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‘Knowing another is endless. The thing to be known grows with the knowing’

NAN SHEPHERD
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Introduction

One evening, in the late dusk, I am walking home. The shapes of the houses slope away from the road, which is full of a darkly honeyed light. The sun has gone, but it has left behind its glow. Quiet, in soft shoes, I move like a shadow past the neatly kept gardens. I am there, but almost not there. 

Something trots along behind me and I turn, presuming that it’s a small dog, and that behind it will be the owner. The street is empty of people, though, and what is running along behind me, close enough that I could reach down and touch it, is a little fox. It might be unwell. Hungry. It is certainly behaving strangely, even for a city fox: none of the usual bent-nose wariness in its gait. But it looks well enough, coat glossy, tail full, ears whole. 

I keep my pace, and it keeps its pace. I am a little frightened that it will bite me, but it’s so pretty, and the whole thing is so unusual, that I move past that fear, just. In a low voice, I speak: ask it how it is, what it is doing, is it off to the park that lies behind my house, has it brought me a message – no, of course not – has it had a good day? The sort of questions, largely, that you might ask a colleague, or someone you found yourself sitting next to on a train. It doesn’t reply, but keeps to the shadow of the wall, just behind my heels. It isn’t hurrying me up, but it isn’t letting me slow down, either. 

When I turn into my street, we turn together. I wonder if it comes this way to reach the railway bridge? Surely, it could just slip through the park fence instead. It is lovely, and in the low light it seems to glow, feral and strange. It looks as if it has stepped out of a story, but of course the streets belong to it as much as me, and it is no myth, all burnished fur and elegant nose. I reach my house, and half expect it to come down the path toward me, to be let in for supper. But it doesn’t. It sits at my gate and looks at me, until I unlock my door. I won’t be able to see it once I’m inside, but I can still feel its attention through the front door. I stand behind the door’s reassuring solidity for a moment, and breathe. I have been scared, I realise – I am not used to encountering foxes that want to be close to me. Outside, everything on the street is quiet. 

I ask everyone about this. Is this a regular thing? Have other people seen this fox? Nobody else has. Evenings for the next few weeks are spent looking to see if the fox is local, if he’s loitering in the park or by the station. Of course, I never see him again. I tell someone at my office, who looks at me over their coffee cup. ‘You know why these things happen to you, don’t you?’ he asks me. ‘It’s because you’re a witch.’ Just like that, matter-of-fact, casually, before he turns back to his work. He’s being entirely serious, no hint of a wind-up, and I’m so flabbergasted that my mouth won’t work to form a witty response. I am twenty-one years old, and this is the first time anyone has ever called me a witch.

This is the first time anyone has noticed. And it isn’t a slur, it isn’t an accusation, it isn’t even a question. Just an observation: the idea of me that makes the most sense to him. He’s right, as well. I am a witch. Or rather, I’m something, at this point. Witch-adjacent. 
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Back then, I composed elaborate rituals in scraps of London forest. I found myself muttering little spell-rhymes, or whatever they were, when I felt vulnerable walking along. My cupboard was full of strange things that my housemates regarded with suspicion, especially if I offered them help with their problems – cloves for protection, oak leaves for wisdom – and I composed things into bunches, and hung them about the house. There were lots of other words for what I was, other than witch: eccentric, a bit of a hippy, maybe, though at the time I had a corporate London job. I didn’t have a coven, or any velvet robes. I didn’t have an altar, or much sense of a goddess, or any idea at all about what I was doing with any of it – or even, really, what ‘it’ was. Certainly, I assumed that most of my behaviours were fairly normal, for people who grew up with Buffy and Harry Potter – didn’t we all just … implicitly believe in magic? Wasn’t all of this just a sort of extended playing, a refusal to put aside childish things? 

That colleague left the company shortly after his remark, about a year before I did. We weren’t particularly friendly, and I doubt he’d remember what he’d said. But I took it entirely to heart, went home and thought about it, lying in bed. That was what I was, I realised. Or at least, that was one name for something that I felt, a set of things I was doing, the way I wanted to be in the world. Not only was there a name for it, but I could use it, if I wanted. It was a gift, that comment: the complex gift of someone else perceiving in us something we have not yet perceived ourselves. It felt shocking, or maybe a bit exposing, but it was something I hadn’t known I needed to hear. 

Men accusing women of being witches is, historically, a pretty bad situation, and I felt a bit embarrassed that I hadn’t hit on what I was by myself. But the important thing, really, is not where the idea came from, it’s that it came at all; that I realised something about myself, some way of talking about what I did and believed, that made sense.
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So perhaps you are here, holding this book, because you are a witch, either newly, or of many years’ practice. Perhaps you aren’t. Perhaps you aren’t sure, yet. Maybe you played at witchcraft when you were younger, and believed that the world would listen to you if you spoke. It might be the case that you keep finding yourself drawn to the sea, again, or desperate to go among the hills. Perhaps you sit in the park and look at the daisies, hopeless and ragged among the grass, and you sometimes want to cry. Or you don’t, until you see that there’s sunset as well, all red-fingered, turning the plane trees into beacons of gold, and the whole world feels good, and big, and right up against you, threatening to engulf and overwhelm you entirely. Equally, perhaps that never happens. The world continues along, in all of its constant, outrageous beauty, and you largely nod, and go back to what you were doing, like an uninterested uncle being shown flowers by a young ward. But then, perhaps, you’d like to feel a different set of things instead. A little bit of magic. To go out into the world and maybe find it to be different from what you’d expected. To, possibly, look at it askew, askance, curiously. 

Witchcraft starts happening when our bodies come right up to the edge of their sensory and linguistic abilities and life keeps going anyway. It happens when we realise that we cannot, truly, describe the way the flowers smelled one night on our holiday, but that we can hold the scent inside us, can conjure it back. When we try to describe the way geranium petals hold the light of the day inside them until the last second of dusk, seem somehow lambent in their redness, as if they could, single-handed, stop the night from happening, and realise that we can’t. Not even if we were biologists, and could describe the mechanism; or poets, and could wax lyrical; or photographers, with extraordinary lenses, we could never actually, properly, fully and entirely convey to anyone else the experience that we had watching it happen. The edges of language are sharp, and pervert our meanings sideways. What the edges tell us, if we listen to them, is that there are experiences we can have that we cannot talk about using normal means, or at least not satisfactorily. These are experiences not just of our single personhood, but also of relation. They are experiences of the world, in the world; they are experiences where flowers reach their light right out into our eyes. They are experiences where we feel as if we are full of holes, as if the world can come not only close against us, but can actually enter right into us, so that we are as shot through with it as if we were Saint Sebastian, and the world arrows. The world does this: demonstrates, occasionally, that it isn’t just connected to us, isn’t a network in which we are one distant, autonomous node. Rather, it is us. We are, then, overpowered by it, entered by it and transformed. And in the same way, we enter the world, daily, and transform it, for better or for worse. Every time we act, every time we think, even, we are shaping the world and it is shaping us, and there is no escape from either. Understanding those encounters is the job of witchcraft. Learning how to enter into them, how to court them, how to cause them: that is magic. 

Magic happens in all those moments when the world and you aren’t separated any longer by any sort of barrier, be it the brain or the body. Magic, for me, is comparable to the strange phenomenon of blood-temperature weather: when, in summer, the air is the same temperature as the blood inside your body (37 degrees Celsius). Being from the UK, this is a comparatively rare experience, and so loses none of its strangeness in repetition. You probably know what I mean. This temperature gives you the feeling, when you leave whatever building you are in and step outside, that the edges of your skin have evaporated. The air is still, and the temperature – well, the temperature is exactly the same as the temperature that you are, there is no perceptible difference at all. It feels as if you’ve simply gone out without your skin on. As if the world is right there, entering right into you, and you into it, entirely. Magic is, for me, the equivalent of that feeling. It is the practice of removing any barriers that exist between myself and the absolute, total apprehension of the world through my body. That kind of weather makes me feel alive, excited, as if I could lift my heels off the pavement and just fly away. They are wonderful days, those days, when I feel weightless, but entirely comfortable. No resistance, nothing pressing against me, reminding me of my body. Just … potential. I am made of energy, of the networked big wide world. 

And when I do magic, it is the same. It is a stepping into awareness of connection, a tuning into that same feeling. There’s nothing stranger, or more lovely. As such, magic is a difficult thing to talk about. Witchcraft is, among other things, a good container for trying to communicate these difficult-to-talk-about experiences. We aren’t sure how else to articulate them, so we use metaphor, metaphysics, magic. And I truly believe they are magic, that magic is exactly those experiences. By showing other people how to have them, we can all experience this magic, can learn how to control it, and can enter into the world on these terms. Witchcraft is, I believe, the practice of entering into relation with the world, of exerting your will in it and among it, and learning how to work with it in ways that are fruitful for yourself and the world. 
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What follows, then, is an account of one year attempting to do this. I am a long-standing practitioner of magic – mostly of this wild, strange kind. I am also a keen forager, and maker of all sorts of what my mum would fondly term ‘nonsense’, from tinctures and syrups to herbal preparations for use in spells. I also love the natural world, and have an academic background in the relationship between words and the environment. These various practices come together to be what I would call ‘witchcraft’, which for me is practical, spiritual, academic, magical and intuitive, all bundled up in one. Using the months of the year as a starting point, I want to share the curious magic of the world, the way it shimmers and changes if you walk through it as a witch, with your eyes open. And of course, that cannot happen in isolation. I am fascinated by everyone who has attempted, deliberately, to lead similar lives before, from magic practitioners to nature writers, from gardeners to philosophers. There is magic everywhere, and finding it in unusual places is vital, because it makes me feel that, under all the ordinariness of the world, there are bright constellations of people who understand, who see the world in all its vivid detail. 

It is also important, I think, that we listen to the voices of those who were aligned with, or engaged in, witchcraft practices throughout history: from the accused witches who were victims of the European and American witch trials, which took place from around 1329–1750, and the austere occultists of the Renaissance, to more recent practitioners such as the Wiccan revivalists of the 1940–50s, and the free-love witches of the 1960s and 1970s. It is only by examining their writings and lives that we can get a sense of who we are as witches in this contemporary era, when we can walk into shops and buy scrying mirrors and nobody will bat an eye. When we can ask about star signs and telephone mediums, and have beautiful occult symbols tattooed on ourselves.This freedom is hard-won and grudgingly afforded, and it deserves celebration. 

But magic also, in all its beguiling aesthetic aspects, needs to be tempered by a little knowledge, by the cultivation of something deeper than the occasional coloured candle and the occasional broad-brimmed, fetching black hat. Because witchcraft is a way of thinking with the planet, it is a way of thinking into the world, in order to change it. It harnesses all of the deep, good, vital parts of yourself. Witchcraft has been used in political action, to stand against systems of power, to protect rainforests and fight for women’s rights. It has been used to attempt to overthrow dictators, and to stem ecological disaster. It has power, and practical application. It is also, straightforwardly, pleasurable. There is nothing lovelier than the little nudge in your worldview that pulls you toward witchcraft, that opens the world up to you, and you up to it. It’s hard to love a world you’re closed off from, and maintaining distance is often easier than embracing radical, extraordinary care for all that surrounds us. Witches are dwellers in the world as it is, but it can be a challenge to train ourselves to see it. We’d like to do our magic in beautiful places: in green fields, by clear rivers, in lovely cottages, all stone and roses round the door. But the world is full of municipal buses, and drying greens, and scrubby grass that’s been kicked up by football boots. It’s full of squirrels eating spring bulbs, and broken bottles on pavements, and uncollected Christmas trees, and dog shit. It’s full of seagulls, and crumbling flats, and expensive heating, and friends we love being fucked over for jobs, or getting ill. It is full of precarity, and worry, fascist governments, continents catching fire, and the long shadow of global pandemic. The world is very hard, and it can feel impossible to walk out into it, to open up the body, to recognise that it is in fact already open, entirely permeable, and to let the world leak in. 

This book is an attempt to walk through the year doing just that. Letting the world in, and seeing what happens. There are spells and recipes after every month, and together they make a sort of magical pattern to guide your year. There are sections that deal with what magic is, and why it exists in its current form. I wanted to excavate magic, to hold it up to the light. I wanted to take myself and my spells out of their quiet, dark privacy, and journey out into the wide world. I wanted to find magic everywhere, and see what it was like: I hope that you will enjoy the journey too. Perhaps you are a witch. Perhaps you aren’t sure yet. Come and bring yourself into the wild – you already have everything you could need, and all the world is waiting. 


A Note on the Spells and Other Magical Conduct

This book is not a grimoire, a book of shadows, a spell book. These are all useful things, but this book is different. There are spells included at the end of every month: sometimes these look more like recipes and sometimes they are more typical spells involving ritual language and objects. The reason that this isn’t a spell book per se is that I work from two main principles. The first is that nobody can write another person’s spells, and the second is that magic relies on the development and use of a personal symbolic register – spells are a means of structuring those symbols.

So what does it mean to suggest that nobody can write another person’s spells? Doesn’t it make the spells I include here a little superfluous? Well, not quite. I believe that we can borrow aspects from spells: their form, the equipment used, perhaps the words, but we shouldn’t try to replicate whole spells exactly. Performing someone else’s spell is not only challenging, it is also not the most effective way to do magic. If magic is the alteration of self and world through exercise of will and attention, then every spell, every magical endeavour, is necessarily entirely personal. Even if we do try to replicate other people’s spells, we can’t ever fully recreate another person’s energy, the time or place or environmental factors that influenced their casting. It is the same as never quite being able to recreate someone else’s experience of living.

Spells in Western magic are as varied as anything else, and have a complex history. However, they often appear similar to one another at first glance. This is because they can hold in common certain rituals based on shared roots, like calling the four elements. These are traces of High Magical practice of the sort laid out in the Gardnerian or Alexandrian magical traditions.1 Many of the spells in commonly available magical books follow the rituals set out in these traditions, though they come to us through a number of diverse routes. 

The second point is that magic is a practice of working with symbols. Symbols are how we systematise and understand magic in the world. Magical practice is often built on the understanding that certain sets of things (objects, colours, scents, moon phases) can stand in symbolically for, or be linked with, ideas, concepts or desired outcomes (wealth, luck, happiness). People enjoy symbols: English is a deeply metaphorical language. We often use words and images to evoke, link to or mean something else. Many of these symbols are broadly agreed upon, or even obvious, and not much considered: for example, that the moon symbolises night, and the sun symbolises day. There are cultural symbols we simply take for granted – a card with a picture of a four-leaf clover on it that says ‘good luck in your new job’ doesn’t need any explanation to a British person, but may well seem bizarre to someone from another culture. Four-leaf clovers have been considered lucky in Western culture since at least the middle ages, for a murky set of reasons that might pertain to their being comparatively unusual, a genetic variant of a trifoliate plant; it might also be a remnant of Celtic and Druid ideas that carrying clover would ward off bad luck, and perhaps let the wearer see into the fairy-realm. None of that detailed cultural knowledge is possessed by most people: we just understand and accept that a four-leaf clover is a good luck symbol, because that’s how commonly held symbols work.

Why is this important? I believe that successful magical practice depends on understanding, inventing and marshalling a vocabulary of symbols that is personal to you, which can be set into configurations, whether in speech or ritual, to help direct your will. Traditionally, practitioners of High Magic, such as the English occultist Aleister Crowley (1875–1947), borrowed symbols from various world cultures and co-opted them into Western magical practices. These symbols often came from religions and practices considered mystical by Westerners, such as Kabbalah, or from Egyptian hieroglyphs, alchemy and other symbolic alphabets or systems. This uprooting of symbols from their cultural contexts and their insertion into Western magic is a fairly colonial and imperialist approach that marks the complex religious and spiritual practices of other cultures as less valuable than the occult needs of Western practitioners. However, many of these symbols are now so embedded in witchcraft culture that they come up frequently. It’s easier, especially when getting started with magic, to pay attention to the symbols already used, rather than creating your own straight away, because the creating is the tricky bit! Symbolism is a vast topic, and one that can be approached from so many different angles. Because of my own magical practice and writing life, I tend to approach symbols as if they were language: as if they were metaphors.
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Magical symbols work in a similar way to metaphors. A metaphor works on the understanding that the reader will know what both the object and the thing it is being compared to are like, and so be able to assign the attributes of one to the other. Imagine that you wanted to do a spell to send peace to someone who was having a difficult time. What sort of things would you use? What sort of objects might you gather in front of you? Certain traditional cultural influences might permeate: soft colours are often considered soothing, so you might find something in a pastel shade. You might want an object, scent or word that represented the person in question: anything from their name, to a photograph, an item of clothing or a lock of their hair. You might want to evoke peace through smells, and aromatherapy considers lavender to be a soothing scent. Once you had arranged everything, what might you do? You might talk to a goddess or divine being, if you believed in them. You might focus on feeling your energy and directing it toward your friend. You might repeat certain words over and over until the spell felt finished. You might make an offering, or write down your intention and burn it, or bury it, or seal it. You might close your eyes and meditate on an image of your friend, well and happy. You might draw the peace sign on something. These all seem fairly natural things because we have absorbed huge amounts of cultural knowledge about witchcraft without even knowing it. 

However, you might want to do none of those things. The person you’re sending peace to might find their peace with their back pressed to thumping speakers in a club at four in the morning. You might know that their favourite colour is orange, or that you text each other a certain emoji to let each other know you’re home safe, so you might want to draw a huge pineapple emoji and meditate on that. You might imagine them surrounded not by calming breezes but by great invigorating gusts of wind, because they love the roar, or because you do. Those symbols might not work for anyone else, but they would work for you. The spell would have no less efficacy just because it deviated from traditional symbolism. In fact, I would argue it might have more, because you would have decided on every element.

It is vital, then, to have a dictionary of symbols on which to draw: your own and those you find and adopt. And when you create your altar, it is useful to cover it in objects that are not necessarily overtly magical, but hold power for you. The potency of symbols often means that using your old baby cup as an offering vessel may hold more power than a perfect china cup inscribed with arcane symbols. All magic is deeply personal, even when it is executed collectively, and so only you will be able to find the right forms and symbols to communicate your will to the world.
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This also gets around a pervasive difficulty in magic: the equipment problem. Like anything else, magical practice involves material objects, and people want to sell you them. For lots of people, magical practice comes with a heavily aestheticised ‘feel’ and while I’ve no desire to counsel against that (and am not immune to beautiful things), there are ethical ways of consuming, and almost none of that purchasing is necessary. Money is not a necessary component of magic: magic must be available to anyone. 

What I hope the rituals in this book teach is that magical practice is a process of self-knowledge and development. It is also a process of high seriousness, and high silliness. It is difficult to imagine how much of an idiot it is possible to feel realising that the upper deck of a double-decker bus can see you doing an early morning ritual naked in your living room until you’ve done it, but trust me. It is also difficult to understand how transformative spells can feel, how strange it can be to enter into relation with symbols, to feel your will. 

The spells in this book try to be non-prescriptive, because they will require adaptation. You might notice a certain looseness to them – an arguably sacrilegious lack of specificity as to moon phase, as to colour. This isn’t sloppiness or accident: I cannot see the moon very often from my flat. We are mostly city witches, our climate strange, our horizons small, our sunsets great bursts of pink pollution light. 

The same is true of spells that require walking, or outdoor space: I try to give alternatives to those less able to go out into the wild, or even into the city. I have also not included many spells for ritual bathing – not many of us have baths, either, and some people aren’t able to use baths, anyway. Almost all ritual magic done in the bath can be broadly achieved with a basin of water or a shower, and I try to show everywhere how that can be done. I use a lot of herbs in my magic, and I forage for the majority of them. This is a privilege of my geography, my bodily abilities, my time. The spells I include here mostly don’t call for large quantities of herbs, or anything esoteric. I also don’t use poisons in this book, although I do in my magic. This is because what is safe and sane for me to do, as someone who is confident in their own abilities, it is not necessarily ethical for me to recommend. I do not want to be responsible for a spate of poisonings, for all that might make me feel like a glamorous wealthy widow with secrets. 

Magic relies on our discipline, our commitment, our interest. It feeds on our intuition, on our learning, on our vital joys and sadnesses. Magic is in us always, regardless of where we are. It is about tapping into something, connecting, making real the ways we understand the world to work, the ways we want to change it. Magic does not, and witchcraft does not, rely on material objects. We bring things into relation with ourselves, to help us practise effectively, but those things can be, well, almost anything. Empty pizza boxes, our child’s crayons, whatever we have to hand. Witches are pragmatists. We are interested in effect, not in the minute and careful construction of rituals, however brilliant and fun that might be. We make magic as best we can, with what we have, acknowledging that everything in the world, from the most beautiful thing to the least, exists in relation to us.
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