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Introduction: Is Witchcraft Medicine Good Medicine?

Wolf-Dieter Storl

Witchcraft medicine is the medicine of the earth. It is the oldest medicine of humankind, the healing art still used by the last remaining primitive peoples. Witchcraft medicine is primordial wisdom, primordial memory, and the true religio . It is the legacy of our Stone Age ancestors, which has been passed down in a continually shifting form through the Neolithic agricultural period, through the Bronze Age, and through the Iron Age, into the era of the Christian Middle Ages and their belief in miracles. The Inquisition did its best to destroy this ancient wisdom. But neither the threat of torture nor that of being burned at the stake, neither the ax of the so-called rational Enlightenment nor the reductionist straitjacket of a soulless, positivistic science has been able to permanently damage nature’s medicine. For this medicine not only lives on in decaying, dusty traditions, but is nourished by the clear spring of wisdom, by the immediate inspiration of the devas, and by the inspiration of the spirits of the plants, animals, stones, stars, and elements as well.

Witchcraft medicine is based on the understanding of the healing powers of our inner and outer natures. Witchcraft medicine is more than a factual knowledge of medicinal herbs, poisonous plants, psychedelic compounds, or gynecological preparations. It is the ability to converse with the animal and plant spirits and to forge friendships with them, an ability that has been suppressed in most people. It is the ability to achieve the ecstasy that makes communion with these beings possible.

While this natural medicine includes the power plants, the ones that cause intoxication and ecstasy and that humans reach for when they want to obliterate their mundane state of existence and catapult themselves into the world “beyond,” it mostly emphasizes the gentle plants that capture cosmic harmonies and convey them to humans so that the people may be healed. Only when humans radiate happiness and health can nature be happy and healthy. This is why Mother Gaia has powerful herbs and roots ready at hand.

Witchcraft medicine transcends clinical medicine, which, being bound in the corset of experimental natural science, proceeds only by measuring, documenting, and blindly testing what is tangible—the superficial matter—according to the principle of trial and error. Witchcraft medicine recognizes the “inner being” of the illnesses, the “little worm without skin or bones,” the worms of hate and envy that wriggle their way into us and suck out our life energy. This healing art understands the magical bullets and destructive memories that bore deeply into our physical and spiritual bodies. In order to heal the wounds caused by such ethericastral entities and negative occult energies, the practitioners of witchcraft medicine, the shamans, call on their allies—the plants, the stones, the animals, the water, the fire, the earth. These also have a deep dimension as spirit beings, angels, and devas. You can speak with them; they can respond.

Witchcraft medicine understands the vitality of existence and knows about the souls and the spirits of all creation. Witchcraft medicine is magical, and for this reason it causes discomfort to those whose souls are dead and frightens those whose spiritual eyes are blind. It scares them because it is a reflection of their powerlessness. To the bigoted inquisitors the efficacy of this medicine was granted by the devil himself. Thus the women who guarded this ancient wisdom were considered evil seductresses. To the schoolmaster of the “Age of Enlightenment,” witchcraft medicine was an annoying superstition based on erroneous thinking that had to be eradicated from the minds of the country folk. To the masters of modern ideology, witchcraft medicine, with the special powers of communication it entails, is simply not a matter important enough for discussion; it belongs to the realm of a schizophrenic, a mentally unstable person, or, at best, a hopeless romantic. But in the end it might just be witchcraft medicine that leads us out of our current ecological and spiritual crisis, for its roots reach deep into the earth and tap into the healing waters of primordial wisdom.

”When the strong commit violence against the weak, it means that the strong are opposing nature. That which places itself contrary to nature will very soon come to an end.”

—LAO TSE, TAO TE CHING

But the following must also be acknowledged: Evil witches do indeed exist! Asocial magicians, malicious sorceresses driven by resentment and greed, and those who use their knowledge of the occult in order to bring harm to others can be found throughout the world, from South America to East Asia, from Africa to the South Pacific. Their abilities are feared mainly in unstable societies where poverty, violence, and oppression reign. A central concern in African medicine is determining who the destructive magician is and rendering him harmless. Ethnologists have collected from exotic lands many examples of witchcraft and murder by voodoo (Lessa and Vogt, 1965: 298).

These phenomena also exist in the Western world. During the mid-1970s hippies, alternative communards, illegal immigrants, dropouts, and legions of Southern Californians fleeing violence and environmental catastrophes (such as pollution and smog) streamed north into the still-pristine forests of Oregon. The resulting unstable social climate became a breeding ground for sorcery and unhealthy occultism. I lived in Oregon at the time, and during those years bizarre occurrences were seen frequently. Again and again farmers found their horses and cows dead in the pasture, their genitals or udders cut off. Not far from my house a hitchhiker was arrested, and his pockets were found to be filled with severed human ears. One day the gas station where I usually filled my car was not in service because a biker had killed the owner and then sucked blood out of her jugular vein before driving off. The talk was of witchcraft and Satanism.

This sort of pathological behavior has nothing to do with the witchcraft medicine that we are talking about here! Nor does witchcraft medicine have anything to do with the kind of rabid, man-hating feminism that experienced a peculiar flowering during this period in Oregon. The archaic medicine we are speaking about is a holistic one, embracing both the masculine and the feminine, the sun and the moon.

The malicious witch of fairy tales, like the one in the story of Hansel and Gretel, eats small children. However, this figure is never representative of a living person; instead it represents a negative spiritual archetype that impedes the maturation of the individual soul. This witch symbolizes the fear of the light of truth. She lives in the darkness, unripened by the light. Because she is separated from the whole of herself, she is unable to shine; therefore she is, necessarily, ugly. Like the old winter witch made of straw that country people burn in the springtime so that the beautiful goddess of summer can make her entrance, the negative spiritual witch must also go through the purifying, transforming spiritual fire. Only then can the king’s daughter (Anima) and the king’s son (Animus) celebrate their marriage. Their wedding symbolizes the discovery of the self, the process of healing and becoming whole.

The Christian inquisitors were obsessed with the archetype of the ugly, life-hating witch. They projected their own spiritual disease, their own obsessions, onto innocent women, often poor or elderly, whom they tortured and burned at the stake. What was originally intended as an internal process of becoming whole was turned into an external practice of black magic.

In order to understand the nature of witchcraft medicine, we must look deeply into the well of remembrance. The roots of witchcraft medicine lie in our Stone Age ancestors’ experience of nature. We shall now dig into this soil.
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After the glaciers receded, the Ice Age tundra where great herds of buffalo, reindeer, woolly rhinoceros, and mammoths had grazed was gradually sown with the seeds of trees. Many of the herds died out; some migrated to Siberia. The last of the nomadic hunters of large animals followed them. It was, in Eurasia, the end of the Paleolithic period.
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Paleolithic cave painting of a mammoth.



The forest drew under its spell the small hunting tribes that remained behind. They hunted the shy wild animals that hid in small herds deep in the forest—deer, stags, and wild boars—and the somber lone wanderers, such as the bear, the badger, and the moose in the bogs. To hunt like this was laborious; it took more time than it had before and bagged less. In equal proportions to the rate at which the hunting bounty diminished, plant-gathering increased in value. Within the natural division of work of the primitive people, collecting roots, fruit, bark, and birds’ eggs fell mostly to the female gender; thus the work of women gained in importance. While the meat was distributed among the community according to strict regulations, the women gathered the daily plant rations for their families. It is still like this today among hunter-gatherers: The men work at politics, securing friendships and nurturing alliances for when the time comes for the meat to be divided; the women tend to the daily aspects of survival.

The tribes would settle for a while in places where gathering was feasible. Harbors were prized as camps, for there one could find the starchy tonic roots of the cattail, the marsh woundwort, the club rush, the arrowhead, or the water chestnut. One could also use the duckweed (Lemna) for soup or eat the juicy shoots of the reed, and the nutritious seeds of the winnowed or flooded sweet grass (Glyceria) were greatly valued. In addition, harbors provided various crustaceans, mollusks, and small amphibians.

Besides making arrows for hunting birds and small animals, constructing fish traps, knotting nets, and making harpoons and hooks, the men probably spent the rest of their time—similar to the hunter-gatherers of today—loafing about and communicating with the many spirits that animated the forest, the cliffs, and the water. This era is known as the Mesolithic period.

The Mesolithic people moved with the seasons in broad circles to different hunting-and-gathering regions. They always returned to the same camps. Many of their favorite plants grew there. Spilled seeds and the disposed rinds of tubers found a suitable environment when the competitive vegetation was trampled down and the ground was fertilized with ashes, excrement, urine, and trash. The step to domestication was, therefore, but a small one. During this period some hunters in the Near East intentionally began to turn the soil, make small mounds, and sow grass seeds they had gathered previously. Young animals were tethered or fenced in, and eventually tamed. In this way the hunter-gatherer groups became settled. They built themselves permanent houses with stalls for the captured animals.

Hunter-gatherers have few possessions, and most of these are incorporeal: They are visions, fairy tales, songs, magical incantations, and medicinal knowledge. These people live from hand to mouth, in the here and now. Who wants always to be lugging heavy burdens around with them? But for sedentary tribes it makes good sense to have large jugs and containers made of clay. Grains and other food can be stored in them, and beer can be brewed. In ancient times beer—made with consciousness-expanding herbs—was a sacred drink with which the forces of the fate, the sun, the earth, and the vegetation gods were celebrated (Rätsch, 1996: 50). This cultural transformation in which the first permanent settlements developed is called the Neolithic revolution by primeval historians.

Neolithic village settlements spread out from Asia Minor and up the Danube River and its tributaries. Toward the end of the fifth century the pioneers, people of what is known as the Linear Pottery culture, settled the river valleys of central Europe. There they farmed wheat and barley, fava beans, and flax, and for their matrilineal families they built square communal houses twenty to thirty meters long in the middle of areas that had been burned. After a decade or two, when the soil had been depleted of nutrients and the fields and meadows had lost their fertility, the first farmers moved on. Once again they cleared the next piece of the immense primordial forest, logged the huge trees using fire and hewn-stone axes, seeded the disturbed land, and provided the cattle, goats, and sheep with a new grazing area.
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Wild men inspired the imagination of the Middle Ages, and they remain a fascination around the world today. This woodcut is the title picture of a book that tells the story of a wild man and the lady Venus. The giantlike man, with hair over his entire body, carries a small figure of Lady Venus in his arm. The naked figure in the radiant halo is reminiscent of the Virgin Mary in the mandorla. In this context she represents the temptation to sin, because with her eyes she is urging the young knight to follow her. However, what awaits him is the “prison of love,” where as a prisoner of Lady Venus he will be subject to hellish torture. The wild man serves as the guard of the prison of love. (Woodcut by Diego de San Pedro from the Carcel de Amor, 1493.)



The Neolithic settlements were tiny islands in a sea of green leaves. Still, several thousand years later, in the early Middle Ages, the tree cover was so thick that a squirrel could have leaped from tree to tree from Denmark to southern Spain without ever touching the ground.

On the edges of the cultural islands, on the transitional ground between agricultural fields and the primordial forest, an edge-biotope developed. Thorny undergrowth such as blackberry, wild rose, sloe, gooseberry, hawthorn, buckthorn, barberry, and sea buckthorn and fast-growing hedgerow trees like rowan, black alder, hazel, and elder found a suitable ecological environment there. This natural hedge acquired a practical purpose for the Neolithic farmers: It was an effective fence for the scattered grazing animals. The more the ruminants chewed on the growth, the thicker the thorn barrier became, until a natural hedgerow was created. Posts, stakes, and rods could also be cut from the hedge, as could laths for the walls (which were then daubed with clay) and materials for basket weaving. Nutritious birds’ eggs, juicy berries, and tasty nuts could be found in the hedgerow. The most potent medicinal herbs also grew in this edge-biotope.

But above all, the thick thorny hedge offered protection. It prevented the wolves and bears from penetrating, as well as the voracious deer, which had a keen eye for the emerging agricultural crops. The hedge probably also discouraged the “wild people”—the last of the fur-wearing hunter-gatherers who still roamed the forest and who were thought to steal children—from entering. (In the Middle Ages such “wild folk” were hunted and executed by the knights.)

Today the thorny shrubs, especially the hawthorn and the wild rose, symbolize protected, undisturbed sleep. Fairy tales speak of a thorny hedge of roses, and many farmers still place a rose gall (the round, mosslike growth on the stems of wild roses that is caused by the sting of the rose gall wasp, also called a rose apple or sleep rose) under the crib of newborns so that they will sleep quietly and deeply.

For Stone Age settlers the hedgerow was not only a physical barrier between the cultivated land and the wilderness; it was a metaphysical boundary as well. The wild men lived behind the hedges, and the world of ghosts, trolls, goblins, and forest monsters also began there. This was where one encountered the seductive, beautiful, and sly elves. In this place the old deities of the Paleolithic past were still at work.

The archaic hunters and gatherers had been one with the forest, and they had lived in harmony with the forest spirits. In contrast, the forested wilderness was no longer very familiar to the Neolithic farmers and was, in fact, sinister.1

The Paleolithic goddess of the cave, the protector of the animals and of the souls of the dead, increasingly came to be viewed as a fertile earth mother in the Neolithic period. As with the early Stone Age hunters, the goddess of the farmers appeared to the Neolithic people in visions and sent them their dreams. They also knew that the goddess could hear, feel, and mourn. The fertility of the soil was dependent on her benevolence. Agriculture progressed in a continuous dialogue with her. Plowing and tilling the soil were considered an act of love; impregnating Mother Earth was the religion, and those who impregnated her were the worshippers. In fact, the word cultivate  originally meant nothing more than service to the gods, honor, sacrifice, and nurturing.
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The great Paleolithic Goddess: the Venus of Brassempouy, carved in ivory.



But in spite of worship and ritual, discontent arose and the consciousness of the first farmers was seized with negativity. They defiled the forest, scorched the earth, and laid waste to the soil. The earth goddess became the lamenting mother. She mourned the countless children to whom she had given birth and who had fallen victim to the sickle, the ax, and the spade.

The creation myths of cultivators and farmers always place the violent death, murder, or sacrifice of a divine being at the beginning of their agricultural way of life. The feelings of gratitude and security that permeated the connection between the simple huntergatherers and the forest disappeared into feelings of guilt that had to be ameliorated with increasingly elaborate sacrifices, including gruesome, religiously institutionalized human sacrifices, head-hunting, and cannibalism.2 Consequently, according to Mircea Eliade, the great scholar of religion, the Neolithic revolution brought about a reevaluation of all values, a “religious revolution” (Eliade, 1993: 45). The Christian concepts of the sacrifice of the innocent son of God and the mater dolorosa  who mourned him and held him in her lap also have their roots in the myths of the sedentary Neolithic farmers. The community was increasingly guided by the priests, who ruled over the ritual calendar and who determined when to sow and harvest and when to make offerings and sacrifices according to the position of the stars, and less by the shamans, who could talk to the forest and animal spirits.

The unified world of the primitives was gradually separated into two realms: the cultivated land on one side and the wilderness behind the hedgerow on the other; the tame, working animals and the dangerous wild animals; the friendly spirits of the house and farm and the forest spirits one must be careful of. And so the era, which people remember as “golden,” dims—“By the sweat of your brow / you will eat your food / until you return to the ground / since from it you were taken” (Genesis 3: 19).3

The Power of the Wilderness

The hedgerow that surrounded the clearing was by no means an impenetrable wall. People were conscious of the fact that their small islands of communities, which had been carved out of the primordial forest, were in and of themselves weak and powerless. Thanks only to the boundless power of the wilderness were life and survival possible. From the wilderness came the firewood that burned in the hearth, in the heart of the farm, and with its help the meat was roasted, the soup cooked, and the cold kept at bay from body and soul. Deer, boars, and other wild animals that completed the diet came from the wilderness, as did the medicinal plants and mushrooms that the old women collected. And in a few years, after the fertility of the soil had been depleted, the community had to turn once again to the primordial forest and clear a new place and make it habitable. But the expended earth was taken back into the fold of the wilderness, was overrun with fresh green growth, and her fertility was regenerated.

“To the hill I wended, deep into the wood,

a magic wand to find,

a magic wand found I …”

—THE LAY OF SKÍRNIR

From beyond the hedgerow came strength. From the wilds came fertility. The human race also renewed itself from one generation to the next through a stream of energy that the dead mediated from beyond the fence. The ancestors came from there seeking rebirth in the circle of the clan. For a long time the hazel tree, a typical hedge tree, was considered a conduit for wild fertile energy from the dimension beyond.


Hazel Tree (Corylus avellana)

Man has always expected the hazel tree to protect him from the chaotic powers and energies of the beyond, energies such as lightning, fire, snakes, wild animals, diseases, and magic. In the last century the anthroposophists planted a “protection wall” of hazel trees around the Goetheanuma to ward off negative spirits. However, it is precisely the dimensions beyond that the small tree connects to. According to René Strassmann, if you fall asleep under a hazel, you will have prophetic dreams (Strassmann, 1994: 174). And the alchemist Dr. Max Amann advised that “contact to friendly nature spirits can be easily gained beneath hazel branches.”

Hazel branches had probably already been used by Stone Age magicians to tap into the powerful energies of the world beyond and transmit them to the everyday world. It then becomes clear why the magical stave with the snake coiled around it, the caduceus of Hermes (the shamanic god of antiquity who crossed boundaries), was cut from a hazel tree. This stave became the symbol of trade, medicine, diplomacy, and the river of Plutonic energy that revealed itself in precious metals (money). When Hermes touched people with the hazel branch, they could speak for the first time.

Dowsers still consider hazel branches to be the best conductors of energy. With them dowsers can detect the sensitive water veins in the earth, as well as precious metals (silver and gold). The ancient Etruscans knew of dowsers (aquileges) who were able to find buried springs with hazel branches. The Chinese feng shui masters of more than five thousand years ago also knew how to use these wands in order to detect the flow of the “dragon lines” in the earth. Hazel branches still work today for this purpose, and are much faster and cheaper than technical instruments.

The ability to influence the weather is a shamanic trait recognized throughout the world. The ancient European shamans used hazel branches in order to make rain; such weather-makers still existed in the Middle Ages. A law from a seventeenth-century witch trial reads, “A devil gave a hazel branch to a witch and told her to beat a stream with it, upon which a downpour followed.” It also says, “A witch-boy flogged the water with a hazel switch until a small cloud rose up from it. Not long thereafter a rainstorm began” (Bächtold-Stäubli, 1987: vol. 3, 1538).
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The hazel bush (Corylus avellana L.) has always been considered a magical tree and an important remedy in witches’ medicine. The writers of antiquity already attributed magical powers and rare effects to the “pontic” (bitter) nut. Dioscorides said that “the eyes of blue children can be colored black by rubbing the oil of roasted, finely grated shells on the forehead” (Materia medica I.179). (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)




Hazel energy can also be used to subdue nasty weather. When there is too much thunder and hail, farm women of Allgäu throw a few hazel catkins from the bunches of herbs that were blessed on Ascension Day (August 15) onto the hearth fire. And didn’t Mary, when she wanted to visit her cousin Elizabeth in the mountains, seek protection from a storm under a hazel tree? People today still know that the hazel has something to do with fertility. To “go into the hazelwood” means nothing other than to copulate. “Anneli, with the red breast, come, we’ll wend our way into the hazelwood,” goes a Swiss folk song. “Easy” girls are given a hazel stick during the May Festival. In the symbolic language of the Middle Ages the hazel was considered to be the “tree of seduction.” A Moravian song warns a virgin about the dangerous tree:

Protect yourself, Lady Hazel, and look all around,

I have at home two brothers proud, they want to cut you down!

The unconcerned Lady Hazel responds:

And if they cut me down in winter, in summer I’ll green again,

But when a girl loses her maidenhead, that she’ll never find again!

It is no wonder that the nun Hildegard of Bingen did not speak particularly highly of the hazel: “The hazel tree is a symbol of lasciviousness, it is rarely used for healing purposes—when, then for male impotency.” In those days a hazel branch was hung over the bed of a married couple as a remedy for infertility. And as a sign that they were hoping for the best, the couple carried with them hazel branches pregnant with nuts.

“When there are hazelnuts there are also many children born out of wedlock.” “When the hazelnuts prosper, so do the whores.” Such sayings are found throughout Europe. Ethnologists trace them back to the fact that the youth escaped the suspicion of the guardians of public morals when they were out collecting nuts in the forest. More likely there is another explanation—people who are bound to nature determine themselves instinctively on and are part of the fertility rhythms of the forest.

Our forefathers believed that the ancestral spirits conveyed the unspent energy from the wilderness and the beyond to the living. It was the spirits who sent babies and who blessed the fields with fresh green life. Among the northern European heathens, many midwinter rituals included boys wrapped in fur pelts who raided the villages and flogged people and animals with hazel branches. The boys embodied the ancestral spirits. The Celtic god of winter, Green Man, who visited the houses, hearths, and hearts of the people during the winter solstice, also carried hazel branches, whose lash made everything fertile, prosperous, and rich with milk.

But the living could also send essential nourishment to those on the other side.Since Neolithic times hazelnuts have been “fed” to the dead by pressing a nut into their hands or between their teeth. The dead Celts, like the Chieftain of Hochdorf, Germany (from the Hallstatt period), were laid to rest on hazel branches. In November, on the ancient Celtic festival of the dead, children dressed as spirits of the dead and ghosts went begging from house to house. They were given the seeds of life—hazelnuts and apples—which lasted throughout the winter. The Germanic tribes, in particular the Alemanni, stuck sticks of hazel on grave sites.
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It was believed that those who found the Haselwurm —a creature half human, half snake—and ate its flesh would attain extraordinary powers.




Fertility is not the only gift from the other world. The kind of wisdom that far exceeds the boundaries of ordinary human understanding also comes from there. The hazel tree makes this knowledge available to the living; it helps them to crack the hardest “nuts” (riddles). Celtic judges carried hazel branches. The ancient heralds, who strode over borders like Hermes, also carried such staves so that their words would be intelligent and well chosen. The Germanic tribes stuck hazel branches in the ground around the Thingstead,  the place where the tribal council was held and where duels took place. In this way the thunder-god, Thor, whose hammer symbolizes justice, was present. The hazel branches were sacred to this god of fertility and of the life-giving rain, who was the protector of the earth’s treasures and the vanquisher of the snakes. The hidden treasures Thor found with his magic wand also belonged to him; presumably the handle of his hammer was made of hazelwood. The shamanic god Odin (Wodan, Wotan), lord of the bards and magicians, also made use of the hazel branch. The magical wand sacred to him was cut from the hazel tree and carved with reddened runes on Wodan’s day (Wednesday). The hazel is also said to be the enemy of snakes. Saint Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland, allegedly used a hazel stick to chase all the snakes off the green island. In the Black Forest region children who had far to travel were given hazel branches so that they would be safe from snakes. And if a circle is drawn around a snake with a hazel branch, the snake cannot escape.

In addition, the Haselwurm,  a white serpent with a golden crown, was believed to live under a very old hazel tree, one that had been invaded by a mistletoe. Eye witnesses described this snake queen as half human, half serpent. She had a head like an infant or a cat and she cried like a child. She was called the “serpent of paradise” in the Middle Ages, because she was believed to be the same snake that had seduced the humans in paradise. Nevertheless, those who find this snake and eat of her flesh will receive wondrous powers: They will have command over the spirits, they will have the ability to become invisible, and they will know all of the hidden healing powers of all herbs. Paracelsus was said to have eaten such a snake, and “that is why when he went out into the fields the herbs spoke to him and told him which evils and illnesses they were effective for.” Naturally, it is not easy to capture this snake. One should go before sunrise on a new moon. And the right spells must be spoken: one that addresses the hazel branch and one that charms the snake. So that the snake will remain quiet, dried mugwort must be strewn on the magical creature.

This mysterious serpent is connected to the archaic brain stem, including the entire limbic system, which appears in the minds of those deep in meditation (the crowned snake-head). The instincts are anchored here in this most ancient part of the nervous system. Sexuality, fertility, premonitions, and emotions have their physiological basis here as well. The hazel is able to transmit subtle impulses to this center.



Divine Visitors to the Small Cultural Island

The gods also came from beyond, from deep in the forest. They came to demand tribute from the people and to bless and inspire them. For a long time into our own era, the “spirit of life,” decorated with the branches of fir and holly trees, strode through the snowy winter forest on the solstice. The spirit blessed the animals in the forest and those in the barn before he made the humans happy with visions of the newly ascending light of life. This light-bringing spirit lived on in the Christ child, who came at midnight, as well as in Santa Claus. The spirit comes from far away, from the North Pole or from the dark, saturnine conifer forests. Often he flies like the shamans, with a sleigh drawn by reindeer, or rides an elk, or sometimes he even walks. A merry band of elves accompanies him. He slips down the chimney in the deep of the night to touch the sleeping people with his life-dispensing hazel wand and leave good fortune in their shoes, which have been set out.

Those from beyond, the transsensory beings, also came through the hedgerow so as to spend awhile with the humans during periods determined by the arc of the sun, the phases of the moon, and the weaving of the constellations. During the full moon of February the white virginal goddess of light left the caves with her bears and a retinue of elementary spirits. She woke up the bees and the seeds, which were still sleeping under a blanket of snow, and shook the tree trunks so that the sap would flow anew. For her appearance Stone Age people prepared themselves with a cleansing sweat lodge. Fermented birch sap sweetened with honey provided great happiness. Seized by the awakening spirit of life, stirred by the dancing and singing elemental beings, the people began to dance wildly and make faces. The disease-bringing spirits—usually crippled, knotty figures with angry expressions—were also honored and sent back into the woods with small offerings.

The Alemannic Fastnacht  (Shrove Tuesday) celebrations, with their wild man and their witch’s dance, is an echo of the ancient nature festivals. These processions of horrifying and beautiful Perchten b who visit the human settlements during this time of year visually represent much transsensory wisdom. The first day of February, known today as Candlemas, was celebrated as the Imbolc festival in honor of the birch goddess by the insular Celts. As one of the quarter days, it is still considered to be a witch’s holiday.


Birch (Betula)

The spirit of the birch tree appeared to the archaic humans as a virgin veiled in light, full of magical and healing powers. The original Indo-Europeans called this benevolent goddess and friend to man Bhereg, meaning “wrapped in brilliance.” To this day the birch tree is called this, in different variations, throughout Germanic-, Slavic-, Baltic-, French-, Spanish-, and Celtic-speaking regions. It has always been endowed with qualities of purity, light, and new beginnings.

The Celts saw Brigit, the muse of the seekers of wisdom, the healers, and the inspired bards, in the birch. She is the white virginal bearer of light who lets the days grow longer again in February. During this prespring period, the primitive people tapped the birches and collected precious sap. The sap stimulates urine and bile, purifies and cleanses the blood, and strengthens the kidneys and urinary tract.

 

“Be joyous birch trees, be joyous green ones! The maidens are coming to you, bringing you cakes, bread, and omelets.”

—OLD RUSSIAN SONG

The tree of light reminded the Slavic and Siberian peoples of white-feathered swan maidens. Sometimes these women wed shamans and lent them their wings, which carried them into the etheric dimensions. The German peoples thought about Freya in her delightfully sparkling necklace (Brísingamen) when they saw this tree. They also associated the tree with Bertha, “the radiant.”
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The birch tree (Betulaspp.) is generally considered the tree that supplied the branches that were bound together to make witches’ brooms. The “witch’s broom” was originally a shamanic spirit horse, a heathen wand of life (a symbol of fertility), and was used as a magical bundle during sacred ceremonies and for the protection of the house. Parasitical growths on the branches of the Moor birch (Betula pubescens Ehrh.) caused by an invasion of a fungus (Taphrina betulina) causes deformations that are still referred to as “witch brooms” in botanical literature. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch , 1577.)


In the distant Himalayas the birch (Sanskrit: Bhurga ) is worshipped as the radiant white goddess, whose vehicle is a white swan or a goose. Saraswati—as she is called there—inspires the humans with wisdom and knowledge, with the arts of writing and oratory. She brings everything into flow, and brings the river of healing and poetic inspiration. She too appears to the people in February, when whole throngs of schoolchildren and their teachers get dressed up and carry her image through the streets. The first books in which the Vedic sages wrote their visions were made from the bark of birch trees. In Europe the birch was also considered to be a tree of learning. During antiquity children were taught the joys of learning with birch whips.


Like the white virginal goddess herself, the birch represents beginnings. She is young and fresh, like a blank page upon which the future can manifest itself. Birch green symbolizes the promise of a new spring. At the start of the agricultural year, the northern European farmers placed birch branches on their fields and buildings. The first time the cows were let out to pasture they were driven along with birch sticks or herded over birch branches. The farmers “flog,” “slap,” or “beat” everything that is to flourish. The virgins are not spared, and are driven from their beds with laughter. The birch stands for the beginning of love. In pre-Christian times smitten boys would place fresh green birch twigs in front of the house of the one they were courting. The young people danced merry round dances beneath the maypole, which was a decorated birch tree. And when Freya blessed love with the birth of a child, the placenta was buried beneath a birch tree as an offering to the goddess. The crib, the first bed of a new citizen of the earth, was to be made from birch wood as well.

Naturally, the druids made the birch (Beth) into the first letter of their tree alphabet (Beth loius nion) and the first month of the tree calendar. Robert Graves believed that this month went from December 24 to January 20 (Ranke-Graves, 1985). But because the Celtic calendar was a fluid moon calendar that went from new moon to new moon, such an exact calculation of time is doubtful. It is possible that the birch month commenced with the appearance of the “virgin of light” in February.

The Germanic tribes knew of a birch rune ( ) that transmits the feminine growing energy of spring. At least that is what my friend Arc Redwood—an English gardener who carved this rune in wood, reddened it, and placed it in his garden like an idol—believes. He claims this has caused everything in his garden to grow better.

The birch tree is a sign of new beginnings not only in a cultural sense, but in nature as well. The cold-hardy tree was the first to seed itself on the ground after the glaciers receded. The Stone Age people were able to survive with its help. Archaeological digs show that Paleolithic hunter-gatherers used birch gum to secure their arrowheads and harpoons to the shaft. Shoes and containers were made from birch bark, and clothing was made from the bast fiber. “Ötzi,” the Neolithic man who was found frozen in a glacier crevasse, also carried a bag made out of birch bark. The Native Americans and Siberians still carry birch-bark containers like our Stone Age ancestors once did. Maple syrup can be stored for a whole year in such containers. The inner bark could be eaten in an emergency, and in the springtime people tapped the sweet sap, which was occasionally left to ferment into an alcoholic drink. The birch is still the most important tree to the Ojibwa Indians. They decorate their wigwams and make everything from canoes to spoons, plates, and winnowers for wild rice from the birch bark. They even make watertight buckets and cooking pots with the bark. Glowing hot stones are placed in the sewn and resined birch-bark pots for cooking.

The birch tree stands for purity. Shrines and sacred sites were ritually swept with a birch broom to encourage evil ghosts to depart. In later times the ritual broom became the witch’s broom; witches used it to fly to Blocksberg. The birch broom is occasionally used in England to fight against invisible flying astral spirits (witches) or the lice and fleas brought in by them. The old year is also swept away with a birch broom. In ancient Rome the lectors carried bundles of birch branches tied with red cord when swearing a magistrate into office. A bundle of birch branches with an ax in the middle is known as a fascis, and is considered the sign of the cleansing rule of the law. Italy’s “Mr. Clean,” Mussolini, appropriated this symbol for his fascist movement.

In the vicinity of the small farm where I live there is a “broom chapel.” Like other such chapels in the Alemann region, it is dedicated to the patron saint of the plague, Rochus. If any of the inhabitants suffer from skin diseases, one of the family members takes it upon herself to make a pilgrimage to this chapel and pray for healing. A broom made from birch branches must be brought along as an offering. Just a few years ago there were still dozens of such brooms in this chapel.

Birch branches belonged to the inventory of the Stone Age sweat lodge, as they still do in saunas and Russian sweat baths. The whipping of the overheated body is considered to be healing and cleansing. The Native Americans of the Great Lakes region place birch bark, which contains volatile oils, on glowing stones to cleanse the lungs and skin during the sweat lodge ceremony.

The archaic peoples associated the birch with light and fire. They made brightly burning torches out of dried rolled birch bark. But this is not the only connection between fire and birch. The tinder polypore (Fomes fomentarius), which grows mainly on birch trees, is more suited than almost any other material for making fires. For this a stick of wood, usually an ash branch, is spun so quickly that the fungus, which is used as the base, begins to glint and catch fire. In the imagistic minds of the primitive peoples, this was a sexual act in which the birch fungus represented the feminine, firebearing womb—another connection to the light-bearing goddess!

Healers in the New World as well as the Old place small burning pieces of coal made of tinder polypore (moxa, punk, touchwood) on painful areas. Such pieces of fungus coal are found in the archaeological digs of the settlements of the Maglemose people, who lived more than ten thousand years ago in northern Europe. Hildegard of Bingen reached back to this healing method from the Stone Age, prescribing charcoal made from birch bark for the back, limbs, and internal pain. The poison or the disease-bringing spirit was then able to exit through the resulting burn wound.

Another mushroom is symbolically associated with the birch: the psychedelic red fly agaric (Amanita muscaria). With its help the shamans of the northern hemisphere climb up the inverted Tree of Life, all the way to the roots, in order to visit the gods and ghosts. (In many cultures elements of the “other world” are upside down or backward in relation to this world.) In this context the connection to light is also apparent; in Siberia fly agaric is often called “lightning mushroom.” It is taken only at night, and it causes entopic light phenomena that resemble lightning flashes. Thus we can understand why the northern Germanic peoples consecrated the birch not only to Freya, but to the storm god Thor as well. Manabozo, the cultural hero of the Ojibwa, found protection from the projectiles of the thunder god in a hollow birch tree; since that time these Native Americans use birch incense to soothe or scare off the lighting hurler. The farmers of Allgäu also burn birch branches left over from the Fronleichnamumzug c when the stormy weather has lasted long enough. In the Protestant regions, on Whitsunday (Pentacost)—the day when the Holy Spirit appeared to the faithful in the form of a tongue of flame—buildings and vehicles are decorated with fresh birch leaves.
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The birch tree (Betulaspp.) is generally considered the tree that supplied the branches that were bound together to make witches’ brooms. The “witch’s broom” was originally a shamanic spirit horse, a heathen wand of life (a symbol of fertility), and was used as a magical bundle during sacred ceremonies and for the protection of the house. Parasitical growths on the branches of the Moor birch (Betula pubescens Ehrh.) caused by an invasion of a fungus (Taphrina betulina) causes deformations that are still referred to as “witch brooms” in botanical literature. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch , 1577.)




The birch is the ultimate shamanic tree. The Eurasian shamans ascend the consecrated, decorated birch when they visit the spirit world. Their masks are carved from birch bark; their familiars are cut from birch wood. The frame-drum stretched with the hide of a wild animal is made from birch wood, preferably one that was struck by lightning. The Siberians say that the cradle of the original shaman stood beneath a birch tree, and that birch sap dropped into his mouth.

The dead are also concealed and protected by the birch. The Ojibwa wrap their dead in birch bark. The Jakuten used it to surround the head of bagged bears. The Celts placed a conical birch hat on the dead, as they did, for instance, with the Chieftain of Hochdorf or the warrior of Hirschlangen. There is an old Scottish ballad about dead sons who appeared to their mothers wearing birch hats on their heads; the hats are a sign that they will not hang around as ghosts, but will return to the heavens.



In May, when everything is blooming and budding, the radiant sun god came from the heavens to celebrate with his beautiful bride, the flower goddess. With great revelry the celebrants brought the sun god from the forest or the nearby holy mountain—later from the sacred grove or from a cavelike temple. The divine couple took tangible form in the maypole—usually a birch that has been stripped of its bark—and another one decorated with painted eggs, red ribbons dipped in sacrificial blood, flower garlands, and other votive offerings. Sometimes the gods were also embodied in the lavishly adorned May Queen and May King, the prettiest maiden and the strongest boy in the village. They were usually received with frenzy and wild orgies. How could it be any other way? The immediate presence of the divine robs humans of their reason! The heirs of the Neolithic and Bronze Age farmers continued to celebrate the May Queen, whom they decorated with flowering hawthorn.

Midsummer’s Dream

During the period of the summer solstice, the days are so long that it was once believed that the sun was standing still. Again the people were nearing the divine: The sun god and the great goddess, pregnant with the powers of heaven, were seen in the ripening grains and fruits of the forest and field. The mighty thunder god, Thor, who brings the summer storms, was also there. Dancing elves and throngs of ethereal sylphs and fiery salamanders appeared as well. And as usual when the numinous nears, humans fall into ecstasy.
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Mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris) was one of the most important ritual plants of the Germanic peoples. Fresh bundles of the herb were stroked over the sick person and then burned to dispel the spirits that brought disease. Mugwort is one of the most ancient incense herbs in Europe. Mugwort is also considered to be an herb of Saint John. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)



Elements of the archaic summer solstice customs have been retained throughout the agricultural regions, and if we reached into the deep layers of our own souls, we could paint a reasonable picture of what the celebrations were like. Like the winter solstice, the summer festival lasted a full twelve days. The people took in the fullness of the light and the power of the fire and enhanced their experience with the solstice fire, with fire-walking, with burning brooms and torches, and by rolling wheels of fire down the mountains and hills. With the fire they celebrated the apex of the year but at the same time they celebrated death, the sacrifice of the sun god, of fair Balder, as he is called in Scandinavia.

In Wales and elsewhere nine types of wood were gathered for the solstice fire. 4 Either respected elders or a young couple lit the fire. Dried mugwort, the healing and “hot” herb, which played a sacred role in midsummer festivals all across the northern hemisphere, was placed on the fire, creating a raging and high violet-colored flame (Storl, 1996a: 45). The celebrants jumped through this fire one after the other or holding hands; the goddess herself—Frau Holle, Artemis, Dea-Ana, or whichever name she was called by—was present in the mugwort. They jumped over the purifying flames wrapped only in a mugwort girth with a wreath of ground ivy in their hair and vervain in their hands, leaping from one season through to the next. The companion and paramour of the goddess, the thunder god with the mighty hammer, was represented in the ground ivy and the vervain.
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Ground ivy (Glechoma hederacea L., Nepeta hederacea  [L.] Trev.) is an edible wild plant; it is particularly good in a spring salad and “Thursday’s green soup.” This Germanic hedgerow plant is bound into garlands that are used to detect and reveal witches on Walpurgis Day (May 1). Ground ivy is also said to have the power to protect milk from spells or free it from curses. The women of Aargau sew ground ivy into the hems of their skirts for fertility magic. The herb is used in folk medicine to stimulate the production of milk, for wounds, to chase away the “tooth worm,” and as an abortifacient. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)Mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris) was one of the most important ritual plants of the Germanic peoples. Fresh bundles of the herb were stroked over the sick person and then burned to dispel the spirits that brought disease. Mugwort is one of the most ancient incense herbs in Europe. Mugwort is also considered to be an herb of Saint John. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)



The people of today, who largely shield themselves from nature, find it difficult to comprehend the ecstasy of midsummer, of being unconditionally swept along with the natural occurrences. As recently as the Middle Ages, the most incredible rumors could be heard. It was as if one had stepped into a painting by Hieronymus Bosch—the sun produced three springs, water turned into wine, elves disclosed hidden treasure, horses could talk, music sounded out of the mountain, and ghost processions, water nymphs, and fairies became visible. White maidens revealed themselves or else asked to be released from confinement, dwarfs celebrated marriage, serpents honored their king, the fern bloomed at midnight and carried seeds (which bestowed invisibility and wealth on the one who found them), crabs flew through the air, and the Bilwisd rode a fiery buck over the fields.

What kinds of visions are these? They are pictures of the inner realm of nature. Were they induced by the henbane beer that was drunk in copious amounts? Was the endless dancing, the hours upon hours without sleep responsible? Or maybe it was the hallucinogenic mushrooms, such as bell caps, haymaker’s mushroom, liberty caps, fly agaric, and others, that transported the people? After all, in the Middle Ages Saint Vitus’s Day (June 15) was considered the beginning of midsummer—“here the sun will go no higher!”—and Saint Vitus is the patron saint of mushrooms. The Slavs say that he is accompanied by good gnomes who help the mushroom to grow well. Saint Vitus was also invoked for fainting sickness and rabies, which occurred again and again in the Middle Ages.5 During these “psychological epidemics” the people had a burning desire to form a circle and dance until they were overcome with total exhaustion.

For many years it was believed that witches picked their herbs at the summer solstice, and that they did it naked in the middle of the night. The farm women also made a bouquet of midsummer herbs, a summer solstice bundle, from one of the countless versions of nine herbs—a magic number. To increase the healing power of yarrow, wood betony, or other herbs the women peered through the bundle into the fire and spoke a charm, something like the following: “No boil shall come on my body, no break to my foot.”

It is a heathen custom to strew carpets of flowers and aromatic herbs on the ground at the solstice for the gods to rest on. Love nests were also prepared in this way. With the Christian conversion this carpet of flowers became known as Johanistreue  (Saint John’s bedstraw), e the bed upon which John, the favored disciple of Jesus, lay down to rest, the intention being to mix that same loyalty into the love nest. The mugwort belt became the belt that John the Baptist was said to have carried through the desert.

The plants considered to be midsummer herbs differed from region to region, but they almost always included the following:
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Ferns have a long history in witches’ medicine. It is said that the fern can make one invisible, and that the seeds, preferably harvested during the night of Midsummer’s Eve, bring luck and magically increase one’s wealth. However, the fern is also feared as a “crazy herb” and is classified in the nocturnal realm of the witches and devil. There are even different indications of the psychoactive species of ferns. (Woodcut from Otto Brunfels, Contrafayt Kreüterbuch, 1532.)
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Saint John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum) is one of the most important herbs of midsummer. (Woodcut from Otto Brunfels, Contrafayt Kreüterbuch, 1532.)



	Saint John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum): This true midsummer flower is strongly influenced by the midday sun. The countless gold-yellow filaments burst out of the calyx like sun rays. They make the flowers, which open only during dry weather, look like tiny suns. The flower petals look as if they might be small airplane propellers and are reminiscent of swirling beams of light and of the light chakras. As a medicinal herb, this plant of the Sunflower family has a soothing effect on the nerves, brings light into the soul, and chases away the darkness.

	Chamomile (Matricaria chamomilla): The northern peoples saw the countenance of the sun god in this yellow Asteraceae with its white radiant crown (ray flowers). They called this friendly little herb Balder’s brow. It is a powerful medicinal herb with anti-inflammatory, antispasmodic, antiseptic, and soothing properties. As a “mother’s herb” it was used to wash and cleanse the woman during the weeks following childbirth.

	Wild thyme (Thymus serpyllum): Wild thyme is also anti-inflammatory, antispasmodic, digestive, and expectorant. It is a good herb for colds and lungs. Thyme is also a “woman’s herb.” It was sacred to Freya, and was placed in the pillows of the sickbed. The Slavs call it “little soul of the mother.”

	Wolf’s claw (Lycopodium): The mosslike wolf’s claw, or common club moss, is used in folk medicine for rheumatism, lumbago, diarrhea, cramps, and disorders of the genitourinary tract. The green fronds are woven into the midsummer belt or burned in the solstice fire. The plentiful yellow spore dust known as witch’s flour, lightning powder, or druid’s flour is oily and explodes with a bright bolt of lightning and thunder when thrown on flames. Stone Age magicians made use of these dramatic effects, just as the theater directors of the past century did. The Celtic druids considered wolf’s claw to be an important magical herb. According to Pliny, ancient people sacrificed bread and mead and then picked wolf’s claw with their left hands while barefoot and wearing clean white robes on the night of a new moon. They made protective amulets from the selago, as they called wolf’s claw. During the Middle Ages wise women used it against sorcery, spells, and the evil eye.

	Mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris): This gray, bitter herb is considered one of the most important women’s herbs. Sitz baths and teas of mugwort—depending on the strength of the dosage—help to bring on missed menses, hasten birth or afterbirth, or expel a dead fetus. The herb has also played an important role as an incense and for the blessing of shamans before entering the flight of the soul.

	Arnica (Arnica montana): This yellow-flowered plant in the Sunflower family is also known as leopard’s bane, Wolfsgelb  (wolf-yellow), and Wolfsauge  (wolf-eye). It is strewn in the fields at midsummer in order to protect the crops from the grain demon, the Bilwis. In heathen times the Bilwis, which means “he with wondrous wisdom,” was none other than the priest who protected the fields; that was before the missionaries demonized him. He placed “wolfwort” around the fields so that the field’s vital energy, the so called grain-wolf, would not escape. If this energy vanished from the field, the grain would spoil. Later, during the harvest, the grain wolf slipped into the last sheaf. It was then decorated and carried triumphantly and with great rejoicing by the harvesters into the village.



This herb of Freya is, as might be expected, very medicinal and should not be absent from the bundle of solstice herbs. It has antiseptic, anti-inflammatory, and regenerative properties. It is particularly good for bruises, sprains, bursitis, joint problems, and disorders of the lymphatic system. In small oral dosages it works as a vasodilator and circulatory stimulant; in strong doses it is poisonous and has an abortifacient action. Arnica was used in weather magic as an incense during storms:
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Chamomile (Chamomilla recutita  [L.] Rauschert, syn. Matricaria chamomilla L., Matricaria recutita L.) is a widespread folk remedy that is “trusted for everything.” It is also one of the midsummer herbs. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)


Arnica burn hot, that the storm might be not!


	Calendula (Calendula officinalis): The golden yellow flowers, called “Marygold” or “sun-bride” in the Middle Ages, were once sacred to the Great Goddess (Freya) and were used for love magic everywhere. When a girl plants or harvests the Niewelkblume, the “never-wilt flower,” in the footprints of her lover, he must come to her regardless of whether or not he wants to. No wonder that the Protestant priest Hieronymus Bock wrote indignantly in his New Kreütterbuch  [New Herbal, 1539] that “many women use it superstitiously and in love potions.” As a medicinal plant calendula is similar to chamomile. It is one of the best wound-healing herbs, useful for cuts, phlebitis, herpes, ulcers, and inflamed nipples. The salve, preferably cooked in goat lard, is good for burns, bruises, and sunburn. The tea is an effective remedy for cramps, gallbladder complaints, glandular disorders, intestinal inflammation, and liver problems.

	Elder (Sambucus nigra): The elder is a sacred tree, a ritual tree around which circle dances were performed. It was sacred to Frau Holle, the “witch goddess.” At the summer solstice, when the elder bloomed, it was associated with the ecstasy of summer love.
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Wild thyme (Thymus serpyllum L.) is said to deter “destructive earthly rays” and thus be curative. The plant is one of the more important mother’s and Saint John’s herbs. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)


On midsummer when the elder blooms, then love is even greater!

The flowers were dipped in batter and fried to make sweet elder cakes. The person who ate the most would be the best at leaping over the solstice fire. In Allgäu, Germany, the lard in which the little fritter had been fried was saved and used as a medicinal salve. In general, elder is considered the farmer’s “pharmacy.”
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Wolf’s claw (Lycopodium clavatum L.) is an ancient magical plant of the druids and is known in the vernacular as common club moss, Hexenkraut  (witches’ herb), Schlangenmoos  (snake moss), Teufelklauen  (devil’s claws), and Erdschwefel  (earth sulfur). The spores of the moss, which are used medicinally, are called druid’s flour, Alp flour, witches’ flour, or wood dust. The spore powder was mainly used as a wound powder in folk medicine. The plant is also one of the Saint John’s and mother’s herbs. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)
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Calendula (Calendula officinalis L.) was mainly used in folk medicine in Galenic preparations and salves (calendula butter) for the treatment of wounds. The yellow-flowering plant is one of the Saint John’s herbs. (Woodcut from Hieronymus Bock, Kreütterbuch, 1577.)



Bark, berries, leaves, and blossoms,

Every part is strength and goodness,

Every part is full of blessings!


	Oxeye daisy (Chrysanthemum leucanthemum): This midsummer flower, also known as marguerite, was used as an oracle. Midsummer, like all sacred times when the intangible grows near, is the time of oracles. A daisy is the “star flower” of Gretchen in Goethe’s Faust:  “He loves me, he loves me not.” Elsewhere the girls pluck the white raylike flowers to see whom they will marry: “Noble man, beggar man, city man, farmer, soldier, king, emperor, lawyer.”



Those who are pregnant ask: “Boy, girl; boy, girl?” A girl can also place a daisy under her pillow and her future husband will appear to her in a dream. The oxeye daisy has a medicinal action similar to that of chamomile, but much weaker.


	Vervain (Verbena officinalis): Like arnica, vervain was placed around the fields to prevent bad weather and to ensure a good harvest. It was sacred to the mighty hammer-god, who rules over lightning and thunder and who drenches the earth with fertile rain. The ancient smiths, protégés of the thunder-god, used vervain in a procedure for hardening steel. Thus it comes as no surprise that this herb was used to make love as hot as “burning iron.” It was mixed into love potions for a man so that his member would “become as hard as iron.”

	Yarrow (Achillea millefolium): This aromatic Asteraceae is also known as the “eyebrow of Venus” because of its small, finely feathered leaves. It is one of the most important medicinal herbs for women and for wounds.

	Wood betony (Stachys officinalis, Betonia officinalis): This nearly forgotten plant in the Mint family has become increasingly rare but was once considered almost a panacea. It was the most beloved of the bewitching herbs. It was boiled in water and used to bathe children and pets who were possessed or bewitched; the bathwater washed away the bad magic. In addition, betony tea was also used for chest problems, vomiting of blood, lung problems, worms, fever, jaundice, spleen problems, gout, uterine bleeding, dizziness, spiritual and emotional confusion, and many other afflictions. The esteem in which betony was held can be appreciated in the Italian saying Venda la tonica e compra betonica  (“Sell your coat and buy betony”).

	Burdock (Arctium lappa): Burdock, with its huge leaves and clinging fruits, was considered a true “bear” plant by the Celts and Germanic peoples, sacred to the mighty thunderer and hammer-slinging Thor. And because the “heavenly bear” (Asenbär, or Osbjorn), who scared off the giants and the thurses who were antagonistic to humans, reigned over the fierce summer storms, the plant was also gathered in midsummer. It was placed in the gables of houses to protect against lighting strikes and the machinations of giants. A brew of the roots was used as a shampoo to make the hair as beautiful and as full as that of the divine bushybearded, long-haired god. As late as the Enlightenment, farmers hung burdock over their doors and braided it into their hair or a cow’s tail to ward off evil. For threadworm—the thunderer hates every kind of worm and snake—a bundle of burdock was held in one hand, a stone (representing Thor’s hammer) in the other, and words like the following were spoken:



Burdock leaf, I strangle you,

burdock leaf you shall not go

’til the cow lets the threadworm go.

Many people looked for the mysterious “midsummer coal” beneath the roots of the burdock during the noon hour of the longest day of the year. (It is also alleged to be underneath a tangle of mugwort roots.) Those who dared to pick up the red-hot coal with their bare hands would be spared bad luck and sorrows.

Folklorists have given themselves a headache trying to figure out what sort of “coal” the fools had been digging up. Recently it has been thought that it was kermes lice, which contain a red pigment. The “witches” know better: This “coal” appears at certain moments in inner visions. It has to do with beings of the etheric dimension, with “salamanders” that can be connected in service to people who have a psychic relationship with nature. These fire spirits know well how to conceal themselves from the critical gaze of curious scientists.

The August Festival

During the dog days of August the grain—the staff of life—grows ready to harvest. Again the Divine draws near. As the noble matron with the horn of plenty or as the Madonna carrying a sickle, she reveals her presence in dreams and visions. Her womb produces berries, fruits, grains, and the most potent herbs. Her companion, the sun god, no longer shows his gentle, brightly radiating figure; he is now fiery, burns hotly, and is drying. The Celts called him Lugh, the smart and skillful god, the “master of all arts” (Lugh-Samildánach), the “Lion with the Quiet Hand” (Lleu Llaw Gyffes). It is he who brings everything to fullness and ripeness with his flame (lohe), his wisdom (logos). He symbolizes the receding year, the west where the sun sets in red-hot embers. Under his reign the grain grows golden, the fruit becomes sweet and red-yellow, the herbs become spicier and stronger than at midsummer. But the sun god is also the ruthless harvester, the reaper, the Terminator who finishes off the green and budding life with his heat. The northern Germanic peoples knew him as Loki, who killed the gentle Balder (who was beloved by all), ultimately provoking the utter destruction of the apocalypse. However, Loki is not the devil the Christians made him out to be.

Lugh and the goddess of the earth celebrated a wedding during the full moon of August and invited the people to celebrate with them. The festival of Lugh (Lughnasa) was a fire festival during which huge piles of wood were ignited. This tradition endured among the insular Celts for many years. During the three-day-long festival, water was taboo; washing and bathing were prohibited and fishing was not permitted (not even with nets).
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Tansy (Tanacetum vulgare L., syn. Chrysanthemum vulgare  [L.] Bernh.) was hung by the Germanic peoples on the house as magical protection against monsters. The aromatic herb was also used as an incense. The herb is used in folk medicine for worms. The volatile oil contains the neurotoxin thujone. (Woodcut from Otto Brunfels, Contrafayt Kreüterbuch, 1532.)



Another part of the festival included the grain king (grain wolf, grain bear) being brought into the village in a festive procession and sacrificed. During the late Neolithic period and the Bronze Age it was a human sacrifice, wherein the chieftain’s son, a foreigner, or a prisoner of war would take the place of the grain king. The celebrants would be blessed with the sacrificial blood. The corpse was cut into pieces and buried in the fields in order to transmit its strength to the soil. This was a kind of agricultural magic that was entirely alien to the hunter-gatherers! The Goddess, as the mother of the grain, mourned her sacrificed son, and thus turned into the mother of sorrow. She lived on into the Christian era as the Mater Dolorosa who bitterly mourns her son, the one who revealed himself by preaching, “I am the bread and I am the wine.”

This festival was called Hlafmaesse  (bread mass) by the Anglo-Saxons; Lammas, the “witches’ festival” celebrated on or around the first of August, derives from this word.

Lughnasa was the occasion for blessing all the herbs that would be needed during the coming year for the health and well-being of the house and stable. It also made good sense to collect the plants during the dog days of summer because the aroma, taste, and medicine precipitates in the active ingredients (mainly the volatile oil) are manifestations of the powerful light and warmth the vegetation takes in during this season. At other times of the year these characteristics are not yet fully matured or the active ingredients are decomposing.

The women made these powerful herbs of August sacred to the Goddess, who was slowly retreating from the world of appearances. In the synod of Liftinea (743 C.E.) the missionary Boniface—who had felled the sacred tree of the heathens—attempted to ban this custom. But the women did not want to abandon their herbs, and so they placed them under the dominion of the Mother Goddess and consecrated them to the dying Mary on the day of her Assumption. These plants are believed to be the flowering herbs that were found in Mary’s grave instead of her corpse.

During Lughnasa nine sacred healing plants were gathered: herbs that protected against witchcraft, firestorms, and hailstorms; herbs that were good for sex; and herbs that eased births. Some of the plants were placed in graves or in coffins with the dead. Many were used as incense for sacred times (such as the “smoking nights” of the winter solstice).

Yarrow was included in the medicine bundle along with mugwort, arnica, calendula, and sage. In addition there were such well-known herbs as lovage (Levisticum officinale), which was valued as a culinary spice and an aphrodisiac, and dill (Anethum graveolens), which was trusted to ward off any ill-willed spirits. Dill’s powerful aroma is probably also the reason that the ancient peoples, such as the Scythians, used the herb with other aromatic herbs for the embalming of their dead. Dill, a garden herb brought to central Europe by monks, not only chased off the Buhlteufel f but also suppressed fertility (Müller, 1982: 77). And a bride who didn’t want to be subjected to her husband’s will could secretly bring mustard and dill seeds to her wedding and murmur, “I have you, mustard and dill. Husband, when I speak, you stay still!”

Valerian (Valeriana officinalis) also belonged in the bundle. The old name alone, Weyland’s herb, indicates a powerful magical plant: Weyland the Smith was a great magician and a shaman with a swan’s wings. Before the Industrial Age, when this witches’ herb came to be used as a nervine, valerian was above all considered an aphrodisiac. Both husband and wife were supposed to drink wine in which the root had been soaking. An old recipe advises: “Take valerian in your mouth and kiss she who you desire, and she will be yours in love right away” (Beuchert, 1995: 31).

Tansy (Tanacetum vulgare), with its aromatic yellow flowers, was also included in the sacred bundle. Because of its thujone-containing volatile oils it was an important vermifuge, as well as an abortifacient.

The sacred bundle was also decorated with stems of grain and flowering weeds, such as the blue cornflower (which was reminiscent of the Goddess’s heavenly blue cloak) and the red corn cockle (which was sacred to the fiery Lugh). The artistic creation was then surrounded by low-growing herbs—flowering chamomile, thyme, bedstraw, feverfew. In the middle of the bundle reigned, like the Goddess herself in the middle of her retinue, tall mullein, also known Himmelbrand  (heavenly fire) or Königskerze  (king’s candle). In the Middle Ages it was said that Mary traveled through the land during this time of year, blessing it. An old saying relates, “Our beloved Lady goes through the land, she carries mullein in her hand!” Sometimes she touched the sick with the mullein and heals them.

The herbs for the August festival must be picked in the hours before the sun rises, while speaking the right charms. The woman should go to the plants silently, naked or at least barefoot, without being seen and without thinking any thoughts. Under no circumstance should the herbs be cut with an iron knife or dug up with an iron spade, for that would take away their power.


Yarrow (Achillea millefolium)

Yarrow is one of the main herbs sacred to midsummer. It is sacred to August and is a beloved medicinal plant. Yarrow tea tastes slightly bitter and spicy, and it is a mild diaphoretic; if taken as part of a treatment, it will help rid the body of toxins. Yarrow lowers the blood pressure, disinfects the urinary tract, is anti-inflammatory, and relieves cramps. Because of its bitter properties it stimulates the entire digestive system and increases bile production. In other words, it is a true health tonic. It was also taken during the Middle Ages when the plague, the black death, was making its rounds.

“When the yarrow and dandelion flourish, it is for the good of humans.”

—COMMON FOLK SAYING

The scientific name of the genus is Achillea and refers to Achilles, the hero of the Trojan War. His mother made him invincible to wounds by holding him in the heavenly fire during the night and healing him again with ambrosia in the morning. Only at his heels, where she held him, did he remain vulnerable. It was in this unprotected spot that the poisonous and deadly arrow of Paris struck Achilles. Following the advice of Aphrodite, the goddess of this pleasant-smelling herb, Achilles placed yarrow on the wound and it healed immediately (Birmann-Dähne, 1996: 92).

As a young warrior Achilles, like Asclepius and other great men skilled in the arts of medicine, entered into an apprenticeship with the intelligent horse-man Chiron in order to learn about the wound herbs. Chiron revealed to Achilles the power of yarrow, which the horse-man had used to heal many wounded comrades. The saga suggests that yarrow is truly an excellent wound medicine. This is also indicated by the many common names for the herb: soldier’s woundwort, knight’s milfoil, nose bleed, carpenter’s weed, bloodwort, staunchweed, Sichelkraut  (sicklewort). In Russia it is called ax-blow herb. In France it is known as herbe militaris and, in honor of the patron of the carpenters, herbe à charpentier or herbe de Saint-Joseph . According to religious legend Joseph once gravely injured himself at work. Christ picked some yarrow from the meadow and laid it on him. The wound immediately stopped bleeding and miraculously closed over.

Dioscorides, the ancient Greek “father of phytotherapy,” used the “thousand-leafed soldier’s herb” for puncture wounds and slashes. Hildegard treasured the Garwe —Old German for the plant, which can be interpreted as “to make healthy”—for internal and external wounds, to quell the flow of blood and tears, and as a remedy for insomnia. The plant contains tannic acids, which are contracting and astringent, helping to dry the wound and encouraging coagulation. In other words, the tannins neutralize the poisons excreted by the wound bacteria. Yarrow also contains the anti-inflammatory volatile oil azulene, which is found in chamomile as well.
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Yarrow (Achillea millefolium L.) is one of the most valued medicinal plants throughout the world. It contains bitters, flavonoids, and a volatile oil with cineole and proazulene. The aromatic herb is used as a bitter, as a wound medicine, and primarily as a medicinal herb for women. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731.)




Astrologers placed the wound medicines under the dominion of the warlike Mars. But where Mars is found, his beloved Venus is never far. Names such as virgin’s herb, herbe de Notre Dame , Margaret’s herb (Saint Margaret was called on for many female illnesses), and the eyebrow of Venus (supercilium veneris) are testament to the role that this medicinal herb plays in women’s health. “Yarrow inside the body is good for all women,” goes an old farmer’s saying. As a Venus plant yarrow was used for the drying and healing of venereal diseases; Venus rules problems such as these in the urogenital tract. The English herbalist Nicholas Culpeper (1616–1664) also ascribed yarrow to Venus and described its characteristics as “binding and drying, for weak kidneys in men and discharge in women.” Yarrow is used in a warm sitz bath—often in combination with other relaxing and tonifying women’s herbs such as melissa and lavender—to ease abdominal tension and cramps. When used in this way or as an enema or drunk as a tea, the herb regulates discharge or prolonged heavy menstrual bleeding.

Women also used this plant of Venus for oracles. If a girl wished to know what the young man who would marry her and free her from her parents’ care looked like, she turned to this herb. For this the yarrow was picked from an unusual place, one where ghosts were found, such as a fork in the path or, better yet, from the grave of a dead man. The girl placed the herb under her pillow and whispered:

The first yarrow I found there,

In the name of Christ I picked it right,

And as Jesus thought of Mary with love,

Let my beloved appear in my dream tonight!

In the British Isles maidens cut the yarrow at moonlight with a black-handled knife, placed it under their beds before going to sleep, and said,

Thou pretty herb of Venus’ tree,

Thy true name it is Yarrow:

Now who my bosom friend must be,

Pray tell me to-morrow.g

Yarrow oracles such as these are found in many cultures. Rudolf Steiner spoke about the “sulfur action









































































































OEBPS/images/p10.jpg





OEBPS/images/p12a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p232.jpg





OEBPS/images/p11.jpg





OEBPS/images/p5.jpg





OEBPS/images/p6.jpg





OEBPS/images/p8.jpg





OEBPS/images/p9.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg
Llike \
.\nzzz”?/

X zﬂoa%/z/f/é






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Witheraft

MEDICIN

HEALING ARTS,
SHAMANIC PRACTICES,
AND FORBIDDEN PLANTS

Claudia Miiller-Ebeling
Christian Rétsch - Wolf-Dieter Storl

Translated by Annabel Lee

=

INNER TRADITIONS
ROCHESTER, VERMONT





OEBPS/images/p1.jpg





OEBPS/images/p2.jpg





OEBPS/images/p3.jpg





OEBPS/images/p14.jpg





OEBPS/images/p14a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p15.jpg





OEBPS/images/p17.jpg





OEBPS/images/p13a.jpg





OEBPS/images/p12.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HEALING ARTS,
SHAMANIC PRACTICES,
AND FORBIDDEN PLANTS






OEBPS/images/p13.jpg





