Blackthorn
By Susa Morgan Black
OBOD Druid, FSA Scot

Flowering Blackthorn Thicket, UC Botanical Gardens, March 12, 2005. SMB

Species: Prunus spinosa (Latin – the Spiny Plum)
Family: Rosaceae (Rose family)
Genus: Prunus
Ogham: Straif (ST), a Chieftain Tree
Folk Names: Mother of the Woods, Dark Crone of the Woods, Wild Plum, Wishing Thorn
Astrological Rulers: Saturn and Mars
English: Blackthorn or Sloe (for it’s sloe berries)
Scots: Slae
Scots Gaelic: Draighionn, draoighean, drain, sluach
Irish Gaelic: Draighean
Welsh: Draenen ddu
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Blackthorn tree near the White Horse of Uffington, August, 2003. SMB

After having read the fascinating folklore about Blackthorn trees for years, I very much
wanted to see one of these magical trees in person. My opportunity finally came on a
mystical tour of Glastonbury and environs with Mara Freeman in August, 2003. She
pointed out Blackthorns growing along the road near the White Horse of Uffington and
along the path to Wayland’s Smithy, to my utter delight, and I photographed them and
gathered my own much treasured Blackthorn wand, berries, leaves, and thorns to take
home.
Last summer (2004) my friend, Willow, called me to announce he had discovered
Blackthorn trees in the U.C. Botanical Gardens in Berkeley! To my astonishment, there
they were, not very far from my home! Needless to say, I am a regular visitor to this
small Blackthorn community, observing these magical trees through all the seasons.
The more time I spend with Blackthorn, the deeper I am drawn into their mysteries.
Blackthorn is a powerful and ever present character in folklore, and British and Celtic
magical traditions. Often seen as a sinister tree, it is really the guardian of the ancient
mysteries of the British Isles. Come take this strange and tangled path with me as we
explore the history and lore of this incredible dark faerie tree.
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John Douglas writes, “Blackthorn is unique and the most complex, interesting and least
understood of our wild woods.1”
Ornamental Blackthorn Tree through the seasons in U.C. Botanical Garden, Berkeley:

Summer, 2004

Blackthorn Tree growing in the UC Botanical Garden, July, 2004, U.C. Botanical Gardens, Berkeley. SMB
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Blackthorn, Lore and the Art of Making Walking Sticks, Preface
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Winter, 2005

You can see the architecture of this Blackthorn tree in winter, Feb, 2005 (U.C. Botanical Gardens) SMB
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Spring, 2005

Blackthorn in flower, March 12, 2005, UC Botanical Gardens. SMB
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Autumn, 2005

Blackthorn in Autumn, October, 2005, UC Botanical Gardens. SMB

History
Blackthorn is a native British tree, originating in the post-glacial period with some fossil
evidence that it was present in the preceding inter-glacials. This pre-historic tree, which
seems to have preserved its original form, is the original plum tree of the British Isles - the
parent of the domestic plums, damsons and greengages.2
Description
Type: Blackthorn is a deciduous tree (some call it a shrub), it’s leaves turn yellow in
autumn and fall off in winter, leaving a stark twisted black skeleton.
Location: Found throughout the British Isles, Blackthorn dwells on the edge of
woodlands forming dense thickets and hedgerows, often with Hawthorn and Elder.
2

Blackthorn, Lore and the Art of Making Walking Sticks, page 5
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“Preferring the edges of woods, clearings, along road verges, grassy tracks, hedgerows,
embankments and on commons.”3 I found Blackthorn growing along the sacred
Ridgeway near Wayland’s Smithy, and on the path leading to the White Horse of
Uffington. Thorny Blackthorn thickets can be impenetrable, making them perfect to
guard property boundaries. Blackthorn grows throughout Europe, and as far East as
Siberia. It is not native to the U.S., but can be found in botanical gardens that have a
European section, such as the U.C. Berkeley Botanical Garden.
Environment: Blackthorn doesn’t thrive in heavy shade, but can withstand strong winds,
wet weather and poor soil (other than chalk). It does well in coastal areas.
Size: The Blackthorn “tree” is actually more like a large shrub, with dark twisted
branches, which can grow to twelve feet in height. Traditionally, it is said that Blackthorn
never exceeds thirteen feet.4
Shape: “Without leaf, the vast variety of forms the tree takes might be difficult to
recognize as members of a family. Its highly irregular branching habit creates a range
of shapes which, without exaggerating, might be likened to free form sculpture.”5

Under a Blackthorn tree at UC Botanical Garden, Berkeley, Feb. 2005. SMB
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Root and Branch, page 26
The Wisdom of Trees, page 122
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Blackthorn, Lore and the Art of Making Walking Sticks, page 63
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Branches/Twigs: The thickets
are dark, dense and thorny, the
branches and twigs twisting and
branching out in all directions.
The sapwood is light yellow and
the heartwood is brown.
Bark: “Rough and scaly, and
bright orange just under the dark
gray surface.”6 The outer bark
of the Blackthorn is extremely
thin, and ranges from brown to
nearly black.
Roots: The Blackthorn is a
shallow rooting tree, sending out
roots a few inches below ground
level. They can travel to
extraordinary lengths. They are
usually about one inch in
diameter at the thickest part.
Thorn: The tree bears wicked
long sharp thorns, which if
pricked, can turn septic.7 The
thorns appear, in the usual
manner of thorns, on the parent
branch, thickening at the base
and growing then into small
branches – but still bearing the
thorn at the tip. At a stage of six
inches or more of growth, the
thorn dies away, and the spine,
as it should now be called,
becomes a branch proper. The
thorn is hard, and as thin and
sharp as a fine hypodermic
needle. Country women once
used them as pins for their
sewing.8
British Blackthorn walking stick and Blackthorn Tree, SMB
6

Celtic Tree Mysteries, page 165
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UC Botanical Gardens, Photo: Michael Black

Flower: The tree
bears musk scented
small, delicate,
white flowers with
five oval petals
clustered into a star
shape in early
spring9. The
blossoms, which
are thin and
rounded with
toothed edges,
appears before the
leaves in early
March, and bloom
for several months.
They are usually
white, but
occasionally pink,
and red tipped
stamens.10
Blackthorn Flower, UC Botanical Gardens, 2/26/05. SMB

Leaf:
Small
dark
green
oval
leaves
which turn
yellow
before
they fall
off in
winter11.
The leaf
is about
1½” long.
U.C. Botanical Gardens, August, 2005 - SMB
9

Tree Wisdom, page 79
The Wisdom of Trees, page 122
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Tree Wisdom, page 79
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Fruit: Small blueblack, sometimes
deep purplish,
round globular
berries in the
summer, ripening
after the first
frost.12 The berries
are about ¾” in
diameter. The sloe
berry juice can be
used for ink or a
strong red dye.13

Blackthorn in berry, August, 2005, U.C. Botanical Gardens. JMB

Propagation: Blackthorn propagates in two ways: by seeding in which the fruit falls,
rots, and the seed in the kernel germinates and grows; and by suckering, in which the
main tree sends up shoots.
Commercial uses: The wood is mainly used to manufacture walking sticks and Irish
shillelaghs. The berries are harvested for sloe gin and fruit jam. The thorns have been
used for awls for centuries. The wood has also been used for firewood and marquetry.
Blackthorn has many medicinal and nutritional uses.
Dependent Species: About 150 species of wildlife, including caterpillars, bees,
butterflies, and moths, depend on the nectar of the flowers and nourishment from the
leaves of the blackthorn. Dependant birds include: the Garden Warbler, Blackcap,
Whitethroat, Lesser Whitethroat, Willow Warbler, Nightingale, Goldfinch and Linnet.14

12

The Wisdom of the Trees, page 122, Tree Wisdom, page 79
The Wisdom of the Trees, page 126
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http://www.camcnty.gov.uk/sub/cntryside/biodiv/plans/scrub.html
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Fork in Blackthorn tree at UC Botanical Gardens (note sharp thorns). JMB

Place Names
Several place names in Scotland derive from the Gaelic words for Blackthorn, drain or
draoighean: Glendrain in Ardnamurchan; Port na Droighearn on Islay; Ardindrean in
Wester Ross.15

15

Warriors and Guardians, page 81
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U.C. Botanical Gardens, October, 2004. JMB

Literary References
Biblical reference: “There was given to me a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan,
to buffet me.” (II Corinthians, Ch. 9, v. 19)16
“Of all the trees that grow so fair,
Old England to adorn,
Greater are none beneath the Sun
Than Oak and Ash and Thorn.”
(Puck of Pook’s Hill, by Rudyard Kipling, 1906)17
By road and by river the wild birds sing,
O’er mountain and valley the dewy leaves spring,
The gay flowers are shining, gilt o’er by the sun,
And fairest of all shines the blackthorn.
The rath of the fairy, the ruin hoar,
With white silver splendour it decks them all o’er;
And down in the valleys, where merry streams run,
How sweet smells the brook of the blackthorn!
16
17

The Wisdom of Trees, page 122
The Wisdom of the Trees, page 125
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Ah! Well I remember the soft spring day,
I sat by my love ‘neath its sweet-scented spray;
The day that she told me her heart I had won,
Beneath the white blossoms of the blackthorn.
The streams they were singing their gladsome song,
The soft winds were blowing the wild woods among,
The mountains shone bright in the red setting sun,
And my love in my arms ‘neath the blackthorn.
-Robert Dwyer Joyce18
“Wanton with long delay the gay spring cometh;
The Blackthorn starreth now his bough
On the eve of May.”
-Robert Bridges19
Hardy outlaw the Blackthorn, that no craftsman will burn,
Although scanty, the bird flocks cry out from its form.
-Iubhdan’s Lay20
The Blackthorns, full of spines –
How the child delights in its fruit.
- The Battle of Godeu21
Blackthorn Proverbs
“A’ buain nan àirneagan searbha, ‘s a’ saltairt air no cìrean-meala” Plucking the bitter
sloes, and trampling on the honeycomb. (Scots Gaelic)22
“Better the bramble than the blackthorn, but better the blackthorn than the devil.”
(translated from Scots Gaelic.)23
Tá mo ghrá-sa mar bhláth na n-airne ar an draigheán donn. My love is like the flower
on the dark blacktorn. (Irish Gaelic)24
18

Robert Dwyer Joyce, Irish poet, 1830-1883, born in Glenosheen, Co. Limerick
English poet, 1844-1930
20
Irish Trees, page 11
21
Irish Trees, page 16
22
Gaelic Proverbs, page 3
23
Warriors and Guardians, page 80
24
Irish Trees, page 104
19
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Medicinal Uses
The Blackthorn’s fruit, the sloe berry, ripens and sweetens after the first frost. Tasting
the berry in August, I found it to be extremely bitter. If harvested after a few frosts, the
berries are not as bitter. An alcoholic drink, Sloe Gin is made from this small dark blue
berry, which is used both medicinally and magically. This berry has been found in
archaeological sites from the Mesolithic and Iron Age periods (8000-2700 BC), proving
that the blackthorn berry was a part of early man’s diet.25 In ancient times, people
sweetened the bitter sloeberry by burying them for a few months in a straw lined pit. A
prehistoric pit full of sloeberry stones was found in the remains of a Neolithic lake village
in Glastonbury.26
Sloe berries are very tonic bitters. They are astringent, and stimulate the metabolism,
clean the blood, and are used as a laxative and diuretic. They help with indigestion,
eczema, herpes, allergies, colds, catarrh, neurosis, weak heart, kidney stones, skin,
bladder, and prostrate problems. They disperse toxins.27 In 17th and 18th Century,
sloes were brewed as a purgative to treat “fluxes in the belly.”28
“The fruit and leaves of Blackthorn contain tannins, organic acids, sugars and vitamin C.
Steeped in boiling water, the flowers have a mild diuretic, tonic and laxative properties.
The dried fruits are used to treat bladder, kidney and stomach disorders. The liquid
from the boiled leaves can be used as a mouthwash for sore throat, tonsillitis and
laryngitis. It is also good for circulations, blood strengthening, and nutrient absorption.”29
Blackthorn is also used to treat constipation, nosebleeds, blood disorders, bowel
problems, stomach problems, some eye problems, and the flu. The syrup is an antirheumatic. Sloes have been made into a paste for whitening teeth and removing
tartar.30
Green Man Tree Essences: “Blackthorn – Circulation. Helps absorption of energies
necessary for life. Stabilizes emotions. Brings hope and joy. Stimulating.”
“The leaves can be boiled into a decoction that, once cooled, is an excellent mouthwash
and gargle for those suffering from tonsillitis or laryngitis. It can also be used as a
soothing eye bath. A tea made from the powdered bark has a calming effect on the
nerves.”31
The sloe berries can be prepared as a juice, syrup, jelly, jam, wine or sloe gin beverage.
They are excellent when combined with apples in a jam.32 Try making a blackthorn
tincture, with a sloe gin base!
25
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The Spirit of Trees, page 187
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Medicinal Folklore
The Blackthorn tree is widely spread throughout the British Isles, and was used for
different ailments in different regions.
Wales
The famous Welsh Physicians of Myddfai, who learned their healing skills from the Lady
of the Lake, have this to say, “For pain in the chest (dyspepsia). Take a large quantity
of blackthorn berries, bruise briskly in a mortar, mixing very new ale therewith. Put this
mixture in a new earthen pot, over its edges in the earth, for nine days and nights,
giving it the patient to drink the first thing in the morning, and the last thing at night.”33
In Anglesey, the berries and leaves were chewed to reduce blood pressure.34
England
In southern England (Dorset, Herefordshire, Buchinghamshire, Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk,
and Cambridgeshire) Blackthorn was used to treat warts. The astringency of the berries
and inner bark were used in treating diarrhoea in Cornwall, Dorset, Hertfordshire, and
Leicestershire. It was known to treat “internal disorders” in Sussex, Northamptonshire
and Lancashire. In Wiltshire, the inner bark was used in an infusion to treat piles.
Blackthorn is used to treat unremitting coughs in Norfolk and Denbighshire and sore
throats in Norfollk. Sloe wine is used in Suffolk as a cure for colic. 35
Scotland
In the Highlands of Scotland, Blackthorn was used as a laxative, and for fevers.36
Mann
In the Isle of Man, a jelly was made from the berries to treat “a relaxed throat”.37
Ireland
In Ulster, the thorns were made into an infusion to treat diarrhoea; in Cavan sloe gin
was a kidney tonic; in Tipperary children with worms were offered a daily decoction of
Blackthorn bark. In Wicklow, Blackthorn was also used for diarrhoea in animals.38

33

The Physicians of Myddfai, page 78
Medicinal Plants in Folk Tradition, page 153
35
Medicinal Plants in Folk Tradition, pages 151-54
36
Medicinal Plants in Folk Tradition, pages 151-54
37
Medicinal Plants in Folk Tradition, pages 151-54
38
Medicinal Plants in Folk Tradition, pages 151-54
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Traditional Blackthorn Walking Sticks
“Cut a stick when you see it!” an old
country maxim.
The tradition of the British walking stick
probably evolved from Ireland. Treasured
sticks are knotty, gnarly, not altogether
straight, each with a distinctive personality
of it’s own. When the practice of carrying
a sword was discontinued among British
officers, they adopted the walking stick as
a substitute.39 To this day, no properly
dressed British gentleman would appear
without his walking stick!
Traditional British walking sticks can be
made from a Blackthorn tree branch, tree
shoot, ground shoot or seedling. The tree
branch provides the best, the sturdiest, of
walking sticks.

Michael Black in Victorian Scots Gentleman attire, 12/04

“Certainly Ireland has made Blackthorn peculiarly its own, and an Irish exile will hang up
a Blackthorn stick decorated with a piece of green ribbon as a symbol of the old country.
The officers of some Irish regiments carry Blackthorn sticks in contrast to the Ash plants
of their British counterparts.”40
Folklore
Blackthorn is depicted in many fairytales throughout Europe as a tree of ill omen.
Called Straif in the Ogham, this tree has the most sinister reputation in Celtic tree lore.
The English word “strife” is said to derive from this Celtic word. It was considered bad
luck to wear the flowers of a blackthorn.
A long hard winter is referred to as a Blackthorn Winter, a term used for a late frost
which strikes at the time of Blackthorn blossom (March, April) and stops the fruit
39
40

Blackthorn, Lore and the Art of Making Walking Sticks, page 41
Blackthorn, Lore and the Art of Making Walking Sticks,page 43

16

setting.”41 “If the weather is cold when the blackthorn flowers, then it will remain cold for
the whole flowering period – about a fortnight – a so-called blackthorn winter..”42
In Worcestershire and Herefordshire, farmers created a wreath or globe from the
blackthorn twigs on New Year’s morning. This wreath would be scorched in the fire,
then hung in the kitchen, sometimes with mistletoe, for good luck in the new year. On
New Year’s morning last year’s wreath would be scorched again in the hearthfire, then
burned completely in the wheat field, its ashes scattered over the furrows. This would
rid the field of the devil.43
To Witches, it often represents the dark side of the Craft. It is a sacred tree to the Dark,
or Crone aspect of the Triple Goddess, and represents the Waning and Dark Moons.
Blackthorn is known as “the increaser and keeper of dark secrets”.44 “The blackthorn is
probably the tree most strongly identified with traditional British Old Craft through its
long association with magic and the Faerie Folk.”45 A blackthorn wand with the thorns
still attached to the end could be used to cause harm. In Devonshire, it was rumored
that a blackthorn rod could cause miscarriage.
The Blackthorn represents life and death because it blooms before there are leaves,
appearing with just the flowers and thorns. Folklore advises against three blackthorns
growing closely together, as they create a powerful vortex.
The tree is linked with warfare, wounding and death, associated with the Scottish
Cailleach – the Crone of Death, and the Irish Morrigan. In Scotland, winter begins when
the Cailleach (also the Goddess of Winter) strikes the ground with Her Blackthorn staff.
The wood of blackthorn is thought to be “crossed” or unlucky in parts of Scotland.
In Ireland, “blackthorn with its bitter black fruits, sharp thorns and tough wood is a
symbol of fierceness and malevolence, but also of strength and protection. In contrast
to this, however, its white blossoms are a symbol of female beauty. (Irish Trees)”46
In County Galway, it is customary to drink wine made from sloeberries at Samhain
(Halloween).
The Irish carry a blackthorn stick to protect themselves against fairies, who have a high
regard for it. Niall Mac Coitir tells the following tales in Irish Trees: A woman was
frightened by a mysterious shadow that appeared to her night. She went to a local wise
woman for advice and was told to sprinkle holy water around her abode and place a
blackthorn stick beside her bed. This she did, and was never troubled by the shadow
again.47
41
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In Germany, witches can be repelled on the night they are most powerful, May Eve, or
Walpurgis Night, with a bundle of blackthorn twigs.

Irish Blackthorn and crystal skull, Arthur Young Walk, Killearny, Ireland, July 2005, smb

In Wales blackthorn was used in divination: thorns were thrown into wells, and if they
sank, the lover was perceived to be insincere.48
Irish Legends:
St. Mochae was held enspelled by a songbird singing from a blackthorn bush.49
Queen Meadhbh’s sons held a hostile force at bay near a ford by erecting a fence of
briars and blackthorns until her forces came to relieve them.50

48

Irish Trees, page 104
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The Irish cudgel is called
a bata, or more
popularly, a shillelagh,
(named for the Shillelagh
forest near Arklow, in
County Wicklow). Every
young boy was trained to
defend himself with this
Irish fighting stick.
Although sometimes
made from Oak, Ash or
Holly, the shillelagh is
usually made from
Blackthorn, which is
hard, strong, plentiful,
and has a convenient
“knob” formed from the
root of the shrub. The
black bark is especially
tough. The wood was
cured by burying it in a
dung heap or smearing it
with butter, then placing it
in the chimney.51

Often in fairytales, such as "Sleeping Beauty", Blackthorn forms the thick, impenetrable
thorn bramble that hides the magic castle from intruders and princes alike! In order to
prove worthy, the prince must cut through this thorn forest to rescue the princess.
Blackthorn is said to bloom on Christmas Eve (as does the holy Hawthorn on Wearyall
Hill in Glastonbury). It is one of the trees, which were reputed to form the thorny crown
of Christ at His crucifixion.
Where Blackthorn grows near its sister plant, Hawthorn, the site is especially magical.52
Blackthorn often topped the Maypole entwined with Hawthorn, and is called “Mother of
the Woods”. At New Year, celebrants made Blackthorn crowns, which they burned in
the New Year’s fire. The ashes were used to fertilize the fields. Blackthorn was
sometimes woven into wreaths with Mistletoe to bring luck in the coming year, and the
garlands used to wassail the Apple trees.53
If a man tells a woman that he loves her while they are standing near a blackthorn, they
are guaranteed a happy marriage. Wishes will be granted if made beside a blackthorn.
Carrying a blackthorn leaf in a purse or wallet will bring good fortune. Yet to bring a
flower from the blackthorn tree into the home invites death to follow.

51

Lollysmith Website: http://www.lollysmith.com/irbl.html
The Green Man Oracle, page 76
53
Tree Wisdom, page 80
52
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Carrying a piece of the wood in the hand will reflect "ill-wishes" and protect against the
'perils lurking in the road'. 54

Susa standing by Blackthorn bush near the site of Wayland Smithy, August, 2003

Magical Uses
According to John Matthews, the message of Blackthorn is “Magic is Everywhere”55.
Known as the Faerie Wishing Bush, one can place a flower or leaf in a charm bag, with
a wish written on parchment, or use the blackthorn as a clootie tree – fixing a piece of
cloth to one of the thorns, to make a wish come true.56
Jane Gifford assigns Morrigan as the deity associated with Blackthorn, as well as the
colour red, planets Mars and Saturn, gem Black Opal, and a feminine polarity. The
chief attributes are the “Inevitability of Death, protection and revenge, strife, and
negativity.57

54

Posted by Ruadh n the Foggy Duck
The Green Man Tree Oracle, page 75
56
Root and Branch, page 28
57
The Wisdom of the Trees, page 127
55
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Blackthorn is used for purification, as well as protection and exorcism, ridding the
atmosphere of negative energy or evil spirits. It deals the issues on a Karmic level,
which cannot be avoided. Meditating on Blackthorn can purify our minds of negative
thoughts and impulses at the deepest level of our psyche. It can aid us in combating
fear, depression and anger. The thorns of the Blackthorn can be imagined to lance the
built up abscess of negative thoughts, and release the emotional toxins, which can then
begin to heal.58 Using the gentler sister tree, Hawthorn, in conjunction with Blackthorn,
can aid the process of healing.
Blackthorn has also been used as a divining rod.
Authors Mélusine Draco and Paul Harriss recommend an offering of dried fruit when
cutting (with permission from the tree spirit) your wand or staff.

Blackthorn tree in U.C. Botanical Gardens, Berkeley, Oct. 2004. JMB

Blackthorn can be used in spells of protection. In Irish tales, heroes were aided by the
Blackthorn tree – if they threw a twig of Blackthorn after them, it would take root and
form an impenetrable hedge or woods, thwarting the pursuing giant.59 In England
Witches would carve the Norse rune thorn on a Blackthorn stave for protection

58
59

Tree Wisdom, page 84
Tree Wisdom, page 81
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Blackthorn Hedge of Protection
When you are alone at home, or in a strange environment, or feel threatened or
frightened and need to feel your personal space protected . . .
Imagine a Blackthorn wand in your hand. Feel the sturdy, hard wood, sitting solidly in
the palm of your hand. Now draw that wand in a circle around your abode, saying,
“Dìon mi, a’Dhraighionn!“60 and see a dark hedge of thorny blackthorn spring up
between you and your unknown fears. That hedge is impenetrable by anyone but you.
The thicket will protect you from any negative beings, spirits, or energies. The
Blackthorn hedge is a protective boundary (Crìoch Draighionn)61, in which you can
operate in safety. You can use this Blackthorn thicket whenever you need it, by just
imagining it’s strong impenetrable presence around you. A simple command of
“Fògair!”62 will dispel the thicket when you no longer need it.
Blackthorn talismans of protection:
•

•

•

A pentacle
constructed of
Blackthorn twigs tied
with red thread, or
hung with red ribbon.
A red flannel bag with
berries, thorns,
leaves, bark, twigs
and flowers of
Blackthorn.
An Irish shillelagh

60

Protect me, Blackthorn! Scots Gaelic, pronounced: jee’-un mee a ghrye-gwheen.
Blackthorn boundary Scots Gaelic
62
Dispel! Scots Gaelic, pronounced: fōg’-ir
61
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Traditionally, Blackthorn is used in
protection against evil, creating
boundaries, purifying, confronting our
own dark side. Blackthorn dispels
negativity, toxins, old wounds, and
impurities. It can be used in exorcisms.
It is associated with chthonic and
protective deities.
With Blackthorn staff,
I draw the bound.
All malice and bane,
I thus confound.
From a blackthorn tree along the
Ridgeway near Wayland’s Smithy, I cut
myself a wand (and left a little blood). I
saved the cuttings from the wand as
well, which included leaves, twigs and
berries, and dried them. I use
blackthorn to establish boundaries when
working magic, so that nothing evil or
unwanted can enter my Circle or Grove.
I also carry a “mojo bag” of protective
herbs with me. I’ve included dried sloe
berries for their powers of protection.
Magical Blackthorn tools come in many
forms; Irish shillelagh, walking sticks,
stangs, wands, thorns, ogham staves,
berries. Most of these are used for
protection, although some will still use
the energy of Blackthorn for cursing.
Tools made of blackthorn must be
treated with the utmost respect.

From Left to right: A Blackthorn walking stick with a knob
end (formed from the root); a Blackthorn Thumbstick or
Stang, with a forked end; a Blackthorn wand; and the
Blackthorn wand I cut from a tree on the Sacred Ridgeway
near Wayland Smithy.

The most powerful times of the year to use Blackthorn for purification and banishing are
Imbolc (Feb. 1st) and Samhain (October 31st)
At Imbolc, Blackthorn is one of the first trees to flower, thus, it aids the ushering in of
Spring.
In the Celtic Ogham, Blackthorn, called Straif, rules the mystical three day period of
Samhain, from October 31st to November 2nd, where it marks the “parting of the veils
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between the physical and the spiritual.” 63 Blackthorn can be used to create safe
boundaries from which to communicate with the dead, and protect us from evil spirits
during this auspicious time.
At Samhain, because it’s berries ripen in the Winter, it helps us to prepare for the dark
season to come.64 At this uncanny time, the Morrigan and Dagda, are said to mate.
The wintry fruiting Blackthorn tree is associated with Underworld Initiations. The
Cailleach announces Winter with a bang of her ancient Blackthorn stang.
Blackthorn is also used to celebrate the fertility magic of May Day, along with its sister
tree, Hawthorn. Blackthorn wands were used for divination and wishing at this
auspicious time of year. Bridal chambers were decorated with Hawthorn and
Blackthorn flowers in May, the musky scent of the flowers stimulating desire.65
Blackthorn and Hawthorn, being sister trees, represent the dark half and the light half of
the year. Blackthorn is the tree of Samhain, where as Hawthorn is the tree of Beltain.66

Protective Spell from Jacqueline Paterson:67
This spell must be performed with the clear intent of returning ill wishing to the source.
In doing so, the spell caster must divorce herself from all ill wishing, or the spell will
backfire upon herself. Purchase or carve a candle into a body shape. Carve the name
of your tormentor into the candle, naming him or her out loud. Use three Blackthorn
thorns, and push one each into the candle image’s forehead, heart, and stomach. Light
the candle, and when it burns down to each thorn, utter these words each time:
Evil return to the one who sent thee
For me and mine are now set free
No hurt nor harm can enter here
For my life and way are now made clear.
Allow the candle to burn down, and out. See yourself as released from the other
person’s energy. Your intent must NOT be to harm your tormentor, but to release every
baneful connection between you both. If your tormentor continues to send harm, it will
now be his or her responsibility, and rebound on his self or her self. This spell is about
protection and justice, not revenge.
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Celtic Legend
“The ancient Celts, whose descendants more than hold their own today, revered the
blackthorn almost as much as the oak. And with its unsurpassable wood qualities,
vicious thorns and huge root-knob, blackthorn is hard to beat.”68
“Lunantishees are the Fairy tribes that guard the blackthorn trees or sloes, which is a
sacred tree to the Fairies. They let you cut no stick on the eleventh of November (the
original Samhain), or on the eleventh of May (the original Beltaine). If at such a time you
cut a blackthorn, some misfortune will come to you.”69 In Ireland, November 11th is the
Day of the Lunantishees, or the Fairy Festival of the Lunantishees, which is also known
as Martinmass, St. Martin’s Day, or Old November Day. This day marks the beginning
of Winter.70
In The Word Ogham of Morainn, for Blackthorn it is said, “careful effort, strongest of red,
strong red dye on metal, and hedge of a stream.”71 Steve Blamires teaches that
Blackthorn is associated with warriors, war, blood and death. The hedge referred to is
the warriors’ spears, and the stream is their rapid advance into battle. According to
Steve Blamires, “Straiph, that is Blackthorn; the hedge of a stream is Straiph.”72
In the Irish legend, the Pursuit of Diarmaid and Grainne, a passage describes Sadhbh
eating sloe berries and becoming pregnant as a result. She gave birth to a son who
was born with a lump on his head. The lump turned out to be a worm or snake. The
snake was eventually killed in sacrifice for another man. In The Sword of Oscar, sloe
berries are part of a sacrificial theme as well. Blackthorn’s theme in traditional stories
often indicate a warrior’s death in service to the High King or tribe.73
In the Word Ogham of Cuchulain Blackthorn is “an arrow’s mist” and “smoke drifting up
from the fire.” These are both kennings for death.74
The Lunantishee
In an old trunk in the dim, dusty attic, or dank basement of your aging mother’s home,
she has kept the long forgotten treasures of your childhood. On a whim, you decide to
sort through them, and relive some of those long ago carefree days.
You sort through old toys and games, torn costumes, dolls, stuffed animals, wooden
blocks, and tin soldiers. You leaf through favourite childhood books with half forgotten
pictures of literary adventures. At the very bottom of the trunk you find a dark, old, well
worn stick, it’s varnish scratched with use. You pick it up and examine the stick closely,
68

Lollysmith Website: http://www.lollysmith.com/irbl.html
The Fairy Faith in Celtic Countries, page 53
70
http://irelandsown.net/november.html
71
Celtic Tree Mysteries, page 166
72
Celtic Tree Mysteries, page 165
73
Celtic Tree Mysteries, page 168
74
Celtic Tree Mysteries, page 168
69

25

bringing your flashlight to bear on it, half remembering that it was once your chief
treasure, prized above all else, even those most extravagant toys, then lost in the fading
memories of childhood. Holding the stick in your hands, you close your eyes and the
old familiar feelings come back and wash over you – a feeling of curiosity, excitement
and wonder, an adventure about to begin.
Opening your eyes again you are astonished to find that you are no longer in your
mother’s home, but deep in the familiar woods that used to surround your family’s
home. You can hear the sound of crows cackling in the trees, laughing at you as they
did many years ago. Stepping on a twig, you look down toward the ground, and are
suddenly disoriented, the ground is closer than it should be. Then you realize that you
are smaller, in fact, as you look at your hands in amazement you realize they are a
child’s hands. You have stepped into your own past.
The afternoon sun sparkles through the late autumn branches, as you follow the ancient
pathway through the woods. You remember the rickety bridge over the slow rocky
creek, and notice a fork in the path that rises to a low hill. You don’t remember the hill,
and are hesitant to leave the familiar path, when once again, you hear the rasping
voices of the crows taunting you, daring you to climb the mysterious mound.
With the exhilarating energy of a child, you bound up the twisting path toward the apex
of the hill, then stop short as you peer out between two boulders at the crown. Three
twisting trees are swaying together, although there is no breeze. The teasing ravens fly
low above the trees, and a branch reaches out to capture the bird, misses, and a shrill
laughter is heard. The crow cackles in response and the dance between birds and
trees continue, as you watch, crouched behind the rocks, in utter fascination.
Three eerie voices weave together, with the crows calling above, forming a strange
cacophonous song:
We are the Sacred Three
From the Tribe of Lunantishee
Guardians of the Blackthorn Tree
The Mother of the Wood!
Cross not our spiked hedge, we warn,
We can slay by the prick of thorn
Death comes with the flesh we’ve torn,
The Warden of the Wood!
The tree of Druid, Witch, and Mages
Offers wisdom through the ages
Ancient lore of Faerie Sages
The Crone of the Wood!
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Abruptly the song stops, and all three creatures lift their arboreal heads, and seem to
sniff the air. The crows cackle ominously, and you feel a thrill of fear, remembering their
threat, “We can slay by prick of thorn . . .”
You begin to back down the hill, but it is too late. Before you can take another step
backwards, with a rush of crackling and clacking, you find yourself pinioned between
three pairs of long, sinewy dark arms. You blink and look at the amazing creatures that
have captured you.
At first glance, they look like oddly twisted bushes, but a closer look reveals their almost
human shape under the foliage. Their skin is dark and leathery, their eyes a strange
dark color somewhere between midnight blue and deep purple, their expression sinister.
Their rough heads are covered in small dark green leaves, with an occasional delicate
five-fold white flower.
“Look!” The taller one says, pointing to your hands, “He holds a key!” The old wand is
still grasped in your small trembling hand.
“I remember you.” Rasps the taller tree spirit, leaning closer, peering into your face, the
strange smell of leaf and loam heavy in your nostrils. And suddenly you remember a
time long ago, when you first travelled in these woods, that a strange twisted twiggy
creature had given you a gift, a key, to keep you safe, and bring you back to their secret
realm. You had thought it a strange dream, until the next morning you discovered that
you still had the mysterious wand. Many an hour had been spent in the wood searching
for the strange creature, occasionally capturing a glimpse, a sound, an odor, feeling a
gentle touch on the shoulder. When youth had faded, the memories of those magical
moments faded too.
“You’ve returned to us!” the creature laughs, and the three dance around you gleefully
once again singing their peculiar song, the crows clattering and swooping above. The
strange dark fairies offer you a bittersweet drink made from the sloe berries, served in a
dark wooden cup carved from the bole of an ancient blackthorn. The drink, though
bitter, is bracing and energizing. You enter into their dance with vigour, grasping their
hard, dry, twig-like hands.
The afternoon begins to darken into dusk, and at last the three Lunantishee cease their
revelry. “Dark is coming, and these parts can be dangerous.” The smallest fairy warns.
The middle fairy cautions, “The Night Hag prowls the moonless night, and she is
hungry.” And the tallest one declares, “We must see you home, and quickly!”
Once again, three pairs of sinewy hands grab you, and you are propelled swiftly down
the path, racing the deepening dusk for home. At the edge of the wood dark has fallen,
and you hear a harsh, shrill cry from within the wood. The tree spirits give you a hard
shove and you stumble out of the wood into your mother’s back yard. Looking back you
see three still, dark blackthorn bushes standing sentinel along the path on the edge of
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the forest. A harsh cold wind emanates from the woods, accompanied by a sinister
moan, and you turn and flee toward the house.
Your mother is still sitting at the kitchen table, “Like some coffee, dear?” Surprised you
look toward your feet and realize that the ground has receded, and you are a grown
man once again. “Love some,” you tell her.
“Where did you find those?” Your mother inquires, looking at your hands. And you
realize that you are grasping the blackthorn wand in one hand, and the strange wooden
cup in the other. “In the woods . . .” you answer her.

Ogham Oracle
Straif (ST)76

75

Drawing a Blackthorn stave or card indicates the actions of fate in
your life, something that cannot be avoided but must be faced and
dealt with. Blackthorn gives you the strength to accept and
persevere in the face of adversity. The Sloe berry sweetens after
the first trial of winter, the frost. Accepting fate and adversity as a
challenge, and making it work for you, results in an unexpected
sweetness in your life.

Blackthorn can also herald the presence of the darker deities in your life, such as the
Irish Morrigan and Dagda. Again, this is a sign of the spiritual strength and support that
is available to you if you pick up the gauntlet. It is the one of the trees associated with
the Bean Sidhe and the Dubh Sidhe.
“Straif also offers initiation into the mysteries of self-conquest and transcendence.”77
Daring to travel with the darker deities of the Celtic pantheon is a spiritual adventure at
the deepest level! Blackthorn opens the pathway to Underworld initiation. Meditating
under a Blackthorn bush during the Samhain season can put you in touch with powerful
Underworld deities, such as the Morrigan. Wear a protective amulet with the Blackthorn
ogham, sloe berries, or a blackthorn wand, if you choose to do so.
Blackthorn is the tree, which helps us to face the necessity of our own death. In many
magical practices, we are encouraged to face death, in order to abate our morbid fear of
it. Initiations are often re-enactments of our own death and rebirth.
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UC Botanical Gardens, blackthorn tree hung with straif ogham pendant made by Karen Pearlman

On the negative side, Blackthorn can indicate a persistently negative, resentful attitude
that draws negative experiences to you. Blackthorn can indicate an obsessive and
morbid fear of death. How you “frame” your life is how your life plays out. Blackthorn
can be seen as a reminder not to frame your life in negative scenes, but re-interpret
them in a more positive way, to draw more positive experiences.
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Healing with Blackthorn
Blackthorn was the traditional wood for the wands of community healers, such a tribal
medicine people, wise women, etc.78

Healing with Thorn Trees
Next time you are ill or depressed, imagine lying on your pallet, and in the dark of night,
two eldritch sisters enter the room, one dressed in black, the other in white. The dark
older sister, Draighean79, (Blackthorn), assesses your illness with a calculating
experienced eye. She moves her sinewy, dark hands quickly over your body, touching
points here and there, causing you acute pain. She mutters strange incantations under
her breath in a low, crackling voice, and draws the ogham for blackthorn in the air over
your body, then blows through it, and you feel the chill of her breath. She is frightening,
but you must trust her if you are to heal. All the negative images you’ve ever held rise
out of your subconscious like eerie phantom characters in a Samhain festival. The night
grows old and dawn approaches. Weary, the elder sister steps back and the gentle
Huath, (Hawthorn) takes her place. Dressed in white, with long bright hair, she lays a
cool gentle hand on your brow, muttering her own incantations in a sweet bell-like voice.
She draws the ogham for Hawthorn above your body, and the warmth of her breath
caresses you. The phantoms recede with the light, and the pain eases. As she sweeps
her pale hands up and down your body, touching the same spots her dark sister had,
the pain vanishes and you feel refreshed. You fall into an easy, restful sleep as the
sisters leave your chamber, their work done.

You can use the Celtic Ogham symbols in your healing practices, especially if you do
energy healings. In Celtic Reiki, we visualize the healing ogham symbols over the
recipient’s body, or draw the symbols with a finger in the palms of our hands before
doing a Reiki or “laying on of hands” style healing. If you use crystals, the ogham
symbol can be placed under the crystal to project the healing energy from a distance. If
you want to use the above meditation in healing, draw the Blackthorn ogham in the
palm of your left hand, and the Hawthorn in your right. The left hand will draw out the
negative energies, the Hawthorn will draw in healing light. Use your imagination to work
out your own healing patterns, meditations and visualizations, working with the energy
of the trees!
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Susa, meditating with an ornamental Blackthorn in March, 2005, jmb

Meditating with Blackthorn
Suzanne La Cour states after meditating with her first Blackthorn, “The feeling from this
Great One was Power and Empowerment, as if connecting with the Spirit of Blackthorn
would allow me to overcome any issue, solve any situation by sheer force of my own
will. Blackthorn radiates the Crone and speaks softly – as a very old woman would
speak – but her voice is steady, calm and intense.”80
My sense of Blackthorn is that the tree can be either a male or female spirit, but always
of a very intense arcane personality. I work with a lone Blackthorn in the U.C. Botanical
Gardens in Berkeley, and also a thicket of Blackthorns in another part of the gardens.
The lone “ornamental” Blackthorn is an elegant sorceress who casts her spell on all who
come into her majestic and sometimes eerie presence. The thicket of Blackthorns on
the garden’s hillside are a coven of both male and female witches and mages, working
together in their secret arboreal ceremonies. I always wear a talisman of the Straif
ogham when I visit them, to help me align myself to their energy.
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Deities
I associate this tree with the Irish Morrigan and the Dagda, the Scottish Cailleach, the
Welsh Cerridwen, the British Morgan le Fay and Gwynn ap Nudd. All dark, chthonic,
Underworld deities.
Jane Gifford associates the Blackthorn with the Morrigan81. Steve Blamires associates
Blackthorn with the Irish God, Donn, a father God, who is associated with death. He,
being a paternal deity, is a gentle guide who helps us mitigate the fear associated with
death.82
Druid/Celtic Ritual
Druids often use the magic of wood in their ceremonies. Rituals taking place in sacred
groves or nemetons are especially potent. The presence of Blackthorn in a Samhain or
Yule ritual would be ideal.
Blackthorn Wand
Many Druids use a wand as a primary tool, and choose woods for specific purposes. A
Blackthorn wand would be used in rituals of strong protection, defense, creating
boundaries, purifying negative atmospheres, exorcism (if appropriate), powerful healing,
deep universal magic, Divination, Dark Moon celebrations, winter celebrations, Samhain
and Yule rituals, invoking the darker chthonic deities (Morrigan, Morgan le Fay, the
Cailleach, Gwynn Ap Nudd, the Dagda). The flowering Blackthorn tree, and its
representative wand can also be used in Faerie magic, and Beltaine and Summer
Solstice celebrations, invoking the Faerie King and Queen. Blackthorn wands can be
used in Elemental magic, and works best with Earth and Fire.

Raven Wand carved By Alferian of Bardwood Crafts (Photo credit: Alferian)

When using Blackthorn tools, invoke their essence or spirit thus:
By the power of the Blackthorn Tree
By Hedge and Thorn and Sloeberry
By the white flower of the ‘Thorn Faerie
By leaf, root, branch, bark, I call on thee.
I stand as one with the Blackthorn Tree.

81
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Initiations
Blackthorn wands or staffs can be used during initiations. It is especially effective if used
in conjunction with a Hawthorn staff to represent death and rebirth; Samhain and
Beltaine.
Samhain
During your Samhain ritual, you can use a Blackthorn staff for the celebrants to pass
under, on their way to the Underworld.
Samhain or Yule
During your Samhain or Yule ritual, you can ceremonially call the Caeilleach Bheur, who
is the Old Blue Hag of Winter, a fearsome Scottish deity who, banging Her magic
Blackthorn stang upon the ground, calls in the season of Winter.
Song of the Calleach Bheur
What’s all this merriment and cheer?
Is it not winter that you fear?
I am the old veiled one of the wood,
And my appearance shall do you no good.
My realm is cold, dead, and dark.
The ground is barren and the trees are stark.
My fierce white hounds, with eyes of red
Howl through the night, a paean to the dead.
I strike my blackthorn upon the ground!
Now nothing green or living shall be found.
I am the Cailleach Bheur, and now is my reign.
I shall not leave you until next Beltaine.83

83
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Budding Blackthorn in U.C. Botanical Gardens, February, 2005. SMB

Blackthorn and “Black Magic”
Blackthorn was closely associated with the community healers, seers and wise people
of the old Nature religions and therefore associated during the Christian era with Black
Magic.84
Christian mythology vilifies the once holy Blackthorn tree in European folklore. The
wood is said to be unlucky, and filled with “evil vibrations”. Witches, pointing their
blackthorn wands could cause barrenness; impotency; a miscarriage; the illness or
infertility of animals; the blight of crops; and the illness and death of their enemies.
Witches also stuck Blackthorn’s sharp thorns into wax dolls to curse their victims.
Roman’s placed a Blackthorn crown upon the head of Jesus to torture him with the
painful thorns.
According to Christian folklore, Blackthorn is seen as a sinister tree and associated with
Witches. Blackthorn was often used for “binding and blasting.” A black rod is a
Blackthorn wand with fixed thorns on the end, used to cause harm to others. In British
84
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folklore, a Witch will use a Blackthorn stang85 in rituals of cursing. Witches uttered their
curses between the two horns of the stang.
The sharp thorns were reputedly used by English witches to pierce poppets in their
curses, called the “pins of slumber”86. In South Devon folklore in England, Witches
were said to carry Blackthorn walking sticks, with which they caused much local
mischief. Witches and heretics were burned on Blackthorn pyres. The Devil was said,
in Medieval times, to prick his follower’s fingers with the thorn of a Blackthorn tree.87
Inquisitioners looked for this Devil’s mark on the naked bodies of their unfortunate
victims.
“As it is a wood of ill omen, the only use of the blackthorn stang is in the solemn rite of a
formal cursing when the coven has to defend itself, or one of its members, against an
attack from the outside. In this guise, it is the representative of the Two Faced God.”88
Blackthorn is also associated with Witchcraft in Scotland. In 1670, in Edinburgh, Major
Thomas Weir was burned as a Witch along with his most powerful magical tool - a
Blackthorn staff, carved with a Satyrs head, which was said to have fantastic powers - it
was even able to fly through the air. Major Weir claimed that he received this magic staff
from the Devil, but it is more likely that he obtained it while he served as an officer under
General Leslie in Ireland. The Major was a pious Covenanter, and people came from
miles around to hear his sermons. He was considered the “Saint of West Bow”, until
one day in 1670, instead of his usual sermon, he confessed years of debauchery with
his sister, Jean, to the congregation. Brother and sister were both tried as witches and
condemned to death. His ghost, along with the infamous Blackthorn staff, is still said to
haunt the Edinburgh West Bow district.89
Reclaiming Blackthorn as a Holy Tree
The very name “Blackthorn” probably adds to its evil connotations, as the color black is
associated with evil in Judeo-Christian tradition.
According to Anna Fraser, however, “Black magic is the magic of tuning in and growing
in harmony and balance between ourselves and the world we are a part of. It is
internalized magic, nurturing magic, slow magic, dreaming magic, earth magic. It was
the magic, which all females practiced when they were growing a child inside them.”90
True “Black Magic” is universal magic, it is the original magic of the primeval Goddess
giving birth to the universe in darkness, spiraling into light. All life begins in darkness,
and the dark wand represents the initiation of all life. Black is a holy color, and
85
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Blackthorn shares and represents that sacred energy. Blackthorn is known as the
“Mother of the Woods” – the mother of creation. Blackthorn leads us in a dark spiral
inward toward the beginning, toward wisdom, toward our source. This process can be
called endarkenment which is the complement and opposite to “enlightenment”.
Enlightenment is the obtainment of sacred knowledge, whereas endarkenment is the
realization of ancient wisdom.

Blackthorn Tree beginning to flower, U. C. Botanical Gardens, Feb, 2005. SMB
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A Blackthorn Journey
In a small, dusty, disorderly antique store, hidden amongst the tangled alleyways of an
ancient British town you are touring, you pick up a long dark walking stick from a bin,
while meandering through the cluttered aisles of a fascinating assortment of items.
“It’s Blackthorn.” The proprietor informs you, “a fine old British walking stick.”
Intrigued, you purchase the staff, feeling it will be a useful item on your travels, and take
it back to your room. Before long, the stick seems to call to you, inviting you to
adventure. You pick up the stick and set out.
You are walking along an ancient country track, the path worn by centuries of use - foot,
horse, cart, bicycle, much too narrow for an automobile. You’ve passed Hawthorn,
Elder, Crab Apple, and now note that the track is hedged solid with Blackthorn trees.
You peer at them with interest, noting their crooked branches, and wonder how difficult
it is to obtain a straight branch for such a stick as yours.
It is a hot afternoon, and you are tired. You look for a place to rest and have a sip of
water from your canteen, and you spy a hedge of Blackthorn, partially hollowed out in
one spot, as if someone had sought a prized length of blackthorn branch for a walking
stick there.
It offers the only shade in sight, and you nestle in, carefully avoiding the sharp thorns.
The air is cooler, inside the hollow, and the very sounds of field and wood are silenced.
The hollow casts a shadow of green and dark purplish blue, reflecting the ripening
berries. The dark trunks and twisting branches arch in a chaotic pattern around you,
and late afternoon turns to dusk, and dusk deepens into night. You drift into a deep
sleep.
The sound of the wind awakens you. There is no moon, but the sky is bright with stars
They reflect on the sloeberries, creating tiny stars within the bush.
With the light of the stars reflecting on the star-like berries in the thicket, you continue
on the old trackway. There are openings in the hedge now, leading to oblique alternate
paths, still hedged by Blackthorn. Your path forward is blocked by an impenetrable
thicket, and you choose another path, and then another, and come to realize that you
are in the middle of an ominous Blackthorn hedge maze.
The roots of the thorn create rickety bridges over dark, fast moving streams, strange
animals with glowing eyes rustle in the undergrowth; with a hoot, the white gleam of an
owl flashes by in hunt of its dinner. A hooded raven gazes down at you from an
overhead branch, the shape of the black bird melting into the pattern of the sinister dark
tree. You clutch your stick for protection, fearing what might be around the next bend.
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Strange objects and shiny baubles occasionally hang from the branches of the murky
tree. When you reach for one to examine it, the spiky thorns of the Blackthorn scratch
your skin, and you withdraw and move on. The cold wind channels through the high
hedges and chills you to the bone.
Ahead, you see a movement, and are paralyzed with fear. Watching warily, you note
that it is the flapping of cloth in the wind. You move closer and realize that a dark
hooded cloak hangs from the twisted branch of a tree. Gratefully, you pull it free, and
wrap its warmth around you. Like the bushes around you, you note glints of shining
light woven into the pattern of the dark wool. The subtle light of star, berry and glinting
cloak illuminates your way forward.
Another parting in the hedge appears. You investigate and find that it leads to a
meadow rather than another path. You seem to have stumbled on the center of the
maze. You peer in with trepidation. The glade is surrounded by the baleful thorn trees,
crooked limbs moving eerily in the wind. In the center is a low stone well, built with dark
gray slabs. Behind you, the wind picks up, moaning through the trees, and a forceful
gust pushes you through the opening into the Blackthorn Grove. You look behind you
and already the dreadful branches are knitting a thorny thicket, blocking the exit from
the glade. Clutching the staff for support, you move to the center, relieved to move
away from the close proximity of the pressing trees. You lean down and gather the dark
water into your hands. Thirstily, you drink. The water has a strong taste of tonic
minerals.
You look up at the night sky, crowded with sparkling stars. Looking around, you note
the familiar sparkle in the trees, and even on the ground around the well. You feel a
sudden disorientation, as if you were floating in space, surrounded by whirling stars.
You find yourself lying on your back in the middle of the glade next to the well, your staff
beside you. You sit up, grateful for the solid earth underneath you. Looking around,
you notice that the meadow seems smaller, the trees closer, leaning in toward you. You
can barely perceive their roots moving in the earth toward you, carrying the trees along
slowly through the rippling ground. For the first time, you realize why the term “to sit
upon thorns” is a pseudonym for fear. Terror straightens your spine, rooting you to the
ground. There is no escape from these menacing trees.
The approaching trees halt, looming mere yards from you. They seem to lean toward
you, in eager anticipation, their sinister branches crackling together. One of the trees
detaches itself from the threatening hedge. It’s sinewy limbs form a human shape. It
approaches you, and by the starry light, you can barely distinguish its features. As it
comes closer, it takes on the form of a darkly robed, ageless, eldritch woman with
midnight hair and deep purple-blue-black eyes.
“I am the Fairy Spirit of Blackthorn.” She pronounces majestically. Her voice is low,
rasping, but strangely comforting, “The Mother of the Woods, the Crone of the Woods.
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In the old tongue, I am called Draighionn, Draighean, and Draenen ddu by the Druids.
Why have you come to me?”
“I’m, I’m lost!” You stutter, quickly standing up.
“Strange that you should lose yourself in my sacred grove, hidden in the center of the
maze . . .” she observes. “I see you’ve found my cloak.”
You slip it off immediately and hold it out to her, shivering in the wind.
“You keep it for now.” She offers kindly.
Gratefully, you pull its warmth around you again. Draighionn looks to the staff on the
ground.
“I see what has led you here.” She says, reaching out for the staff, and it comes to her
hand of its own accord. “Ah yes, a fine, intelligent wood, gathered nearby from one of
my hedges.” She hands it back to you. “Keep this with you on your rambles. It will
lead wisely and guard you from danger.”
“Why has it led me here?” You dare to ask the regal Blackthorn Fairy. A long, dark
sinewy hand reaches out from within her robes and touches your face. The touch is
gentle, with the familiar aroma of the flowering Blackthorn tree. She gazes straight into
your eyes with her intense dark purple-blue orbs. “You seek Eòlas Dubh, the Dark
Wisdom. “
Before you can answer, she takes your hand in hers, and leads you to the other side of
the glade. An opening in the thicket has appeared, and the path leads uphill, closely
hedged by more thorn trees. The roots themselves form a gnarly uneven staircase
leading upward. Branches form handholds and rails to pull you along the steep hillside.
Soon you are high on a hill, overlooking the vast forest. Beneath you is the tangled
blackthorn maze, and beyond are other trees forming their own forests and glades. The
dark root-staircase leads ever upward, until the ground itself falls away. The starry
bushes are replaced by the stars themselves as the staircase ascends higher still. The
earth falls far below you, and the stars appear between the twisting stairs. The dark
face of the Hidden Moon glowers below you as you ascend higher still, hand captured in
the strong grip of the Crone of the Woods.
At last you reach the apex of the long winding thorn stairs. You see before you a vast
dark well, with points of light floating above, approaching the rim, and being pulled into
the well, creating comets of light that disappear in the center.
“This is the Màthair Dubh – the Dark Mother of All. This is the Well of All Existence. It
is through this well that we all pass into darkness, before we are reborn into light.”
Draighionn explains. “This is the beginning of all wisdom.”
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You peer into the vast well and see yourself falling into its depths. Rather than
frightening, it seems familiar, an eerie déjà vu experience. You lean over the thorn
banister compelled to come closer to that rim.
“It is not your time,” Draighionn admonishes gently, pulling you back, “But once having
been here, you will never fear death in this lifetime.”
She takes your hand once again, and pulls you down the twisting stairway, past the
glittering stars, past the sinister Dark Moon who reaches her shadowy hands out for
you. Draighionn pulls you along until you reach the ground, and back along the path to
her Blackthorn Grove. You both take your rest beside the small stone well, refreshing
yourselves with its dark tonic waters.
“With this stick, or any piece of the Blackthorn Tree, you have the key to enter this grove
again. There are many lessons waiting for you. Be not afraid of the Dark, for it is your
mother.” She says sagely, as her form changes and soon you see that she is a stark
wintery blackthorn standing guard over the well. Your mouth drops open in amazement
as you witness the tree blossom, black branches covered with tiny shining white
flowers, and you hear her voice once more, “Light is born of darkness.”
It is near dawn, and the stars begin to pale. You turn, and see the opening in the hedge
you had traversed through what seems like ages ago. You leave the meadow, looking
back to see the meadow fade with the stars, and the hedge closes its thorny branches.
The old familiar trackway leads you back to town.
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