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A NOTE ABOUT HEALTH AND SAFETY

Just a note about health and safety, particularly as we will be working with some fiery elements in this book, and they need to be treated with the appropriate levels of respect.

Always burn your incense in a well-ventilated space, keeping a window open just a little to let fresh air in, and never leave the burning incense or the lit charcoal unattended. Don’t burn either in the presence of small folk or furred or feathered companions, as they may not be able to tell you when it is too much for them.

Also, when we are making or using candles in the book, make sure that you never leave melting wax or lit candles unattended.

Use dye specifically made for candles (not food colouring), and proper candle wick from a reputable supplier (not string).

Burn the finished candle in a proper votive holder or recycled jar, as soya wax can soften when warm.

Where I have recommended essential oils, I have opted for lowrisk oils, but if you are in any way concerned, or if you are pregnant, epileptic or suffer from high blood pressure, please check with a qualified medical professional as some oils are contraindicated. When using essential oils, do not apply them directly to your skin without diluting them first in a carrier oil (olive, almond or sunflower oils, for example). Keep the oils away from sensitive areas, such as your eyes, inner nose and ears, and do not ingest. Again, keep your space well ventilated, and do not expose children or animals to them either.

For a list of suggested UK suppliers, please refer to the chapter notes.




INTRODUCTION


We keep the wolves outside by living well.
Angela Carter



Smoke curls cautiously from a chimney that hasn’t felt the touch of fire in the grate for a long while. The house could be forgiven for wondering if its family had come home. In the Great Hall, crowds gather like doves to shelter from the cold outside and to coo at the sight of an 18-metre-long garland of dried flowers that winds its way across the air, from coat of arms to armour. The volunteers who gatekeep this now public space explain how it was created. Preparation began last January, when the flower seeds were sown; the flowers were then picked at Beltane (May Day) and dried through the summer and autumn months, before the garland was woven over two weeks in November. Soon the cycle will begin again, with the turning of the seasons.

In the once vibrant gardens of Cotehele House, a stately home in Cornwall now run by the National Trust, winter’s touch has put all signs of plant life to bed. An icy waterfall makes its way down through a narrow channel beneath a path and a set of steps to the large pond, where water lilies sleep and the reed beds are black.

In the barn, we process through a Frost Fair exhibition, which tells of the mini-ice age of the seventeenth century. During the notable freezes at this time, people would gather on the icy tideway of the Thames and celebrate with activities that included horse racing, ice skating, puppet plays and watching an elephant being led across the frozen surface of the river. Once upon a time, in the spell before the climate crisis, when winter temperatures plummeted to below freezing on a regular basis, our ancestors both celebrated the season of frost and fire and gave it the respect winter deserved.

These days the temperature in London barely drops below zero, and snow days are rare; snow and ice are more common in the north of the British Isles, but the rest of the population would have to travel to experience true winter. Those of us who are privileged enough to have a steady home mostly have heating to stave off the cold and lighting to ward off the dark. Yet every once in a while, as I encounter people from across the world, I am reminded that the experiences of winter across time and place can differ wildly. Where I am in Devon, we muddle through the icy winds and cold snaps, throwing on another layer of protection, but from my temperate valleys I only need to look up into the hills of the higher moorland area to see a different picture. It’s still not unheard of for the village I grew up in to be cut off in the snow. So, too, for our largely rural, pre-industrial ancestors, winter life would have been a very different experience. As the ancient Greek sun god Helios drove below the horizon in his great chariot and Nyx, the goddess of night, drew her dark curtain across the skies, humans would withdraw into their homesteads by mid-afternoon or early evening, emerging only in the pre-dawn as bird life cheerfully sang them to wakefulness.

While inventive people eventually learned to keep the darkness away, that’s a long history of our resting hours increasing in winter. As the amount of sunlight we can glean reduces, our vitamin D and serotonin levels drop, and many people report a number of different health conditions – both mental and physical – as a result. You could be forgiven for feeling the need to retreat and hibernate in winter, for wanting to emulate the bears of North America or the hedgehogs of Western Europe. Our bodies and our circadian rhythms are hard-wired to this, and in recent years our fascination with all things wintering has come back into the collective consciousness. With the pace of late-stage capitalism pushing us ever onwards towards maximum productiveness and minimum rest, more of us are losing all sense of resilience and reaching burn-out more quickly. According to Mental Health UK, 21 per cent of adults needed to take time off work due to stress in 2024, while the number of those reporting burn-out or stress doubled in 2023 when compared to the previous year. Meanwhile, the American Psychiatric Association reports that roughly 40 per cent of North Americans say their mood declines in winter, while 61 per cent report feeling noticeably better when spring comes. With a cost-of-living crisis reaching many countries, accompanied by worldwide financial uncertainty and war, we have reached the end of our collective rope. Something needs to change, and many of us are seeking to live and explore an alternative way of being.

What if there was a way to lean into winter, instead of trying to resist it? While no one would suggest that you throw away your SAD lamp or the mental-health support systems that work for you, perhaps we could start to approach this season with a greater sense of self-compassion and collective support? Instead of turning up the electric lights and waiting for it all to pass, there are many fruitful ways of living more closely to nature’s seasons and cycles, as modern pagan witches and druids do. Rather than see this season as one of complete stillness and withdrawal from the world, the pagan path invites us to participate in an enriching process that leads us by the hand through the darkness and cold, to the rebirth of the sun at midwinter, and onwards to the promise of spring.

That is where this book comes in. In it, we will explore this season of frost and fire through thirteen different rituals and spells, using all the tools in a witchy armoury. We will discover the tarot cards that can illuminate our path through winter, the archetypes and deities who can become our companions through colder times, the folklore and stories that we have wrapped around us, all enabling us to explore our universal need for warmth, light and renewed hope.

If you have encountered my previous books, you will know that I have been practising modern pagan witchcraft for more than two decades. But don’t worry: I am not trying to persuade you that you must become a witch (unless you want to, of course). I offer this book more as an exploration than as a sermon. Nobody knows what will work for you better than you, but together we can discover how our magical ancestors approached this season, learn how they managed winter, and unearth whether we can borrow any of their strategies to help us navigate this season too.

If you have not come across the idea of a modern pagan witch before, let me reassure you. The term ‘witch’ has been used as a slander for centuries, but some of us have decided to dust it off and reclaim it. In a witches’ circle, all faiths and life paths are welcome, and so they are between the pages of this book. As a Wiccan priestess, I have simply chosen to live my life guided by the wisdom found in nature – both human and otherwise – but you will find minimal amounts of ‘woo-woo’ here. I exist concurrently in the real world and the magical. However, twenty-seven years ago I chose to live consciously in a universe where I could believe that magic might exist, as the mundane world was not one that made me happy. Magic doesn’t have to include bells and whistles or a flourish of coloured handkerchiefs as it does on the stage, nor does it need to be driven by dark occult forces. It means making a conscious effort to allow for all the miraculous possibilities that life can bring. While this encompasses the idea that we might use intention to help affect the outcomes in our lives, it is also evident in the simple act of watching spring flowers emerge each year or connecting to the robin that lives in our garden. The numinous – the spiritual, the divine, call it what you will – can exist all around us in our everyday lives, if we can only pause long enough in the busyness to notice it; if we can be suﬃciently still and silent to hear the quiet urging of our own inner voice, telling us what we need to know.

Ritual is one of the tools we can use to help us get to that point of inner quiet. It serves multiple purposes in our lives. It reminds us of what is sacred, helps us to find peace with aspects of our lives that we can’t control, and creates a sense of social solidarity when we do it with other people. A ritual can be something as simple as lighting a candle, or as complex as performing a more choreographed piece with friends that involves words and movement. Often, we think that rituals should be complex and elaborate, but straightforward ones can be just as powerful. Sometimes, in this world that is always so busy and filled with lists of ‘adulting’ tasks, we need take only a few minutes away to bewitch ourselves again.

Ritual can bring a steady pace of spiritual practice into our lives too. I find that when I don’t participate in rituals on a regular basis, I feel quite destabilised and experience a loss of equilibrium. A life without ritual loses its magic for me; without enchantment the world feels dull and flat, lacking in colour and emotional depth. In fact, when I am teaching my witchcraft classes, which I do nearly every week, I often remind my students that they need to allow themselves to believe in magic from time to time, as an important tool for loving life again.

I am not alone in seeing ritual as an important psychological tool. Anthropologists such as Bronislaw Malinowski, Victor Turner and Catherine Bell have long supported ritual as an essential part of our human existence. Human beings have performed rituals from the beginning of our history. Excavations of sites dating back 70,000 years have shown evidence of ritual activities, particularly relating to situations in which people were unable to control their environment or when events they had not foreseen or asked for were taking over their lives.

Performing ritual activities also involves a degree of ‘magical thinking’. Magical consciousness, as explored by the anthropologist Susan Greenwood, is a form of knowledge that penetrates the body at its deepest levels, allowing our unconscious and our conscious minds to work together in rapport. Simply put, it gives us the ability to recognise that the world around us is an inspirited and animated place – enabling the consciousness of the plants, animals, people and the very planet that we live on to become unified in a dance of interconnected existence.

With all that in mind, this book is structured around introducing a regular element of ritual into your life to see you through the winter. By punctuating our experience of wintering with the thirteen rituals in this book, we are making use of the research that shows that ritual can reduce the anxiety and stress associated with uncertainty and loneliness. If, like me, you have grown up with a Westernised world view, this may feel strange at first, but I invite you to temporarily park that bit of yourself that may feel the need to be cynical or doubtful. What’s the worst that can happen? You may find, like me, that life is a much richer experience when you allow for the possibility that there are things in this world that we do not yet entirely understand. Let your childlike sense of wonder come back into play. You may like it.

In some of the rituals and activities I’ll invite you to try in the chapters that follow, we will also work with the concept of ‘magic’. This is a tricky term to pin down, as its meaning is always changing. Sometimes we use it to describe things that we don’t understand or have language for (‘I don’t know how that happened, so it must have been magic’). Other times we use it to describe a process of transformation, especially when we have played an active part in making that change occur. Witches tend to be frequent fliers when it comes to working with magic – we use it a lot. If that feels a little edgy to you, it might help if you think of magic as being a bit like goal-setting or a kind of active prayer that requires work and dedication in the real world. When we are working with magic, it often requires a layering effect to strengthen it, so the instructions I will give for some of the activities might feel a little more complex. For example, if I am asking you to participate in a ritual for the purpose of nurturing a restful space for yourself, I might suggest that you take a salt bath beforehand. I will give you essential oils to use and specific coloured candles to light. I might suggest you introduce music, as well as some words you can say to aﬃrm your intention. This is because when we are making magic we are communicating with our unconscious mind, which doesn’t easily understand language; instead it speaks in symbols and sensory information. For example, the more tactile sensations or embodied movements that we can layer into an act of magic, the more effective the message will be.

Sometimes I will incorporate tarot into the rituals too, which may be a new experience for you. The tarot was originally introduced in fifteenth-century Italy as a card game played by the nobility, but with the eighteenth-century rise in interest in the occult in France, esoteric meanings began to be attached to the cards. The early twentieth century brought more changes to the deck, when designs became more illustrative. During this era, the artist and illustrator Pamela Colman (or Pixie) Smith presented more narrative, symbolic scenes. This was named the Rider-Waite-Smith deck, and it’s the one I will be using throughout this book. I generally refer to it as the ‘Pixie Smith deck’ for short.

The seventy-eight cards of a tarot deck tend to be grouped to make them easier to learn and to follow. Firstly, they are divided into the Major Arcana, and the Minor Arcana. Arcana derives from the Latin arcanum, which means ‘secret’. The Major Arcana incorporates twenty-two cards that represent the key themes a person may encounter in their life on the journey to spiritual awakening, such as endings (the Death card) and choices (the Lovers). The Swiss pioneer of psychoanalysis Carl Jung used the Major Arcana cards as the basis for his theory of archetypes, as he believed they were a useful tool for understanding the human psyche. The remaining fifty-six cards – the Minor Arcana – are then further divided into four suits: pentacles, cups, wands and swords, numbered from the ace to ten, followed by the court cards – the page, the knight, the queen and the king.

Each suit is also allocated an element. Earth is represented by pentacles, water by cups, fire by wands, and air by swords. This can help us to interpret the cards further, as it enables us to put a ‘personality’ on them.

It can take years to learn the tarot but, as with all large tasks, a little often goes a long way, so I will be introducing a weekly tarot card into each ritual chapter, and inviting you to use it with me, to help explore some of the themes we discover. Each week, I will encourage you to take the relevant card with you – to meditate on it in quiet moments, and to place it somewhere prominent when you are journalling or participating in the activities and the rituals. If you get stuck, you can go back to the card for inspiration. This will help you to access a deeper level of the symbolism in each card, which in turn may give you a deeper sense of the themes we are sharing in each ritual. Rather than explaining exactly what I think that means, you can decide for yourself what those deeper meanings are. Ritual is a very experiential activity and if I were to describe in too much detail what I wanted you to take from it, it would stifle your experience.

If the idea of tarot makes you feel a little wary, let me reassure you I am not using it to try to predict the future, as the future is not fixed and unchangeable. You will be using the tarot in this book not as a ‘fortune-telling’ device, but as a visual stimulus to help you access the layers of your unconscious mind – the place where you learn, dream, create new ideas and make magic. Tarot is, in my view, a storytelling tool, one that enables us to sit quietly, to ask questions and receive answers through visual metaphor. The source of those answers may be an external force, but it may also be your own higher self or your unconscious mind that is offering them: it’s your choice to decide what you believe.

Your unconscious mind exists in a state of perpetual childlike wonder and loves a good story. So in each chapter I will also be including some of the folklore and storytelling traditions from the land, many of which are my own renderings of old legends. They will help connect you to your ancestral roots and the natural world at this time of year.

We would do well to let our unconscious take the wheel a little more often, and we can harness its power through other creative means too, whether that’s journalling, painting, meditating or making things with our hands – activities that help us to drift away into our own rhythm and state of flow, the point where you may be so absorbed in enjoying what you are doing that time runs away from you. And if you are someone who doesn’t relate to the term ‘creative’, please do not feel left out. Flow state can be reached in non-creative settings too – through running, walking or even just participating in an activity you enjoy. So I’ll be offering some suggestions for this kind of exercise across the winter months too, all of which have been designed to help you reach a place of stillness or play and possibility. If we can stop the merry-go-round long enough to hear what our unconscious wants us to hear, we can learn a lifetime’s worth of wisdom.

Finally, before we start, let’s think about the parameters around what we refer to as ‘winter’. It can mean something different to each of us, and our start and end dates can become a little confused if we are not careful.

Astronomically, in the northern hemisphere we do not oﬃcially enter into winter until 21 December (21 June in the southern hemisphere), but in the Wheel of the Year, which modern pagan witches and druids follow, that date marks midwinter (i.e. the middle of winter). The Wheel of the Year is divided into a light half, which is ruled over by the goddess, and a dark half, which is guided by the god. The light half begins with the spring equinox (around 21 March) and the dark half with the autumn equinox (approximately 21 September). Both these changeover points are festivals that celebrate an equal balance of dark and light, but it is not until the following festivals six weeks later that we start to feel more keenly the shift in daylight and night-time hours taking effect. And so it is here, on the wintry one, 31 October – Winter’s Eve, Samhain, Hallowe’en, call it what you will – that we will begin. In traditional Celtic or pagan practice, it’s at this entry point that we perform rituals that signal a change, that movement towards the cold. This means our journey through winter will begin a little earlier than you might be used to. We will then travel together across the whole season, week by week and via the longest night of midwinter, before finishing at Imbolc, February Eve, as we begin to notice the signs of spring approaching.

I will be using the Celtic calendar of the Wheel of the Year to help mark time, alongside the more familiar Gregorian version, and you will see other Celtic connections across the book too. So let me just explain what I mean by that, as the term ‘Celtic’ is sometimes used very broadly. The land that I live in – on the borderland between Devon and Cornwall in southwest England – was once populated by a Celtic tribe that the Romans named the Dumnonii, or Deep Valley Dwellers. Although more than a millennium has passed since the Dumnonii were pushed west and overseas to Brittany by the Saxon armies and we began to lose their Celtic language, the ancient stories still reverberate, both here and in other ‘Celtic’ areas – Wales, Scotland, the Isle of Man, Ireland, Brittany and of course everywhere the diaspora then travelled.

And so, with those clarifications out of the way, we begin our journey through the season of frost and fire on November Eve.




PART ONE

The Birth of Winter:
November Eve


The most ethereal forms belong to winter; hers is the beauty that the leaf has when substance and sap are gone and only the frail white outline remains. This is the best time to learn the proportions of things.

Mary Webb





It is a misty morning in the fields, which serves as a reminder that we are stepping into a liminal space between the seasons as autumn passes away. Last weekend I took home a good haul of acorns, conkers, hawthorn berries and rosehips, to be carefully dried and placed in jars for magic-making through the winter months. Acorns represent the being they could become – the oak tree – while conkers are said to ward off unwanted insects, and hawthorn and rosehip are both a good source of vitamin C in winter.

Today the leaves of the hawthorn have finally turned to yellow, and the oaks are beginning their progression. A cold wind blows across the valleys, and the spiders have been hard at work in the hedgerows, weaving their silks of silver across the bramble and beech. Each stem is draped in veils, like Miss Havisham’s table. In the woodland spaces, fallen trees are wreathed in moss and ivy, like the great shaggy limbs of an animal. Small creatures rustle in the undergrowth, while a curious robin flits from branch to branch. The world is turning amber.

The sound of wind in the trees takes on a different quality – the susurration is somehow heavier now the leaves have dried out. This morning has that feeling of snow, although there is none – yet – a sort of hushed reverence that cloaks the world, a feeling of magic in the air. Perhaps it is the thinning of the veils, the closeness of Faerie, who knows?




RITUAL ONE

Fire Welcomes Winter


Working carefully from a small beginning, he soon had a roaring fire, over which he thawed the ice from his face and in the protection of which he ate his biscuits. For the moment the cold of space was outwitted.

Jack London



TIMELINE: 31 October–5 November

TAROT CARD: The Ace of Wands

By late autumn we have become accustomed to the drawing in of the dark nights: day by day, little by little, we have been losing our daylight minutes, almost imperceptibly at first, until we wake up on November Eve and realise that our nights are already longer. Cue the fire festivals to remind us that not only can we expect the return of the sun in the warmer months but that, in the meantime, we have the gift of heat and light to keep us safe. Enter stage left Samhain, Hallowe’en, Diwali, Taimatsu Akashi and Guy Fawkes or Bonfire Night – all festivals designed to set the night on fire, to make up for the fact that we won’t see as much sunlight until we reach the winter solstice and the balance of light and dark tips the other way again. It was once believed that the bonfires would protect the community from the souls of the departed, or from malevolent forces that might be wandering the lanes and villages at this time, making full use of the closeness between the lands of the living and the dead.

As a child, I have very few memories of Samhain, or Hallowe’en, its more commercial cousin. ‘Trick or treat’ was not a cry heard in the night in late-1970s Britain. In my own memory, Hallowe’en arrived after the advent of Steven Spielberg’s film ET in 1982. The sight of a young Drew Barrymore and her brothers running around their American neighbourhood in fancy dress spawned an infinite number of replicas in my Dartmoor village. My first memory of a Hallowe’en party was bobbing for apples at a Girl Guides’ party in the mid-1980s.

What I do remember, though, prior to the Hallowe’en renaissance, was Bonfire Night. We would gather around a big bonfire on a green field next to a forest, and wave sparklers in the air, making iridescent shapes in the darkness. It was magical. The aroma of oxtail soup in plastic cups, bought from a repurposed ice-cream van, and the faintly sulphurous metallic burn of sparklers would take me back there in an instant.

Whether we acknowledge Bonfire Night – which seems to have all but disappeared in many places – or any of the other fire festivals, we humans do love to celebrate light and fire at the point when winter enters our lives. With this chapter, then, we will do just that, spending some time focusing on the element of fire, and why it is so important for us to honour it now, on the eve of winter.

WINTER BY FIRELIGHT

Let’s begin by having a look at our relationship with fire, which stretches far back in human history. Archaeological evidence – in the form of burned bones that have been uncovered – shows that the human species was using fire a million years ago, long before any visual records existed. If we think our experience of winter is challenging, spare a thought for our Palaeolithic ancestors, who were trying to survive the ice age a mere 15,000 years ago, when most of northern Europe was covered in thick ice sheets, and temperatures averaged about 6° Celsius cooler than they are now. At its coldest, in northern Scandinavia and Siberia, temperatures could plummet to –60°. Our ancestors at this time were hunter-gatherers, so fire was central to their survival – in terms of both cooking food and keeping warm at night.

But life wasn’t all about survival. Our ancestors were also intensely creative, painting images on the walls of the caves they sheltered in across the European continent, about 50,000 years ago. Researchers have suggested that this creativity explored by firelight was not only about recording experiences of life back then: the flickering light also gave the drawings an animated quality, bringing a sense of movement. Even in our modern life, with all the amenities of urban living, many people are still mesmerised by dancing flames and soothed into a reverie if they sit close to an open fire.

So it should come as no surprise that an element as important to our survival as fire would find its way into storytelling traditions around the world. In many cultures, the gods of fire are also the gods of smith-crafting – Hephaestus (Greek), Vulcan (Roman) and Bride (Celtic) are all blacksmiths. In Greece there was also Hestia, goddess of hearth and home, an indication of how essential fire is to our sense of domestic comfort. As the goddess of sacrifice, Hestia was always given the gift of the first offering in any home-based ceremony, and each time the travelling Greeks established a new colony, they would take a flame from the public hearth of the home city to the new one.

Numerous cultures tell stories of fire that was stolen, and its consequences. The Greek Titan Prometheus took fire from the gods and gave it to humans as the gift of civilisation, only to find himself bound to a rock for the rest of eternity as punishment, his liver pecked out by an eagle (the emblem of Zeus, king of the gods). In North American First Nation traditions, fire is sometimes stolen by animals such as the coyote and brought to human hands. In Cherokee folklore, after the buzzard and the possum fail in their mission to steal fire, Grandmother Spider uses her web-building skills to enter the land of light, where she hides fire in a silk net. In the Celtic cultures, fire is associated with healing and the sun, and is seen as a force that can ward off evil spirits, particularly during fire festivals, like Samhain, that usher in the winter.

To our ancestors, fire was an essential element in the makeup of the world and all of creation. In the fifth century bce, the Greek philosopher Empedocles recorded ‘The Doctrine of the Four Elements’ (although the concept probably dates back further through oral traditions), which held that everything on the planet is made of four basic elements: earth, air, fire and water. The same elements appear around the globe – in Babylon, Egypt, Japan, Tibet and India. In ancient China, the focus was on five elements, with wood and metal in addition to water, earth and fire. A fifth element – spirit or aether – was also later added by the early Christian and Jewish philosophers, but you will find that some magical systems work only with the original four.

Witches work with the pentagram symbol – usually carved or drawn onto a round disc, making it a pentacle – because its five points represent the five elements in perfect balance, and it is symbolic of our world. In some druid or witches’ circles, each of the four original elements is allocated a cardinal point on the compass – north, south, east and west – with the fifth element representing the witch or druid themselves, standing at the centre. So, for example, I would place fire in the southern corner of the space, representing it either with a candle or with an altar dressed in the ‘fire’ colours of red and orange. As a ‘sympathetic’ magical link, whatever happens on the pentacle (or within the circle) is then reflected in our outer world – as above, so below, as the saying goes. And so by placing a representation of fire in the circle, we are inviting it to be present in its non-material form in our everyday, as well as in its physical form in the room right now. Each element also represents its own different set of traits, with fire often said to symbolise passion, creativity and protection.

In my Elemental Magic classes, I often start by asking my students, ‘What does fire make you think of ?’ For some, it can reflect their zest for life; for others, the effort they pour into their favourite things, or the imaginative spark that is necessary to envision what they want to create or manifest. That is how we will be working with the symbol of fire in this chapter.


TRY THIS: JOURNALLING FIRE

You will need:

* A journal and pen

* A fire or a candle

Don’t worry, I am not inviting you to set fire to your journals! Instead, I would like you to visit fire in some way. Not all of us have access to big public fires, so see if you can head to a place with an open fireplace – it could be a local pub, a friend’s hearth or a fire lit in your own barbecue bowl outside. At the very least, light a candle at home and gaze at the flame.

As you sit before the fire in your chosen location, ask yourself the following questions, and record your thoughts in your notebook or journal:


• Where do you express the fire element in your life? (Might it be in your creativity, passion, strength or confidence, for example?)

• What lights you up and makes you feel alive?

• How do you respond when you feel burned out?

• What revives you when you do?

• Where in your life do you express bold action and passion?

• Where in your life would you like to find more courage?

• What or who might you need to invite in to allow the energy of fire to help transform something in your life?

• What message does your heart need to hear from your inner fire?

• What habits would you like to cultivate in order to maintain your inner fire?



Hold on to these thoughts as we journey on through the eve of winter: we will return to them later in the chapter. Next, let’s think about our tarot card for this moment in time, on the very edge of November.



THE ACE OF WANDS

Pixie Smith’s illustration of the Ace of Wands shows a disembodied hand emerging from a cloud, presenting a wand that is sprouting leaves – a fresh idea is emerging. You could be forgiven for thinking it’s a very airy card, but in the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (of which Pixie Smith was a member) the attributions were symbolic rather than literal. Wands are associated with fire, because the wand’s symbolic action is to direct energy and ignite the will, while the action of the fire-forged sword is to cut through thought and give mental clarity. The wand is therefore associated with the themes of passion and creativity, and the potential of the fiery spark. Pixie Smith may not depict the wands being aflame, but she does lay down visual clues to indicate their fiery nature. For example, throughout this suit you will see salamanders – the elemental beings of fire, often depicted on the clothes the court cards are wearing. Pixie also makes use of colours that we associate with fire and the astrological fire signs (Aries, Leo and Sagittarius) – reds, oranges and yellows.

[image: image]

I always like to think of fire as transformative, as it converts fuel into heat, light, ash and smoke. It also cannot exist on its own – it needs fuel and oxygen to keep going, just as we must sustain ourselves with a little help from others during the winter months. We need community and companions to remain optimistic and to flourish at a time when we might want to curl up in our cave with a warm blanket, waiting to emerge in the spring.

The Ace of Wands offers us a moment to think about what new opportunities or ideas we could allow to emerge on the very cusp of winter, particularly in the areas of spiritual or creative endeavour. It invites us to identify our passions and place our focus there. It reminds us that although the path may not be straightforward and we will almost certainly face challenges on the way, there is always the potential to nurture the very beginnings of new growth.


TRY THIS: CREATING A CANDLE

One of the things I loved about my early years in coven training was that I was encouraged to try as many crafts as I could, from breadmaking to spinning yarn, and incense-making to candlemaking. Some of those crafts fell away as life got busier, but others have stayed with me and have become part of my spiritual and creative landscape. Witches believe that whatever you make by hand with intention becomes part of the overall potential of the magic. You are pouring your own energy into the act, and if you do it with a specific purpose it becomes a spell in and of itself. So if we are making something, I’ll often suggest that you might like to focus your thoughts on a particular outcome.

This candle will be used as part of our first key ritual, at the end of this chapter (see page 16). If you enjoy it, you could opt to make your own candles throughout the book, whenever we use them.

You will need:


* A takeaway paper cup (unwaxed or lightly waxed works best)

* A cotton candle wick (pre-tabbed if possible)

* A small amount of sticky tack or tape

* A wooden skewer or pencil

* Soya wax flakes (available from craft shops or online – there is a list of suggested suppliers in the chapter notes section)

* A heatproof
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