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“The Sacred Herbs of Samhain offers even more than bringing us into the magical world of spirits and fairies! I recommend that anyone fascinated by herbs embark on a literary herbal foray with Ellen Evert Hopman. Her in-depth knowledge of herbs provides a unique reference resource for the harvesting techniques, preparation methods, dosages, cautions, and use details for both physical and spiritual healing, complete with the fragrance of informative ancestral herbal lore.”
KATHY-ANN BECKER, AUTHOR OF SILENCING THE WOMEN:
THE WITCH TRIALS OF MARY BLISS PARSONS
“Based on her impressive knowledge of herbs and the old-time practices of wise and witchy forest wives, Hopman offers a compendium of herbal medicinals in The Sacred Herbs of Samhain. A compelling look into Celtic herbal practices connected to the autumnal time of year when days are short and the veil between life and death is thin. The contents include all the how-tos and why you’d want-tos and why nots, with clear identification for practical and ritual usage provided by image and description. Beyond the practical are the entertaining, engaging tales of folk and fairy, of goddess and god, and of prophetic romance and/or death. This book is an invitation to delve into the shadows and realms of time gone by, the origins of the hallowed days of Samhain, Halloween, and other worldwide observances. A guide to keep by your side.”
MARYLYN MOTHERBEAR SCOTT, POET, AUTHOR, AND FOUNDER AND HIGH PRIESTESS OF MAGICKAL CAULDRON
“A delightful collection of herbal knowledge and Celtic lore for Samhain. In addition to providing a significant reference on relevant magical and medicinal uses for herbs, trees, and more, Ellen provides complete instructions for a Samhain ritual and also a traditional Dumb Supper. Her easy-to-follow recipes for soup, breads, soul cake, dumb cake, magical ink, and even dandelion wine complete this gem. Recommended.”
MORVEN WESTFIELD, AUTHOR OF THE OLD POWER RETURNS
“Another jewel in Ellen Evert Hopman’s collection, The Herbs of Samhain sparkles from beginning to end—from how to stay alive and dig mandrake to making elderberry sorbet and crowns of mallow leaves to how to spot where the fairies did battle the night before. I was entertained, challenged, and enthralled with each turn of the page as I partook of eclectic knowledge, Druid teachings, poetry, and recipes that have inspired me to more deeply weave herbs into my Samhain tradition. No doubt I’ll be coming back to this book many, many times!”
WENDY SNOW FOGG, FOUNDER AND SENIOR HERBALIST OF MISTY MEADOWS 
HERBAL CENTER IN LEE, NEW HAMPSHIRE
“Ellen Evert Hopman provides a potent reminder that it’s the relationship between the living and the dead that lies at the very heart of Samhain and Halloween. This crucial point is all too often overlooked amid all the commercialization and sensationalism that in recent years has come to surround this most profound of holidays. This book is a practical, comprehensive, clear, and useful guide to a wide variety of plants together with a great selection of spells, recipes, and fairy lore.”
JUDIKA ILLES, AUTHOR OF ENCYCLOPEDIA OF 5000 SPELLS
“Ellen Hopman’s book is a treasure trove of herbal knowledge and wisdom. A great read!”
RICK ALLEN, GRAMMY NOMINEE AND AUTHOR OF
F ’N’ A!: MY CRAZY LIFE IN ROCK AND BLUES
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Foreword
By Andrew Theitic
The spirit of Samhain casts a deep, mysterious shadow through all facets of our world. Those of a mystical nature will naturally sense the shroud between the worlds thinning as the summer days of heat and lush flora begin to subside, replaced with autumn’s chill breezes and flame-colored leaves. With the approach of the Hallows season, even the most mundane of our acquaintances will also begin to ramble on about strange sounds in the night, deceased relatives visiting them in dreams, shadows staring at them or acting strangely. It cannot be helped.
It’s no wonder that society should feel this way. The gradual decline of the sun’s arc, the shortening of daylight and lengthening of the nocturnal, the first raw winds and wild storms that batter our homes and lives, and the eventual rebirth and renewal of bud have been immortalized in legends, fables, and folklore throughout the world. In our common mythology, goblins and ghosts, both literal and figurative, return each year to haunt the land. It was not merely the changing temperature or solar fluctuations that nabbed human attentions, but the seemingly sudden loss of the Earth’s prosperity in such a beautifully dramatic fashion.
In the Northern Hemisphere—particularly in those areas with latitudes close to the pole—there are few seasonal shifts more striking than the splendidly colorful change from summer’s heat to winter’s frost, accompanied by the perceptual withering and demise of the local flora before their inevitable rebirth. It is ironically these transitional times that tend to bring us back to ourselves, connecting us to the abode between the world of matter and spirit, and invoking the inevitable spiritual “regroupings” that occur at these times.
In the mundane world, we begin to gather together in celebration of the harvest’s bounty, enjoying newly stoked fires, hot drinks, and seasonal delicacies with our family, friends, and neighbors. But those gatherings are not only mundane. Throughout the centuries, our families, clans, and villages—as well as groups of like-minded spiritual seekers—also brought to the hearths and bonfires those herbs deemed sacred to gods, magic, and the ancient mystical traditions.
Most obviously, the death of warmth and abundance points to the inevitable death of us all one day, and the massive debt each of us owes to the land, the harvest, and the lines of our ancestors stretching back to the dawn of time. Along similar lines, it is best to acknowledge that we owe our very earthly existence to the constant influence of the botanical world. From the food we eat to the air we breathe, we are forever indebted to our bountiful allies for the gift of life.
Working with plants is a most rewarding hobby, as we learn to tend and befriend these sometimes alien-seeming life-forms. Not surprisingly, those of a mystical bent in ancient times found each plant to have a particular spirit connected to it, as well as affinities with specific animals and fairies among the Greenwood.
Throughout history, many of our most ancient texts and writings have been lost, yet our link to the flora of our world has remained ever constant. At first, photosynthetic respiration may seem the most important part of our relationship with plants. Then again, handed down through generations of interaction with these beautifully complex organisms have been fables and myths, rhymes, charms, and brilliant bits of folklore woven through with the joys and sorrows of our lives, manifesting the manner in which we are bound to the land for our very survival. Only now, in our modern era of city streets and easily delivered conveniences, do we feel divorced from the Earth and the countless species of trees, plants, lichen, and fungi that surround us. However, the plants remain forever living, thriving, and awaiting our attention. They come to us as foods and flavorings, as medicine, as spiritual and magical foci, as incense for strewing and scenting the home, or as gateways toward mind-altering experiences—or all of the above.
As the seasons reflect the thinning of the shroud or veil—the theoretical psychic membrane between the worlds of flesh and spirit—so do those of an occult persuasion look to Mother Nature for a means of contact between these worlds. Rite, ritual, and herbal extraction combine with spiritual focus as the adept first turns inward in reflection before leaping outward in astral projection. Meditation, the use of potent botanicals, and ecstatic trance and dance have been used for thousands of years, and still are, to forge new pathways of consciousness and perception, deepening the seeker’s wisdom with the aid of spiritual and chemical allies found nearly everywhere the adept is willing to look.
This path, like most, is strewn with traps and pitfalls. Many a courageous explorer, herbalist, and Witch has paid a steep, if not final, price for meddling disrespectfully with the more dangerous plants of the pharmacopeia, be they psychotropic, deliria-inducing, or downright venomous. Even seemingly innocuous herbs can contain toxins and alkaloids that can cause discomfort and pain in the hardiest of individuals. Conveniently, our ancestors had much to say concerning these plants. Evidence about their reactions and relations to seasons, animals, and we humans fortunately was preserved for the contemporary Witch and magician alike. In addition, they also had much to say about the myriad spirits tied to the plants, the forest glades and underworld gateways, odd stones and ancient burial mounds, the portals between this world and those glimpsed only by folks daring enough to search for them.
So, with decades of experience in both the mystical and mundane expressions of the Greenwood’s prosperity, you will be hard-pressed to find a more experienced and friendly guide through Samhain’s haunted, leaf-strewn woods than Ellen Evert Hopman, who knows the hooks and crooks of the road as well as its best picnic areas. When wandering paths lined with dangerous denizens, like the screaming Mandrake, the stunning Aconitum or Wolfsbane, and the dread lady Atropa belladonna, these are necessary attributes indeed. With a keen eye and a Druid’s touch, she’ll steer you clear of accidental poisoning and hospital trips while keeping the practical in mind, the ingredients fresh, and the recipes easy to follow, all the while allowing the mystical lore its fair share of breath and expression. Let’s take a walk, shall we?
ANDREW THEITIC lives in Providence, Rhode Island, with his husband and two magnificent dogs. He is the publisher and editor of The Witches’ Almanac and has been a practicing Witch and magician since the early 1970s. In addition, he chairs several nonprofit organizations that benefit the Craft, magical, and Pagan communities.

AN INTRODUCTION TO SAMHAIN, THE OTHERWORLD, AND THE POWER OF HERBS
It is the eve of Samhain, and I am fortunate to have been invited to a Witches’ observance, just down the street from my rural home. The altar is set up outside, resplendent with produce from the garden, candles, and pictures of ancestors who have crossed the veil. Dishes of food are placed nearby for the enjoyment of the dead. Even the cats get their due—a plate of tuna has been set out, just for all our deceased feline familiars.
The altar is covered with dead, dried plants. If you look closely, each dried plant is bearing seeds, the promise of new life amid death. Everyone is urged to reflect on that truth: that every death we experience is but an opening to the next realm of existence. The seeds remind us to hold on to a dream all through the dark of winter, knowing that the dream will slowly come into being as the warmth of spring returns.
Next, we call upon our own beloved dead, those who laughed and cried and toiled and sacrificed just so that we could be here enjoying life today. We tell their stories and give them thanks.
We feel fortunate to have come through yet another year, for who knows if and when our own crossing of the veil will occur. We end by sharing food and drink. Feasting together by the warm fire, we assure ourselves and each other that we will survive the coming dark and cold of winter.
Samhain is a great fire festival of the ancient Celts, celebrated at the official close of the harvest. By Samhain all the produce of the fields must be safely gathered into the house and barn, and anything left in the fields after this date is the property of the sidhe (pronounced “she” and meaning the fairies, sometimes known as the Good Neighbors) and not to be touched by mortals. It is an old Celtic tradition to leave offerings for the fairies on this potent spirit night.
Samhain marks the end of the Celtic year and, after a three-day observance, the beginning of the next agricultural cycle. Just as a seed begins its existence in the dark of the soil, so does the new year begin in the dark of winter, which is the time to rest, take stock of the past year’s accomplishments, and dream of future goals.
For the ancient Celts there were only two seasons, summer and winter, the light half of the year and the dark half of the year. The festivals of Samhain and Beltaine (May Day) were portals between these two spheres of existence, times of chaos when the Otherworld more easily bled through. Samhain, like Beltaine, was a potent spirit night, a liminal time when the walls between the worlds were thin and ancestral spirits roamed the Earth. It was a good time for divination and contact with the Otherworld.
Following is an example from Ireland.
One activity involved setting several objects out in saucers or plates, which were then laid on a table. The chosen objects varied from one region to another, and even between different households, but generally a few of the following were included; a ring, a piece of wood, clay, a bean, a coin, salt, water, a button or a thimble. Once the saucers were set, a blindfolded person seated before them would pick one, the item which the person touched was symbolically believed to indicate their future situation in life. A ring meant the person would be married, a piece of wood or clay meant that they would die young, a bean or a rag meant that they would always be poor, while a coin indicated that they would be wealthy, salt was for luck, water meant that the person would emigrate or travel, while if one picked the saucer with a button or thimble it was believed they would die a bachelor or a spinster.1
Herbs can be powerful allies in any engagements with the spirit world, especially during Samhain, when the doors to the spirit world lie open. Among other things, the herbs profiled in this book can help you voyage to the Otherworld, communicate with spirits, or protect yourself against malevolent energies. As with all of my books, I have also discussed the medicinal properties of the herbs, because I feel that it rounds out the picture of each plant. Ancient herbalists, Witches, and Druid healers would have had a deep knowledge of each plant they worked with, both for magic and for medicine. Please pay careful attention to the cautions for each herb!
Voyaging to the Otherworld
Celtic poets had various names for the Otherworld: “Honeyed Plain of Bliss,” “Apple Island,” “Fortunate Island,” “Summerland,” and “Isles of the Blessed.” Why go there? Perhaps to divine your life’s purpose, to enhance your creative work, or to meet spirit guides, ancestors, Otherworldly beings, or just the invisible nature spirits dwelling on the other side of the veil.
Before journeying to meet these beings, you must be well grounded, because this is practical work, not mere glamour. You should already have a strong sense of your spiritual path and not be unduly swayed by the beings you encounter. The goal is to travel and return, changed but wiser, and ethically uncompromised.
Where is the Otherworld best found? Tradition tells us to seek for it in liminal spaces: between the land and the water, at the break of day or night, or at dusk, midnight, or dawn. Underground openings—in the recesses of a cave, or in a fairy hill or sidhe mound—are potent entrances to this world. It may also be encountered under the waves, on an island, in a dark forest, on the other side of a waterfall or mist, across a wide open plain, beyond the horizon, at the shore of a lake or pool, or on a mountain peak. Sometimes it can even be glimpsed within a fire.
Once the Otherworld is reached, the visitor finds that it is beyond space and time and free from intellectual limitation. Between the realms of chaos and the ultimate ground of all being, it splits reason to reveal the subconscious architecture of the universal mind.
The ultimate Otherworld journey begins at our own death, and at Samhain we leave out dishes of food and offerings of drink for the ancestors who have already made the trip. As the final voyage approaches, Celts will call upon Manannán Mac Lir, god of the headlands and son of the sea, possessor of the magical crane bag of power—a magical bag containing many physical treasures—to ride across the waves and carry the departed across the ocean swells to the Isles of the Blessed. The crane bag may also be a reference to the ancient Ogham alphabet of the Druids and Bards because the Ogham ciphers could have been suggested by the legs of flying cranes.
There are many ways by which you might know that someone will soon make that journey. You might see their “cowalker” (or fairy double) after the noon hour. A mouse squeaking loudly under the bed, a raven flying over the house, a cock crowing at midnight, and loud ringing in the ears are possible signs. Other death omens include a dog howling at night, shying away from a sick person, or barking three times; a crow or magpie landing on the roof, especially if an owl hoots nearby; the sound of water dripping or of strange knocking; a coffin-shaped coal leaping from the fire; the ticking of the woodworm; the song of a quail; or feathers drifting to the ground.
If you dream of a ship sailing on dry land, or if the ends of a rainbow both fall within a single township, or if, when a sailing man’s pants are washed, they fill with water, a death is near.
Other signs are a bull roaring at night, the appearance of a bird in the house, a meteor, or the cry of the banshee (a fairy woman) who shrieks along the processional route a funeral will take. Someone with “the sight” might see a funeral shroud wrapped around a person. And sometimes a “death candle” is seen—a bright light that illuminates a room in the dead of night, looking like a blue or green luminous mass that rolls as if pushed by an invisible hand.

Herbal Protection in This Realm and Others
According to Celtic tradition, the dead come to visit the living at Samhain, especially in the dark of night. A welcome is extended to these wandering dead by leaving a door open, setting an extra plate of food at the table, and placing an extra seat near the hearth. Candles are lit and placed in windows and doorways to light the way home for departed ancestors.
But it is understood that not all of these ancestors are happy and that some might come to take revenge for slights inflicted upon them in their previous life. Samhain is the time when vengeful ghosts find it easiest to cross the veil and exact retribution. Ghosts are known to seek out and follow those with whom they have a grudge, and if you hear footsteps behind you, it can be deadly to turn around and look to see who is there. If you have to be outside, it is wise to go in disguise so as not to be recognized by vengeful spirits.
But it’s not only ghosts that we need to be shielded from, for who among us has not needed protection from the living from time to time? I vividly remember a Midsummer’s Eve when I decided to do an all-night vigil on top of a hill. I carefully packed a large woven basket with a rattle for singing songs, some food and drink, and a spray of Oak, a tree without which no Druid will perform a ceremony, according to ancient reports. I also donned a navy-blue cape with a large hood.
I climbed the hill in the dark, leaving my car at the base. The first few hours of the vigil passed without incident. Then I heard a crowd of very drunk college-age boys laughing and joking as they wound their way closer and closer. I didn’t think there would be trouble, but when one of them saw me he began to scream, “A witch!” “Get the witch!” they shouted as they moved in my direction with inebriated stumbles.
Now I was becoming scared. I pulled the hood over my face, clutched the Oak branch, and sank into the tall grass. The drunks kept circling around me screaming about “killing the witch,” but they couldn’t find me in the dark. Even though I was just a few feet away, I had become invisible. Finally, they gave up in disgust and careened back down the hillside, and I completed my vigil in peace.


A PRIMER ON HERBAL PREPARATION
Before we foray into the herbs that protect us and help us contact the spirits, let’s talk about the different methods of finding and preparing herbs.
Finding Good-Quality Herbs
You can grow herbs yourself, purchase them from commercial growers, or wild-craft—that is, collect them from the wild. However, there are some considerations to take into account.
First, before you head into the wild to gather plants, make sure of their status in your area. A number of the plants listed in this book are now threatened or endangered due to overharvesting and habitat loss. Keep the following rule in mind: “Walk by the first seven, leave the eighth for the animals, and you may take the ninth.” This practice ensures conservation; there will be enough plants left in the wild to produce seed for the following year, and the creatures of the wild will have the food they depend on.
Because overharvesting of wild populations is such a problem, do not purchase wild-crafted herbs unless you know they are of a species that is very abundant. Instead, purchase commercially grown herbs. Be sure that these herbs are organic, because nonorganic commercially grown herbs tend to be heavily contaminated with pesticides. This is especially true for plants that come from other countries (China, India); imported plants may also be irradiated.

How to Make a Tea
Herbal teas can generally be divided into two categories—infusions and decoctions—depending on which part of the plant is being brewed. The rule of thumb is that flowers and leaves, being more delicate plant parts, are prepared as infusions, while the tougher plant parts, like roots, barks, and seeds, are prepared as decoctions.
	Infusion: Bring water to a boil, pour the hot water over the herbs, cover, and let steep for about 20 minutes.
	Decoction: Combine the water and herbs in a nonaluminum pot, cover tightly, bring to a simmer, and let simmer for about 20 minutes. (Never boil your herbs; they will lose their volatile oils through the steam.)

Whether you’re making an infusion or a decoction, the usual proportions are 2 teaspoons of herbs per cup of water (use a bit more if the herbs are fresh—about 2½ teaspoons). The dose is ¼ cup taken four times a day, not with meals. The idea is to have a small amount of the herb in your system all day.

How to Make a Salve
Put your fresh, wilted, or dry herbs in a nonaluminum pot and add just enough cold-pressed virgin oil (olive oil is the best one for general purposes) to barely cover them. Keep careful track of how much oil you pour into the pot.
Cover the pot, bring the oil to a simmer, and let simmer (do not boil) for at least 20 minutes. Or bring to a simmer and then turn off the heat, repeating that process several times a day for a week, allowing the herbs to steep continuously in the hot oil.
In a separate pot, bring beeswax to the same temperature as the simmering hot oil. Put 3 to 4 tablespoons of hot beeswax per cup of oil used into the pot with the herbs. Stir well and then strain the hot mixture into very clean glass jars or metal tins. Cap tightly and store in a cool, dark place.

How to Make a Poultice
Put fresh herbs into a blender (or pour boiling hot water over dried herbs to make them soft and then put them in the blender). Add just enough water so that you can blend the herbs into a “mush.”
Pour the mush into a bowl and mix in just enough powdered slippery elm bark for the mixture to take on the consistency of pie dough. Lightly knead the mixture into a ball.
Set the ball on a clean cloth. Use a rolling pin or an old bottle to roll it out flat. Apply to the body, laying the flattened herb mixture directly on your skin and wrapping the cloth as needed to hold it in place. Keep the poultice on for 1 hour, then remove it and discard the herb mixture.
Poultices are best applied cold, so try making them ahead of time and freezing them or storing them in the refrigerator before use.

How to Make a Fomentation
A fomentation is like a hot, moist poultice. First, steam or simmer the herbs in a very minimal amount of water until soft. Soak a very clean cloth in the herbal brew and then lay out the hot cloth on a plate. Transfer the cooked herbs to the cloth and fold it to keep the herbs inside. Apply to the body while still warm.

How to Make a Tincture
Pack your herbs into a glass jar and add just enough vodka to barely cover them. (Plain vodka is best, although anything that is at least 80 percent alcohol, such as whiskey, will do in a pinch.) Cap tightly and let steep, shaking the jar periodically (at least a few times a week).
Pay careful attention to your herbs. When the plant matter begins to break down—this can take a just few hours for flowers, a few days for leaves, and a few weeks for roots, barks, berries, or fungi—strain out the liquid. Store the tincture in a dark place or in blue or brown glass bottle. Be sure to put a label on the bottle so you remember what it is!
Adding a few drops of vegetable glycerin to the “mother tincture” (I use about 1 teaspoon per quart) will make the tincture more bioavailable. Vegetable glycerin increases the valency of the herb’s molecules, meaning that each molecule will have more electrons sticking out of it so that the body’s receptors will have an easier time latching on.
The usual dose for tinctures is 20 drops, taken in hot tea or water, three or four times a day. That dose assumes a 150-pound person. Someone who weighs significantly more or less should adjust the dose accordingly; for example, a 75-pound person would get half the usual dose.
Some edible herbs, including Cayenne, Lobelia, Nettles, Dandelion, Violet flower, Chive blossom, and Red Clover, are best tinctured in vinegar rather than vodka. Vinegar tinctures are helpful for children and for people who wish to avoid alcohol. Vinegar tinctures last about two years, while alcohol tinctures last about five years.

Cautions
Many herbs should be avoided by people with a number of medical conditions, like diabetes or high blood pressure, and by people who are taking certain medications, whether over-the-counter or prescription. So, if you have any serious health problems or are taking any medication and you want to try using a particular herb, please check the contraindications for that herb. You can search online for “herb-drug interaction” or use the Natural Medicines Comprehensive Database (naturalmedicines .com). WebMD often has good advice too, and an herbalist or naturopath will be able to give you good guidance as well.
The same holds true if you are pregnant or breastfeeding—check for contraindications before beginning to use an herb. Some herbs can lead to complications in pregnancy, while others are unsafe for infants and can be passed through to them via the mother’s breast milk.
As is the case with most foods and medicines, herbs that are perfectly safe for most people can stimulate a bad reaction in certain individuals. So, if you have never used a particular herb, before diving in, first try a small amount and see how it affects you.
Above all, if I say something is poisonous, I mean it! If an herb is especially dangerous but you’d still like to use it, you can safely partake of it via a homeopathic dilution or flower essence.

Homeopathic Dilutions
Homeopathic remedies are “energy medicines” that go directly
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