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				Foreword

				This timely book offers a ready introduction to our dependence on nature for our physical and mental wellbeing. It offers insights into the cultural history of folk practices and beliefs, many of which can still be found today. It also serves as an aid to anyone who wants to get more out of their daily walk, explaining how to tune in to the finer details of the natural world, whether in the local park or a distant forest.

				Who among us hasn’t picked up a feather from the hedgerow, or made a wish on the pull of a chicken bone, or carried a smooth flat pebble in our pocket while we try and figure out some tricky problem? And who hasn’t tossed a coin into a public fountain? But what are we doing when we make these small but focused interactions with the natural world? Until relatively recently, there were thousands of sacred wells and springs across Europe where we made our wishes and gave thanks, and many still remain, such as the Chalice Well at Glastonbury, or the Tobernalt Well in Sligo.
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				While many of these old places have disappeared, the same practices have simply reappeared in urban settings. The proof is in the sparkle of coins that wink back at us from civic fountains everywhere. The annual haul from the Trevi Fountain in Rome is estimated to be around US$1.5million, an indication that these traditions remain as popular as ever.

				No matter that most of us live in cities, nature continues to play an important part in our lives, contributing to our sense of wellbeing, now and for the future. Next to most medieval churches grows the evergreen yew. This pairing is so familiar that we may never stop to question why. Venture into the church and you will most likely find a stone font. Within its bowl can be found a smooth wooden disc – this is merely the end of a long rod that reaches right into the ground. Early churches were often built next to sacred wells or in sacred glades, and when Christianity was introduced, the symbols of our reverence for nature were brought inside the building. When we baptise our children in the blessed waters of the stone font, with its rooting into the earth, we sum up our relationship with the natural world: we are of it, and it is of us, both spiritually and physically, and we will depend on it from infancy until old age. This conjunction of faith and water is not uniquely Christian, and ritual immersion in still or flowing waters can be found in many faiths – no more so than Hinduism, where the sacred Ganges river is considered to be the tirtha or bridge between this world and the next. 
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				Foreword

			

		

		
			
				As the most noble forms of vegetation, trees also feature large in spiritual practices. In ancient Greece, men and women sought to learn their future from the wind rustling through the oak trees at the Oracle of Dodona. In Japan, Shinto shrines are set among groves of sacred cryptomeria trees. Across Europe, the Maypole, once the centre of spring festivities, which included dances such as “strip the willow”, have much in common with the traditions of the Blackfoot tribes of North America, in which a sapling is stripped of all but its uppermost foliage and set up as the focal point of a great seasonal gathering. 

				Close by the Bronze Age circle of standing stones at Avebury, Wiltshire, you will find an ancient oak hanging with coloured rags or “clooties”, each tied to express a desire of something to come, or in gratitude for a wish granted. Go to Lindisfarne, or take the road to Santiago de Compostela, or hike any long-distance trail and you will see cairns of carefully piled stones. These are indications of the inner, as well as the physical journeys, of those who have passed along the way. 

				Within the pages of this book can be found scores of examples of how we have traditionally connected with nature. Finding space for contemplation doesn’t always need a major expedition up a mountain or to a distant shrine. A walk through a local park, or heathland, or beach, offers an opportunity to contemplate whatever is of concern that day. 

			

		

		
			
				“Trees, water, stone: they are ubiquitous in nature and in timeless rites and practices to be found across the world.”
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				In this book, Liz Dean offers guidance on how to focus our thoughts through the detailed consideration of small, natural objects we might find on such walks, and how to make the most of the natural world around us. After all, though we exist in nature, it exists in us too. In one of his many journals, the great naturalist and wilderness prophet, John Muir, wrote, “I only went out for a walk and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was really going in.”i1

				Victoria Preston

				Author of We are Pilgrims 

			

		

		
			
				i	Muir, J, ed. L M Wolfe (1938), John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir.
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				Introduction

				From acorns in woodland to pebbles on the beach, we’re drawn to hold a piece of nature. Our desire to seek treasures in nature runs deep in our psyche, as when we were hunter-gatherers scouring the land for food, firewood, bones for tools and amulets for protection. The fairy tales we heard as children are full of magical, transformation charms, from the bone used by Hansel and Gretel to trick their captor, to Snow White’s poison apple. Today, as natural gatherers, we take home totems of our experience to keep alive the memories of our walks, all the while holding a feeling that there is somehow more to it. A feather, a stone, a flower, a leaf – these are natural charms that carry significance beyond the literal. We collect them to remind ourselves of a special experience, a person or a place; where we were; who, if anyone, we were with; the turn of the season; the way it rained on the way home; how the rainbow’s haze appeared from the drizzle. Charms are often receptacles for our memories and our hopes.
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				Walking in nature is a call to reconnect with nature’s cycles, and to enjoy a deeper relationship with the natural world – to be a part of it, rather than an onlooker admiring flowers from behind the park railings. And through charms, those tiny pieces of the whole, we can make a start. Charms open us up to sensory experience and, through this, a real sense of connection with nature and reconnection with the self – bringing serenity, self-empowerment, healing and wish-fulfilment.

				Nature is sensational medicine. When you stop to really look at a herb sprig, a fallen twiglet or a shell, you sense its elemental energy. You see its detail, and notice a vague scent – lavender, earth, salt. The shape, colour and pattern become immersive, and spark your imagination; it’s impossible to flit back to the mindset you had before your walk because your senses are suddenly open and conversing with the land, the trees, the charm in your hand. You become present in the moment. Stress fades away and curiosity steps in – you’re drawn to the intricate fluting on a leaf-edge or the tiny holes in a white stone. Perception shifts. One of our greatest modern challenges is stress and anxiety. When you go into nature, 

				nature helps you reconnect with the part of you that knows how to heal.

				A charm is hope, a living symbol of your wishes. The charms and the rituals of charm-making you choose are unique to you – they’re a 

				
					
						“A charm is hope, a living symbol of your wishes.”
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				way to celebrate nature, and they enhance your awareness of what you need, going forward. You can dedicate a charm to assist in decision-making, letting go, problem-solving, positivity, meditation, love, creative projects and much, much more. 

				Charms operate through sympathetic magic – the way in which one object stands in for another. When we carry a charm or place it on display at home, it keeps its source properties. There’s a sympathetic connection between two objects: the twig disassociated from the tree still holds the power of the tree. The feather found on the sand possesses the innate qualities of the bird it once belonged to. This relationship between the piece and its origin, the small and the large, gives many charms their meanings. Many traditional charm meanings are included in this book, but you’re encouraged to intuit your own, and work with them in rituals to create positive changes in your life.

				Through the many ideas, techniques and practices in the following pages, this book invites you to take a sensory journey into a garden, a park, the woods, a lakeside, or any wild places, to powerfully reconnect with nature, and with your wild, creative self.

				So, take a breath, venture out – and prepare to be charmed.
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				How to Use This Book

				This book includes a host of practices – activities to try out in nature and at home. Loosely termed ”techniques” and “rituals”, their purpose is to help you connect with nature at a spiritual level. Techniques show you how to approach a task or learn a skill, such as collecting finds or communing with a plant, whereas rituals focus on particular charm projects.

				You can read through the chapters before or during your walk, or intuitively choose a technique or ritual: take a breath, close your eyes and ask to see the practice you most need at this time. Flick through the pages and stop when it feels right to do so. The practice nearest your stopping page is the one for you today.

				In the first chapter, we look at how those who came before us used natural charms, and the endurance of popular ones such as the four-leaved clover and the corn dolly, along with concepts of protection and enchantment. 

				In Chapter 2, you can explore the techniques and approaches for walking in the wild – what to look for, what to bring, how to connect with your finds and how to dedicate and make combination charms. 
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				In Part 2, Chapters 3 to 9 are your core resource, as they are arranged by charm type: trees; fruits, nuts and seeds; herbs; grasses and vines; stones; shells and seaweed; and eggshells and feathers. 

				To discover how to work with sacred shapes, turn to Chapter 10, which gives you ways to make a charm circle, spiral, tree, infinity symbol, vesica piscis (two intersecting circles) and pentagram for a home altar or outside, if you have a garden or a yard. 

				Chapter 11 shows how to interpret your charms in terms of their number symbolism and see the significance of numbers in counting charms. 

				Important Notes

				Terminology

				In this book, the words “charm” and “find” are used interchangeably to refer to any natural object you find and feel drawn to. “Charm” encompasses amulets and talismans (protective charms are amulets; wish-granting charms, often made at special times, are generally thought of as talismans). A charm can also be a poem or a rhyme, spoken as part of a “ritual”. A ritual is a sequence of actions undertaken to express devotion, make a spiritual connection or request, and, broadly, to honour life in all its forms.

				Access to Nature 

				Always be respectful of nature. Take only small items, or small amounts of leaves, shells, feathers or other finds. Follow the local rules – for example, some authorities may not allow you to take home pebbles 
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				and shells from their beaches because their removal may cause environmental damage. It may, however, be permissible to carry something for the duration of your walk and leave it behind before you go. If in doubt, check with the relevant authorities or landowners before you take anything. 

				If you’re not allowed to pick up or take anything from an area, you can use the rituals in this book that don’t depend on collecting an object. You can take a photograph (again, if permitted), draw, write and connect through sight.

				Note that you don’t need access to woodlands, countryside or beaches in order to carry out the activities in this book, because you can adapt them for your own local environment. Or, if you prefer, you can read about them here and then do them when you next visit a forest, the countryside, the beach or other suitable setting.

				Safety 

				Avoid handling plants, fungi, berries and anything else that may be toxic or otherwise unsafe to smell, touch or eat. If in doubt, do NOT touch and certainly do NOT eat them! You can still connect with them from a distance (see page 42). 

				Sustainability

				When you are out looking for and collecting charms, be very mindful of the environment. Often the advice given is to “leave no more than a footprint” after your visit, and you should always leave the woods, the countryside or the beach as you find it. 

				Do not pick growing leaves, buds and flowers – you can usually find some that have fallen naturally from the tree or plant. Avoid stacking 
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				stones and, before taking any objects, consider the impact of your actions on the sustainability of the landscape or their role in providing food and shelter for wildlife. Don’t take anything non-biodegradable with you and never leave behind anything to pollute nature.

				There’s an old saying that for whatever you take from nature – even just a leaf or two – you should give the fairies something back. A few strands of your hair will do, because, as the saying goes, the fairies will make use of it. On the same note, if you take something, make an exchange, such as by collecting any litter you see.
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				In this part, we look not just at the charms that lead us back into folk tradition – the four-leaved clover, hare’s foot and corn dolly – but those lesser-known charms that have other stories to tell about the beliefs of their bearers.

				We will also discover the techniques needed to seek out charms – beginning with ways to heighten sensory awareness to commune with a tree, a plant, an object or a place – and to make unique charms in nature or at home, from pine cones to shells, and from pebbles to grasses and feathers. There’s also an intuitive guided activity showing how one charm can guide us from place to place, opening up new experiences in favourite places. 
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