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When I was nine or so, I remember distinctly playing with 
a frog in front of my grandmother’s farmhouse, it was late 
summer. Being alone, I decided to bury the frog alive, I 
decided to find out what death was about. It was not out of 
spite or meanness, but logic, like I needed to do it for my 
own good, some higher bidding urged me to. I sadly but 
sternly apologized to the frog, as I hand dug a hole near the 
side of the detached garage. Then I buried him in the rocky 
soil and made a grave display for him out of many larger 
stones and white flowers that I picked from the weeds, a 
frog funeral. I contemplated and mourned. Then the spell 
lifted and I went on my merry way. However, a few weeks or 
a month later, we returned to Grandma’s farm and I waited 
until I was alone again. I wanted to find the frogs skeleton. 
I looked for the spot and had a hard time locating it, my 
stone cairn had fallen and my flowers must have been lost 
to the wind. But I found the spot as best as I could and dug 
around. Alas, there were no bones or remains of a frog. I 
was secretly happy that my frog may have freed himself from 
the grave I had intended for him, and a little disappointed 
that I had no frog bones to play with. I never told anyone 
about the incident, but continued to think about it from 
time to time with wonderment. 

A few years ago I had a dream about burying frogs alive 
around a fire. I did not connect it to the frog funeral until 
almost a year and a half later… the frog or toad bone in 
folklore was a magical tool used by healers, witches and 
horsemen. There were somewhat elaborate rituals involved 
in getting one of the specific bones, the magic toad bone, 
often key shaped. This bone once obtained by traditional 
means, was used in charming and worn on the practitioner 
for life and was never shown to anyone. Though I missed 
acquiring the bone during my young years and my folk 
ritual differed in the finding of it, I have no doubt now that 
somehow my unconscious mind knew what it was doing, 

guided by something larger than just my nine-year-old self. 
This experience is one of many that I have always treasured, 
always kept and carried with me, as my medicine. It is vivid 
and crystal clear, it has provoked much contemplation and 
has resurfaced time and time again- indicating that is was no 
mere random act. 

This example serves to show this: things happen in our lives 
that may take decades to understand and also, sacred infor-
mation comes at the right times. It never comes at the wrong 
times. We do not and cannot know when it will arrive or 
how it will change us. Initiations come in many forms. Many 
of the forms do not involve conscious choices but rather 
involve unseen forces acting upon us. Initiations change us 
and alter the fabric within that transmits memory, time and 
knowledge.  

Cold waters, dead briar, the dark ash tree covered not with 
leaves, but crows. The winter season of initiation, of dedica-
tion, of transformation is upon us. In many ways my favorite 
time of year, the long nights bring about hidden dreams, 
spirit creatures, rustic altars. The edge of winter’s dream has 
wild apple trees with soft spines, snail shells, white quartz 
and elder wood amulets for the apothecary. Take heed to 
the omens and mirrored stories, to the strange songs that 
come from the trees. What is remembered and held sacred 
becomes material for winter’s creations, gestated in the 
darkness, fed by rainwater and starlight. The elements work 
through us at all times, acknowledged or not, recognized or 
not. What initiatory experiences have led you to the deeper 
wells of mystery, to the edges of comfort and borders of the 
common terrain? May the fireside serve to keep you compa-
ny during the long contemplative months ahead. Dreams and 
memories are connected underground, further enhancing 
purpose and time spent walking the ever narrowing path. 
May illumination find quiet footfalls and lonely initiations, 
seen only by spirits and the wind.  
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Western Red Cedar with her graceful draping 
green fronds, they are miniature braided 

tapestries that decorate the forests of the Pacific Northwest. 
Once giants of this land, the Grandmother Cedar is still 
abundant, growing in almost every lowland forest landscape 
amongst Douglas fir and Western Hemlock. Her shredded 
red brown bark turns silver when exposed to the sunlight, 
just as a cedar shake roof will do over time, silver like ocean 
driftwood. When wandering through the enchanted forests 
of this place, it is not uncommon to trip on cedar roots 
and when exposed during the wet season, they are a bright 
magenta color, absolutely striking. The smell when walking 
through a cedar tree circle is pungent, lemony, sharp and 
sweet all at once, lacking the smoky smell of many other 
types of cedar. Botanically speaking, this cedar is in the 
cypress family, not a true cedar at all. 

Red cedar has been called the Mother, the Giver of Life 
by the Native tribes of the misty fern covered lands of the 
Pacific Northwest coast of America. In fact, some Salish 
dialect names for red cedar translate into Long Life Giver, 
Rich Woman Maker and Mother. This is undoubtedly the 
most important tree of the Salish coastal groups. Though 
its habitat includes the Pacific Northwest coast, it has now 
naturalized in Britain, where it was planted as a timber tree. 
Both places have a maritime climate, and Western Red Cedar 
certainly thrives in the rainy places of the world.  

This is a tree that is very close to my heart and one that 
I have strived to work with in my own ways, rather than 
culturally appropriate from the First Nations People. That 
being said, I have a large respect for the work that they 
did historically and continue to do today with this amazing 
tree. What is presented here is still held sacred among the 
peoples of this land, as we must remember that the Pacific 
West Coast was one of the last places to be colonized, 
happening around 165 years ago- not very long at all! One 
can still feel the spirit power when wandering the temperate 
rain forests and rugged coastlines, still finding occasional 
old growth timber that was miraculously spared from the 
logging industry. Some of these practices are still within 
living tradition of the people here. Western Red cedar is a 
community tree- often she grows in circles with other cedars, 
forming groups throughout the forests. She has brought 
healing back to many Native communities who are healing 
their relationship with the land and with their traditions, 
who are healing from the effects of very recent cultural loss 
and monumental change. Western Red Cedar is the Mother 
tree of this place, has always been so and may she remain so.   

The history of the Western red cedar tree is rich, the uses 
of the wood and medicine are well established. Historically 
every part of the red cedar tree was used, ‘from cradle to 
grave’. First and foremost, red cedar was used for making 
the long planks for ‘long houses’ and also for canoes. Water 

journey was essential for the groups of this 
land because of dense forests. Cedar canoes 
were among the most prized possessions among people. 
They were often handed down generation to generation. 
The fact that cedar splits evenly and is rot resistant over 
time makes this the perfect building material for such a 
rainy climate. The oils in the wood are considered anti-
fungal, as are the oils in the fronds. The wood was also 
used to make special bent wood boxes, which were made 
from one long board that was steamed and bent to join 
the ends. This made a perfect box that, with a top and 
bottom fitted, could hold liquids and store foods. The 
trees were used for wood carving and totem poles of the 
Pacific Northwest have been considered some of the most 
beautiful in the world. After all, this is the land of the 
wood carvers, and their imaginative creativity can be seen 
in all aspects of their culture. 

Wood carving was historically done by the men, while 
basket weaving was done by the women. The roots of the 
cedar tree were used to make baskets and the people of 
the Pacific coast are some of the most talented basket 
makers to be found. Some baskets can still be seen in 
museums and they are not only remarkable for their 
beauty, but for their functionality. Different types of 
baskets had different purposes. Baskets are still a big part 
of Native culture as well as basket medicines- supernatural 
powers to aid the women in making incredible baskets. 
The Quileute believed specifically in a wild forest female 
spirit of supernatural power that if caught by a glance, had 
the power to bestow the lucky woman with exceptional 
basket making skills. The shredded cedar bark was used 
to make soft and absorbent fibers for clothing, baskets, 
napkins, padding, mats and other items needed for 
daily living. Pounding and processing the bark was also 
traditionally women’s work. Cedar branches striped of 
leaves was used for rope. For more information about the 
material uses of cedar, see references below. 

Western Red Cedar was and is used ceremonially for 
smudging, bathing, and medicine by many Native tribes. 
Traditionally, the boughs and fronds were used to scour 
the body while bathing and preparing for vision quests, 
rituals, ceremony and hunting. Cedar was thought so 
powerful that it could even be leaned on by one in need 
to gain strength. The wood was used to make shamanic 
soul catchers for ceremony by the Oweekeno tribe and it 
was thought that sleeping under red cedar would promote 
wild dreams by the Thompson tribe. The boughs were 
sometimes slept on to ward off bad spirits and to bring 
luck. The cedar bark was used for coming of age rituals 
for girls and also for protection of pregnant women. The 
Lummi tribe placed the afterbirth on a large cedar stump, 
to assure long life for the baby byway of imitative magic. If 
they wanted the child to be a brave fighter, they would tie 

- Western Red Cedar - 
Thuja plicata- Grandmother of the Pacific Northwest
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the afterbirth in the high cedar boughs. The bark was made 
into many types of ceremonial adornments by many tribes, 
often incorporating other elements, such as trade beads, 
shells or feathers. 

Among the Kwakiutl tribe, if one was thought to be 
bewitched, one was rubbed with the soft worked cedar bark, 
the bark then being divided into four bundles which were 
then buried one each in front of a house where it would be 
stepped over, transferring the bewitchment to the cedar 
bark. Another transference rite that involved healing: the 
soft shredded cedar bark that contained some sort of blood, 
saliva or waste of the sick person was to be divided into four 
bundles and placed in four pieces of copper. The copper 
was folded over and hammered closed and then the bundles 
where driven into the trunk of a grave tree that contained 
twins. Sometimes the cedar bark of one who was sick and 
spitting blood would be saved until a whale appeared off 
shore. A friend of the sick person would take the bloody 
bark to the whale in a canoe and ask it to remove the illness, 
leaving the bark behind in the waters. 

This tree, like other evergreens, had a connection with the 
dead. The house or area of a person just deceased was swept 
with a singed cedar broom to cleanse the space. Fresh buds 
were chewed to help avoid nausea while burying the dead 
by the Lummi tribe. The Skagit tribe would burn the boughs 
and fronds of Western Red cedar at night and bring them 
through the house where one had died, to scare away the 
ghost of the deceased. 

The fronds or branches were and are the parts used 
medicinally. By the Bella Coola tribe, an infusion of the 
fronds was used externally for rheumatism, pains, swellings, 
for heart trouble and respiratory troubles by pounding the 
tips with candlefish grease, and for a swollen neck (possibly 
glands). It was also used for venereal sores, as a hair wash 
for dandruff or scalp ‘germs’. A decoction of the buds was 
gargled by the Skokomish tribe for sore throats. In general, 
it was taken internally for colds, diarrhea, and coughs, by 
many tribes but an infusion of the boughs in large dose 
was considered poisonous.  The infusion was used in the 
sweathouse as a tonic by the Okanagan-Colville tribe. 
Pounded tips mixed with grease were applied externally 
for stomach pains and to the chest for bronchitis. Green 
buds were chewed for toothaches and for sore lungs by 
the Cowlitz tribe. Chewed inner bark was used to bring on 
menstruation by the Chehalis tribe. The bark strips were 
used in physical way for bandages by many tribes, to hold 
poultices and for a tourniquet to stop blood flow. 

Cedar is certainly seen as a nourishing and loving presence in 
the forest by many in the area, many of my students over the 
years have powerful experiences just sitting with Western 
Red Cedar. Many are moved to tears when relaying their 
experiences. It is quite astounding how many times I have 
seen this, people feeling held, comforted, nourished and 
welcomed by this tree. I too have had this experience, but I 
also have seen and experienced a darker side to Western Red 
Cedar. She is very present for underworld experiences and a 
great protector in this realm. 

The fronds can be harvested sometime in August, when the 
oils are the strongest. I personally recommend external use 
only with this tree. It is very warming and aromatic, the oils 
can be toxic if taken internally in careless amounts, either in 
tincture form or in teas. The fronds can be bound and made 
into a smudge wand, as suggested below. This tree adds its 
lovely fragrance to steams for the lungs, baths and footbaths. 
It is very helpful for lung troubles, coughs, cold and the like. 
Western red Cedar is also indicated for feeling cold, damp 
and sluggish in the bones.  To use it in a bath, take the fresh 
or dried fronds, cut them coarsely and bring to boil on the 
stove top, using about 1- 2 cups of material depending on 
the strength desired. Boil briefly and let steep 20 minutes, 
then strain directly into the bath tub or foot basin. For a 
steam, use dried fronds only and less material. After it is 
brought to a boil take it off the heat and sit with a towel 
over the head to inhale. 

 As it is an antimicrobial plant, the fronds can be infused 
into oil or fat for using in salves. It is applicable in a chest 
rub for coughs and colds, also for lymphatic drainage 
and stimulation. It is also helpful in antimicrobial salves, 
specifically anti-fungal salves for nail fungus and warts. As a 
strong tea it makes an excellent wound wash and rinse.  

Many thanks to this Mother tree of the great Pacific 
Northwest forests, her home a place like none on this 
earth, her red roots connected to the fire and magic of the 
underworld, her boughs that bring healing medicine and 
smoke to her people. May she always thrive and offer her 
abundance to these lands, to the people and the ghosts 
who dwell here, may the ancestors of this place enjoy her 
invisible offerings evermore. 

Western Red Smudge Bundle- 

To make smudge bundles from Western Red Cedar (or any 
aromatic plant) harvest the fronds and cut them into roughly 
similar lengths when taking off the branches. Let sit for 
three days to lightly wilt and lose some water, but not to dry 
out completely. Then use wool thread and line up all of the 
bottom tips. Start by wrapping tightly many times around 
the bottom and when secure, wind the thread, as tight as 
can be done without breaking, up the ‘wand’. When at the 
tip, wind the tread tightly back down to the holding point 
and tie off. Let it then dry for about a month out in the open. 
Now it is ready for use. When burning, hold over some sort 
of fireproof dish, as hot ashes will fall. Store wrapped in 
cloth in a drawer. Western Red Cedar can be hard to keep 
going and may need constant relighting. Use for burning 
in the homes of one who is passing on and after death has 
taken place. Use for protection and cleansing and after 
bathing.   

Cedar Tip Solar Infused Oil

This oil can be used in chest rubs or as a massage oil for 
tired muscles- or just use after a bath for invigoration. After 
making appropriate offerings, gather cedar fronds, let them 
sit overnight by spreading them out on opened paper bags 
or flat baskets. Use a scissors to snip them small and place 
them in a clear glass jar and cover them with olive oil. Cap 
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the jar and store either in a sunny window or near a woodstove, keeping them warm but not hot. Shake gently once per day. Strain 
after a month and store in bottles in a dark cupboard. 

References: Native American Medicinal Plants, Daniel Moerman, 2009; The Earths Blanket, Nancy Turner, 2005; The People of 
Cascadia, Heidi Bohan, 2009; Ethnobotany of Western Washington , Erna Gunther, 1973; Cedar, Hilary Stewart, 1984

-Up Coming Classes & Offerings-

assignments based on what we do in class, along with the 
gathering of special items for certain activities. We focus 
on developing spirit communications and relation through 
simple ritual and writing, while simultaneously learning 
plant/ nature stories and the symbolism behind it all.  You 
will ultimately find your own ritual ways, honoring spirits 
and nature throughout the seasons with understanding, 
confidence and integrity.  

Held on a small homestead in Shelton, 30 minutes north 
of Olympia. Class is every other Saturday from 11-7. 
Cost is $100 per class or roughly $200 per month. Three 
month minimum commitment is required. Go to  
www.maplemistwood.com and click on ‘Folk Magic’ for 
more information. You can see the entire month to month 
curriculum online. To Register: Contact Corinne at  
corinne@maplemistwood.com Please email me with any 
questions.

An Herbal Apprenticeship 
Join a small group of people for weekly classes that focus 
on wild-crafting and medicine making. Held at a beautiful 
small farm in Shelton, we meet for an entire year, focusing 
on the seasonal availability of wild plants. We hand-craft 
small batches of plant medicine and learn how to use plants 
for common ailments. You will learn the folklore and the 
traditions of the plants that have been handed down to 
us throughout history. You will begin by creating a home 
apothecary and as the season progresses you will fill your 
shelves and bottles with beautiful high quality medicines 
for yourself, family and friends. We spend time in the field, 
forest and in the kitchen. There are weekly homework 
assignments, and each student develops a plant journal full 
of details and recipes about the plants. This is a hands-on-
series with the goal that each student finishes with an in 
depth understanding of many medicinal plants in the local 
area.

Held on a small homestead in Shelton. 30 minutes north of 
Olympia. Classes are from 10-2, Thursday OR Friday. Cost is 
$50 per class, about $200 per month. Three month minimum 
commitment is required. Go to www.maplemistwood.com 
and click on ‘Herbal Apprenticeship’ for more information. 
You can see the entire month to month curriculum online. 
To Register: Contact Corinne at    
corinne@maplemistwood.com Please email me with any 
questions.

Folk Medicine of the Forest
This is a new program designed for folks that work during 
the week and have limited funds or schedules, but still want 
to learn about uses of the wild plants of the local low land 
forests. There is no time commitment involved, so folks can 
take whatever classes fit their budget and schedule. Our 
time together will be spent focusing on a particular plant or 
group of plants. We will be outside and go on a plant walk 
for every class to learn about the plant involved, handouts 
with traditions and folklore are included. While we do not 
have the time to make medicines or harvest plants, you will 
learn to identify them and many others of the forest and 
harvesting techniques will be explained and demonstrated. 
Practical uses will be emphasized, including first aid 
applications. 
The first four classes and dates are as follows: 
January 30- Cottonwood Tree
February 13-Alder Tree
March 12-Willow Tree 
April 9- Wild Violet 

Other plants that will be covered include: May- Springtime 
Berry Leaves, June- Forest Rose, July -Wild Ginger, August- 
Western Red Cedar, September- Elder Tree, October- Native 
Blackberry Root, November- Oregon Grape Root, December- 
Conifer Trees. 

Held on a small homestead in Shelton, 30 minutes north of 
Olympia. Class is one Saturday per month from 10-1. Cost is 
$50 per class. Each class needs to be paid in full in advance, 
the fee is non-refundable if you cancel.  Space is limited. To 
Register: Contact Corinne at corinne@maplemistwood.com 
Please email me with any questions

Folk Magic Program
This is a program based on folk magic, tree and plant lore, 
history and old healing ways.  It is specifically inspired 
by the ways of wise women (and men) that come to us 
from the past 500 years and beyond- healers, mystics and 
magic makers. This is an extremely unique offering that 
helps us integrate the Wise Woman archetype into daily 
life. This program has weekly meetings to provide support 
and practice, while exploring many essential concepts 
relating to the ‘Old Witches Path’. It really can be thought 
of as a personal journey. We look to the rustic simplicity 
of folk magic, the seasonal year and the importance of 
the enchanted spirit world. There are weekly homework 
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Midwinter Traditions
The ancient celebration of the winter solstice marks the 
turning point where the dark half of the year transforms 
into the light.  For ancient cultures, when people where 
intimately aware of the sky, the stars, the sun and the 
moon, this was the time to make offerings to the 
sun in the hope for the return of the light. This 
was also the time to burn large outdoors 
fires to protect the lands from evil powers. 
There are ancient stone structures that 
were designed to catch the rays of light 
from the sun at the darkest time of year. 
They can be called ‘chambers of the sun’. 
To quote John Matthews in his book ‘The 
Winter Solstice’ 1997

“Throughout Northern Europe a huge 
number of prehistoric and Neolithic sacred 
sites are oriented to capture the rays of the 
sun and moon at certain points in the year – 
these generally coincide with either the solstices or 
the equinoxes, which mark the subdivision of the year into 
quarters. The most famous of these sites is New Grange in 
Ireland, as its original name, An Liamh Greine, the “Cave of 
the Sun” testifies. For about a week before and after the 
Winter Solstice, the light from the rising sun passes through 
a narrow slot above the doorway and sweeps down the 80 
foot-long passage way into the heart of the central chamber. 
Striking the back, it illuminates a series of intricately carved 
spirals and solar discs. For approximately seventeen minutes 
the light illuminates the chamber, then slowly retreats until 
all is dark again…” 

To imagine such a shrine to the sun during the darkest 
nights evokes a magical feeling, one that surpasses all 
cultural knowledge, something that stirs in the depths of the 
soul. Matthews writes on to say that this phenomenon is not 
only found in Europe, but also in pre classical parts of the 
Mediterranean, places in Australia, North and South America, 
and in Egypt- they had their chambers of the sun as well. 
This is truly the ancient symbology behind our Christmas 
holiday and festivities, welcoming and celebrating the return 
of the suns light. 

The word solstice comes from the Latin sol stetit, meaning 
‘sun stands still’. When looking into the history and 
traditions from our modern day Christmas, we must consider 
many cultural influences, with the returning of the suns 
light being the basis of this holiday. I will leave the detailed 
analysis to religious historians, but I want to mention 
some significant influences, before we look at traditions 
and symbols that are important. The ancient festival called 
‘Saturnalia’ was celebrated during midwinter time by the 
Romans, from roughly the second century BC into the fourth 
century AD. This was to honor the deity Saturn, who was a 
God of agriculture, peace and plenty. The day of the week 

‘Saturday’ and the planet Saturn are both named after this 
old God. The festival was based around celebration, fun and 
gift giving, and is thought to be the basis for our modern 

day gift giving. The dates that this festival was celebrated 
were from Dec 17th to Dec 24th. People celebrated 

by feasting, drinking, gambling and by closing 
schools and law courts. A young pig was 

sacrificed in a temple; gifts were exchanged, 
including tallow candles and terracotta 
dolls, which may have signified both 
eternal light and human sacrifice from 
even earlier times.

The birth of Jesus Christ was not assigned 
by the church father to the day Dec 25th 

until the fourth century AD, 400 years later. 
The day that we all think of as the birth of 

Christ was only a representation, not a reality 
of his birth. The date chosen was borrowed from 

a Roman midwinter festival. The day of December 25 
was called the Dies Natalis Solis Invictus in Roman tradition, 
which meant Day of the Birth of the Undefeated Sun. Other 
sun gods known to have been born or reborn around the 
time of the midwinter solstice include the Greek god Apollo, 
the middle eastern god Mithras, the Egyptian God Osiris, the 
Germanic God Baldur and the Welsh child god Mabon- there 
are others as well. We can sense the pattern here: a male 
deity born around the winter solstice from a divine feminine 
spirit. 

Santa Clause, Father Christmas and Saint Nicholas

Saint Nicholas was a gift giving bishop, born to wealthy 
parents during the 3rd century AD. This is certainly one of 
the main influences of our ‘Santa Clause’. The word Santa 
comes from the word ‘Saint’. In the countries of Austria, 
Germany, Switzerland, Belgium and Holland, St. Nicholas 
day December 6th was the original gift giving day and only 
in more recent times, did December 25 become a gift 
exchanging date in these countries. In some places, Santa 
Clause is not the gift giver at all, as in France where presents 
are given on New Year’s day, associated with the word 
entrennes and meaning ‘green branches’ an in Sicily, where 
the gift giver is an old woman, Strina. 

Some scholars actually think that Santa Clauses older 
origins are that of a shaman. Because both All Hallows Eve 
and the winter solstice represent auspicious times of the 
year shrouded by darkness, divination charms and fortune 
telling were part of the older customs. It is thought by 
some researchers that the job of ‘Santa’ was not originally 
gift giving, but prophecy giving and that all of the symbols 
associated with him have meaning in this context. The 
bells on the reindeer are associated with magic being noise 
makers to frighten off evil spirits, the smoke from his pipe 
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being a protective blend of herbs to also ward off evil spirits. 
The colors on red and white of his robes are both important 
to traditional shamans, white symbolizing purity, death and 
the spirit world and red symbolizing sacred blood and fire. 
The reindeers that fly through the sky can be compared to 
spiritual travel, throughout time and place. Remember that 
reindeer were a very important animal to those in Lapland 
and Siberia, both places where the shaman was a crucial 
figure in spiritual life. 

There was a book written about 200 years ago, in early 
Victorian times that helped depict what has become the 
modern Santa Clause. It took place in NY City and described 
Santa riding over rooftops in his sleigh and bringing gifts 
to good children. Another children’s book written 20 years 
later, in about 1821, describes his red and white robes and 
big sack of toys. The Victorian times did much to bring to 
us our imagery of the modern Santa clause. In 1822, The 
Night Before Christmas was written by Clement  C Moore 
and is the classic Santa story and most of us 
know some of it by heart. “His eyes how they 
twinkled, his dimples, how merry! His cheeks 
were like roses, his nose like a cherry!” And so 
on… The concept of Santa’s workshop full of 
elves and the North Pole location came from 
the 1850’s and 1860’s due to other popular 
writers of the time. 

Christmas Trees and Greenery

It’s true for many of us that Christmas would 
not be the same without a decorated Christmas 
tree. We all probably have memories of the 
smell of spruce and fir in our living rooms, 
and being in the dark with the illuminated 
tree was special and memorable. Certain 
evergreen plants and trees have associations 
with our Christmas holiday from older times. 
Decorating the house with greenery, evergreen 
boughs, comes from the early Roman festivals. 
The Christmas tree itself is supposed to have 
Germanic origins. There was an anonymous 
German author who first wrote of the 
Christmas tree in 1605 “At Christmas they 
setup fir trees in the parlors at Strasbourg and 
had there on roses cut out of many colored 
paper, apples, wafers, gold foil, sweets, etc…”

It is thought that the use of the decorated Christmas tree 
slowly caught on until its widespread acceptance after 1840, 
thanks to Queen Victoria and Prince Albert bringing a tree 
to Balmoral, UK. The popularity of the Christmas tree spread 
throughout Europe during Victorian times and over to the 
United states as well. Evergreen boughs, mistletoe, bay, 
rosemary, ivy, holly, and evergreen trees are all associated 
with immortality. Their ability to remain green throughout 
the deep cold winters speaks to this. In America it is easy 
to take Christmas greenery for granted, with plastic sprigs 
of holly and wreaths decorated with gold glitter balls. The 
deeper symbology however is old and beautiful. With trees 
being worshipped by ancient cultures it is no wonder that 

a tradition was carried on to bring the tree indoors and 
decorate it with lights, originally candles and ornaments. 
Certain Sacred trees throughout time have been long 
adorned by bits of cloth, hair, and money as ornaments. This 
is a way to bring the tree into the home and hearth, and 
honor it thus by decoration. 

Smoke and Protection During the Darkest Nights

The familiar Christmas carol tells of the 12 days of Christmas 
– these days were historically from Dec 24 to Jan 6, actually 
14 days, including Christmas Eve December 24 or Epiphany 
Jan 6th. These days were based on the Christian calendar 
and often all 12 days are celebrated with different customs, 
some honoring saints. Mother Holda in Germanic belief 
rules during this time of year, as she was a winter nature 
spirit associated with women’s work and spinning. It was 
believed that the dead walked the earth during these 
dark days and Mother Holda was connected to both the 

paths of the dead as well as the newborn 
souls entering this world. There were beliefs 
that surround protection around these dark 
nights and one way to do this was to smudge 
regularly with incense and herbs. Smoke acts 
to purify the space and energy and has been 
used for thousands of years to do such. It is 
an especially important time of year to burn 
candles, burn evergreens and sacred resins, 
such as frankincense and myrrh- fire’s power 
protects. Here are few recipes specific to this 
time of year, both taken from Pagan Christmas, 
Christian Ratsch & Claudia Muller-Ebeling, 
2003. 

Christmas Incense – adapted freely from a 
recipe by Hildegard von Bingen

‘3 parts frankincense; 2 parts myrrh; 1 part 
cinnamon; 1 part mace; ½ part clove buds(also 
add cedar fronds, it is incredible) 

Thoroughly grind together in a mortar and 
pestle in very small parts. Place by teaspoonful 
on the smoking coals. A Christmas scent will 
soon follow.’ 

Nine-Herb Incense for Smudging Nights

‘Old Germanic plant magic consists of the following herbs: 
Elecampane, hemp, agrimony, mugwort, southern wood, 
wormwood, ladies bedstraw, bittersweet, tansy. 

Collect blossoms from these nine herbs and mix them 
together in equal parts. You may also add juniper berries and 
frankincense. ‘

Yule

The name ‘Yule’ comes from a Saxon word meaning “wheel.” 
The ceremony of burning the Yule log is thought to have 
come from the Norse celebration of midwinter, which lasted 
for around 2 weeks. This was a festival that included animal 
sacrifice, possibly even human sacrifice during early times. It 
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makes sense that the Yule log tradition has old Scandinavian 
and Germanic roots that reached England through the Anglo 
Saxon invasion and the Viking conquests throughout the 
ages, hence why there is much Yule log lore associated with 
England. 

The Yule log is a reminder of the importance of fire during 
this cold and dark time. The tradition of burning the Yule 
log is continued throughout some parts of Europe and 
the United States. The Yule log was traditionally cut on 
Christmas eve, brought indoors, kindled and burned, with a 
part of the log being saved to kindle the Yule log fire next 
year. This act was supposed to ensure a positive year for the 
household. The original Yule log was thought to be made 
from the ash tree(southern tradition) or birch tree(northern 
tradition). Divination games were played in Wales by 
watching the shadows on the wall made by the Yule log, 
indicating who would die within the following year. Also, 
the log of ash could be wrapped with green willow, hazel 
or ash bands and interpreted for omens as they popped and 
snapped and the shadows on the wall. 

The Yule log was called Cailleach Nollich in the Scottish 
Highlands, which means the ‘Christmas Old Wife’. This may 
have to do with another feminine winter nature spirit called 
Cailleach, who was the Queen of Winter, who’s staff froze 
the ground, as she herded deer and fought with spring. 
The Yule log was symbolic of a (tree) sacrifice to the old 
vegetation spirits who took care of the fertility and the 
land during the seasonal year. In Penistone England, ashes 
from the Yule log were kept and scattered in the cellar to 
keep witches away and to bring good luck to the house. In 
Somerset England they were put in the cow barn to bring 
luck to the calving season throughout the year. It was of 
upmost importance to save a piece of the burned Yule log 
to ignite the Yule fires for the following year, that way luck 
was carried year to year.  In parts of France and England, the 
charred remains of the Yule log were kept under the bed as 
a protective talisman, keeping the house from both fire and 
lightning. 

During the beauty of winter, may we celebrate the return of 
the light in our own way. Decorate your alter with evergreen 
boughs, holly, ivy, and American mistletoe, if you can find it. 
Burn beeswax candles and smudge a deeply perfumed smoke 
often. Take time to prepare family recipes and share food 
with loved ones. Drink good wine and listen to the sacred 
silence, let it give you the inspiration that you need to come 
through winters doorway, into the cold pool of creative 
waters. Say gratitude’s to the evergreen trees that stand 
immortal in our forests. Practice divinations near midnight 
on Christmas Eve, to foretell the events of the upcoming 
year. Bring offerings to the birds and animals and leave them 
in the woods – seeds, nuts, dried fruits, honey, breadcrumbs, 
bits of fat… many thanks to the symbolic sacrificial animals 
who fed our ancestors through the winter, so that we may 
now be present. Many thanks to the Wild Hunt of the last 
Fairy race that still roams the deep woods and forests. Many 
thanks to the glorious season of darkness and the sun’s light 
reborn. 

References- 

Yule, Beltane and Halloween Festivals – James Napier; Pagan 
Christmas – Christian Ratsch & Claudia Muller-Ebeling, 
2003; The Winter Solstice – John Matthews, 1997; Elseviers 
Dictionary of Plant Lore – DC Watts, 2004;    
www.wikipedia.com; The Pagan Book of Days, Nigel Pennick, 
1992

Some of my herbal recipes for Midwinter’s dark….  

Yuletide Spruce Tea

This tea is delightful and warming for the festivities of the 
longest night of the year or thereabouts. All dried, combine 
and decoct for five minutes, then steeping and additional 
twenty. 

1 cup Elder flowers 

1 cup Calendula flowers (packed)

1/3 cup Spruce tips, broken up

¼ cup rosehips

2 T Orange peel and Cinnamon chips, each

Pinch of Saffron

Hildegards Midwinter Incense- Taken from Hill Botanical

Red cedar fronds, cinnamon chips, whole cloves, myrrh and 
frankincense resin, burn on coals from a fire in a metal/cast 
iron container lined with sand or salt, or burn on a hot cast 
iron pan. My absolute favorite winter incense. 

Maple Mist Mulled Wine-

For rainy dark nights shared with loved ones and spirits 
both- in a pot on the stove, combine: One Bottle of blackber-
ry wine (best homemade, however this can be bought from 
higher end grocery stores), ¼ cup dried black elderberries, 
¼ cup dried Douglas Fir tips, small handful of dried red alder 
twigs with buds, one vanilla bean cut up small, 1 Tablespoon 
cinnamon chips or a broken up stick, and a dollop of maple 
syrup. Warm to combine, do not boil. Take off the heat 
and let steep for at least 15 minutes, the longer the better. 
Rewarm briefly before drinking.  

Protective Forest Powder

During this dark time of year, extra protection is needed. 
On the full moon in December before sunset, harvest leaves 
from a wild holly tree in berry, spruce needles, cedar fronds 
and three hawthorn spikes, all with appropriate offerings 
and prayers to the trees. Also, harvest earth from the roots 
of the hazel tree, the alder tree and the big leaf maple. Dry 
the green foliage and grind to a powder. Likewise dry the 
earth’s out and grind them as well, with a mortar and pestle. 
Combine in a small earthenware vessel with the three haw-
thorn spikes pointed upwards. Pass this vessel over the flame 
of a candle nine times and envision the protection of the 
forest trees surrounding you. Use this powder for sprinkling 
around your home and sleeping quarters for protection from 
nightmares, intruders, ill-wishers and wear some in a pouch 
for protection from bad energy. It is also health promoting 
when worn as an amuletic substance. 
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