eggs, gradually adding the alcohol or juice, and stir this into the dried-fruit mixture. Cover with a clean tea towel and leave overnight, giving everyone in the household an opportunity to stir it and make a wish. Turn into a greased 1 litre/2 pint pudding basin, cover with a circle of greaseproof paper and then with tin foil, and secure with string. Steam for six hours, then keep in a cool, dry place. About three hours before your Solstice party or Christmas meal, steam again, then serve with cream, custard or ice cream or vegan substitutes.

Recipe: mulled wine or fruit juice (makes around 6 servings)

This is a lovely drink to share. Stir it with a wooden spoon, sun-wise clockwise in the northern hemisphere (anti-clockwise in the southern), thinking loving and positive thoughts as you do so, to bring warmth to friends and family. If you want to avoid alcohol, use apple juice or any other fruits or fruit combinations you like.

You will need:

1 bottle of red wine or equivalent in juice

4 tsps brown sugar

1 tsp cinnamon

1 tsp ginger

1 tsp whole cardamoms

½ tsp cloves

½ tsp star anise

4 tbsps rose petals

Method

Pour the wine or juice into a large saucepan and heat gently on a moderate heat. Stir all the other ingredients into the wine or juice, heating it thoroughly but not letting it boil. Alternatively, you can place the spices in a securely-tied muslin bag, heat in the liquid, and remove before serving. When all the flavours have combined, taste the brew. You can then adjust to taste by adding more liquid or spices. You can also vary the flavour by adding honey, orange peel or anything that appeals. Ladle through a strainer into small mugs or earthenware goblets (this can be messy) and serve.

Myth and folklore

“Kindle the Christmas brand, and then

Till sunset let it burn;

Which quench’d then lay it up again

Till Christmas next return.

Part must be kept wherewith to teend

The Christmas log next year;

And where ‘tis safely kept, the fiend

Can do no mischief there.”

Robert Herrick

The Winter Solstice is so pivotal and magical that probably more customs cluster around it than any other festival. Our “story” of the Goddess and the God is perfectly embodied in the Christian Holy Family, so let’s begin here. The Goddess manifests as Mother, giving birth to the Child of Promise – the young god who will grow to manhood and bring life and powerful growth to the Earth. It may seem dubious that the God can be the consort of the Goddess and also her son, but the Christian story happily illustrates this paradox, for God the Father remains in Heaven, while God the Son becomes flesh. Another manifestation of the divine masculine appears in Joseph’s rather shadowy but protective figure as the magical baby’s step-father. From a nature-worshipping perspective, the Solstice Sun, as new-born baby, starts to return. But he is little more than a promise, with the hidden presence of his older self guarding him in spirit. In the same way the new seed is shielded by the mulch of last year’s decay. So, if you like this idea, you can symbolize it in a crib on your nature table, whatever your beliefs, celebrating the Midwinter birth by putting your “babe” in his manger on the Solstice day.

The Waxing Year begins at Midwinter, and this is often symbolized by a battle, between Holly King, as Lord of the Waning Year, and Oak King, Lord of the Waxing Year (see page 183). Now Oak King wins, taking the green crown as his prize. In medieval times a lad would take the part of the Holly King, parading round town with his “bride”, the Ivy Girl. This is an echo of much more ancient practices, where the Goddess was the land, and bestowed sovereignty, while the twin gods of Summer and Winter – growth and decay – battled for her hand twice-yearly. If we look more deeply at this, growth and decay are two sides of the same process, and the “battle” is only superficial. Everything is united in the cycle of life.

Holly was considered the male to ivy’s female, and they were magical mates. They are traditional Yule decorations, along with mistletoe – a mystical plant. Mistletoe was revered because it grows on high and does not touch the ground. So, mistletoe may be seen as a go-between for Spirit and Earth, sky and soil. The Druids harvest it with a golden sickle. This is because the sickle shape honours the moon and the gold colour honours the sun. Mistletoe is harvested carefully, for it mustn’t touch the ground or its power is symbolically reduced. In our Druid group we keep mistletoe up all year, only taking it down to burn in the Solstice fire, after which fresh mistletoe is gathered and shared. Kissing under the mistletoe echoes ancient fertility rites, and it’s worth getting some real mistletoe at Christmas for some truly traditional magic.

The Yule log was, and is, another old custom. A log was retained from the Solstice fire to ignite the fire the following year, so keeping the thread of life continuous, old becoming new. If you have no facilities for an open fire, you could keep a stub from a Solstice candle. Light the stub the following year, and from the stub ignite your new Solstice candle, making wishes for the coming 12 months as you do so. I tend to do this with our Advent candle. Of course, eating a chocolate Yule log is another way to enjoy this tradition!

Father Christmas or Santa Claus must be mentioned as a true Yuletide spirit. He has been dismissed as a fairly modern, commercial invention, and it’s true that the jolly Santa we see everywhere has a lot to do with advertising by a very well-known soft drinks company. However, he is much older than that! He’s a combination of several generous Solstice figures. One of them was the Germanic goddess Holda, who came down the chimney dressed in red and bringing gifts. He is also a representation of the Horned God, whose antlers have conveniently been moved onto his reindeer. He may also be Holly King, or indeed Oak King. From a Christian perspective he’s Saint Nick, or Saint Nicholas – a kind Turkish bishop who helped the poor in the fourth century. That’s how myths intertwine to make our Christmas traditions so vibrant.


A YULETIDE RITUAL

This can be a “ritual” you do as a family, or you can do it alone. You may prefer to have a separate, tiny tree for this, on your nature table, but it’s great to involve your household tree, if you have one.

There are pros and cons regarding whether to have a real tree or an artificial one. Some people object to real trees being chopped down, but in reality the whole forestry industry depends on this, and the trees that are sacrificed fund the planting of far more. Think of this as a harvest, that goes to feed future generations. However, it’s the symbolism that counts, so if you prefer a manufactured tree that you bring out each year, that in itself is a “tradition”. It’s often most satisfying, if you have a large enough nature table, to have a tiny, growing tree in a pot, which you can plant out after the Solstice in a well-chosen location. The custom of decorating a sacred tree is ancient and has taken on many forms. Certain trees were seen as a connection with the spirit world, and the evergreen was sacred to the Goddess – she who never dies. Special trees were often decked out, not necessarily at Yuletide alone. The specific Norway spruce that we now associate with Yuletide came to England with Queen Victoria’s husband, Albert, in accordance with Germanic customs. However, the meaning is constant – the tree goes on and with it we honour Nature.

It’s best to prepare for this by buying or making decorations that symbolize your wishes. To perform this ritual, light as many golden candles as you can. Scarlet red and deep green candles are also appropriate – they are major colours in the natural world, while gold symbolizes the sun. Play appropriate music – it’s easy to get traditional music that isn’t just made up of carols, although they are fine if you enjoy them. Burn a frankincense joss stick, erect your tree and get out your decorations. Appreciate your tree as the essence of ongoing life, and affirm to yourself that this is an opportunity for rebirths in your own sphere. Find a decoration to symbolize wishes that you want to manifest. Be creative with this and follow your intuition: small Santas can mean any gift you wish for; a trumpet good news; angels for specific blessings; a horse for travel; a crescent moon to develop your intuition; a star for hope, promise and luck; gold baubles for success; red for energy; green for healing; blue for peace; purple for spirituality; silver for insight. You will find plenty more pretty things that have meaning for you. Pick up each decoration, name it for the “gift” you wish to manifest and hang it on the tree. Imagine your gift materializing and see yourself enjoying it. Finally, place your fairy – a representation of the Goddess – on top of your tree and celebrate a sense of being reborn. End your ritual by pledging a gift to any cause, person or place you can think of that needs it.



 


A YULETIDE MEDITATION

Find a comfortable, quiet place, totally free from interruptions. Lie or sit down and take some deep breaths until you feel relaxed and calm. Try to still your mind. When you are ready, close your eyes if you wish and begin the guided meditation.

It is that breathless time, just at the Winter Solstice, when the seasonal tide is turning. Darkness is at its height, but is about to give way to light. You stand outdoors, on ground carpeted with soft, white snow. Above you, stars spangle the midnight sky. The air is still, cold, but not penetrating. You look around you at the silvery countryside, and you become aware that you are waiting for someone.

Far in the distance you hear the sound of bells. In the sky there is a star that is becoming brighter. As you watch, you realize that it is a sleigh, drawn by reindeer, coming closer and closer. What seemed like a single star is now a cluster of magical lights, attached to various parts of the sleigh, which now alights with a peal of bells and a thud of reindeer hooves, beside you.

You can smell the animal scent of the reindeer and hear them stamping and snorting. In the sleigh sits a large, red-coated figure with a hood lined with white fur. You hear the sound of a deep chuckle and get a glimpse of a ruddy countenance and sparkling eyes. A fur-gloved hand motions you to get into the sleigh. It is Father Christmas, a messenger of the Light and a representation of the shamans of old, who had the gift of spirit flight.

You climb in the sleigh and discover that the sleigh is much larger inside than it appeared from the outside. You snuggle into the soft furs provided for you. The sleigh lifts, with a jingle of bells, and you are airborne. Snowflakes begin to swirl around you. The tinkling of bells and of laughter sound in the freezing air, but you are warm and cosy.

The snow clears and you have a sense that you are flying, high, high above the Earth. The stars seem brighter and closer, glittering like countless jewels cast across the deep blue velvet of the sky. As you look upward, one star again grows brighter and brighter. This time it remains as a single point of light, growing stronger and stronger, until it floods your sight.

Dazzled, you look downward and you notice a single gift, illumined at the bottom of the sleigh. Again, you hear the deep laughter. You know this gift is for you. You reach for it and open it. Whatever it is, it holds symbolic meaning, and you are privileged to receive it.

Settling back among the furs, you sense the direction of your sleigh ride is changing. The star is receding. You thank it, holding your precious gift close as you sail downward through the cold, midnight air. The sleigh lands with a soft thump, and you hear the reindeer stamping and snorting.

Getting out of the sleigh, you feel the cold chill once more, but you do not mind. You have your gift to sustain you. You thank Santa and the reindeer once more, as the sleigh takes off again into the dark sky with a final echo of deep laughter.

You turn around and see lighted windows of a festive-looking house not far away. You walk toward them, knowing that when you open the front door you will find yourself back in the everyday world.

When you are ready, slowly bring yourself back to ordinary awareness. Record everything in your notebook, especially details of your present – it’s your unique, meaningful Winter Solstice gift.




CONCLUSION

“This is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”

Winston Churchill

I hope you’ve come to the end of this little book feeling inspired and encouraged. Maybe you’ve come to the end close to your beginning, or half way through – for this is a “dip-in” volume, after all. But wherever you are and whatever you’re doing, please just stop for a moment and notice what’s around you.

Maybe you’re reading this book while on the train, travelling to and from work. Maybe you’re sitting on your sofa or a park bench. Perhaps you’re still in the bookstore, leafing through the pages. Wherever you may be, you can spare a moment to connect with your environment. You can also connect with yourself, for you also are, of course, a wonderful manifestation of the glory in Nature.

Be aware of how your body feels, conscious of your breath, the texture of your clothes and what you can see and hear around you. You are a miracle, this moment is unique and now is when your journey toward greater connection with Nature – and therefore greater relaxation, contentment and fulfilment – begins.

Now, if you can, go outside. If you’re near a garden or open space, notice all the growing things, their colours and textures – touch, smell and listen, just for a moment. If you’re in a city, look up at the sky. If it’s raining, let the drops fall on you – how do they feel? If it’s night time, look for the moon and the stars. Whether it’s hot or cold, just experience it. Even if you’re in the bitter depth of winter or the weather is totally dull, be with it.

If you can’t get outside, close your eyes and relive the last time you were out in the open. Recall something you really found appealing – maybe a wonderful view, or a tree, or the sensation of the wind in your hair. All this has to take is five minutes, at most. You can spare it.

When your “moment” is up, ask yourself how you feel. Are you not just a little calmer? More hopeful? More free, optimistic, relaxed? If you have really made the effort to let go of the “busyness” and nagging thoughts, you will, almost definitely, feel better in some way. If you were already in a good place, probably you’re now glowing. And if you’re just the tiniest bit improved, think how you’ll feel when you do this regularly, preferably every day, and for longer.

Connecting with Nature makes a connection with your true self – that eternal, still, wise place inside you that brings you stability and contentment. Reminders to be the carefree spirit you were meant to be are all around you. All you have to do is re-train yourself, so that you notice them.

The most important hint for using this book constructively is to make it manageable. You should avoid making ambitious resolutions to spend an hour a day communing with Nature because this turns reading and practising the contents of these pages into a chore, or yet another cue to feel guilty and under pressure, which is totally not what’s intended.

Instead, start by doing just a little bit. Talk to your dog, lean against a tree, check your calendar for which of the Eight Festivals is closest and maybe write a few words in your diary. Then, you can progress to setting a date for a visit to the sea; add the ingredients for a seasonal recipe to your shopping list; or phone a friend to book time for a chat as you wild forage together at the weekend. Aim to start a habit. Ten minutes a day is more valuable than a couple of hours a fortnight. Soon you will find that your customs have changed and you’re feeling good. But never over commit. You should approach lengthy journal entries, long-winded rituals and expeditions that swallow up your weekend with caution. Gently does it, Nature loves you, make it manageable.

If this book makes your days that little bit better, brilliant! If it changes your life, sets you on a new path, brings you new friends and makes you healthier and happier, even better. I know it could do all those things, but in the end it’s up to you. You’re the traveller, this is your guide book.

Go well and be blessed!
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