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Yule 2004

(Volume 3, Issue 2)
In the Bleak Midwinter: Remedies for the Season

by Sabina C. Becker

As the days inch down to the Solstice and daylight grows steadily shorter, spirits can sink lower than the mercury in the thermometer. How to cope? Here are some tried-and-true remedies.

Essential Oils

Be your own aromatherapist; it's not hard to do! Good essential oils cost around $10 to $15 a bottle on average, but a little goes a long way to bringing you comfort and joy. This is a simple, inexpensive way to lift your spirits through fragrance.

Sweet Orange: Distilled from the oily rinds of edible oranges, this classic citrus aroma is great in baths or massage oils. It's also great for getting smoke and cooking smells out of your hair when you don't have time to shampoo--just rub a few drops between your palms, then run your hands through your hair until the unwanted smells are gone. 

Grapefruit: Another lovely, uplifting citrus scent. Said to be good for those trying to lose weight because it helps purge stored toxins from the body. Makes a refreshing "morning after the party" bath, especially in combination with other citrus oils and herbals such as lavender, mint and rosemary. Try adding a few drops to your shampoo or to diluted liquid glycerine soap for a homemade "shower gel".

Lavender: An excellent antidepressant with a green herbal scent. Helps you wake up in the morning and soothes you to sleep at night. Great year-round, but especially good for those troubled by Seasonal Affective Disorder.

Rosemary: Similar to lavender, but more energizing; a green, spicy scent. An emotional strengthener for those who feel completely sapped of all energy and ambition at this time of year. Also good for sore joints and muscle pains. Can be paired with all the herbal and citrus oils to good effect. Best in the bath or in a diffuser for room fragrance.

Pine: Besides the festive "Christmas tree" smell, pine is soothing and relaxing for stressed-out holidayers. Use it in the bath or in massage oil for sore muscles and joints. For headaches, rub a few drops on the back of one hand and sniff. To scent a room (no tree required!), add it to your diffuser or a lamp ring. 

Bach Flower Remedies

Discovered by a British homeopath in the 1930s, these simple tinctures have a subtle but powerful effect on the emotions. If you need more than one, you can combine them without ill effect; two drops of any given remedy will suffice. Take as needed. Here are some good ones for the woes of the season:

Mustard: The depression remedy par excellence. Useful for Seasonal Affective Disorder.

Centaury: Good for those who dread family gatherings where they are likely to be treated as a doormat or taken for granted. Helps the weak stand up for themselves.

Beech: Helps you let go of critical, "nit-picky" attitudes that can make this time of year especially annoying. 

Clematis: For distraction and preoccupation. Helps you focus on the tasks at hand. Also helps to ward off excessive drowsiness.

Elm: For those who feel overwhelmed by responsibilities. Good for despondency and self-doubt. Helps if you are hosting a large gathering or important business guests.

Gorse: For those overcome by hopelessness and despair. A good one for those who must spend holidays alone, or who are ill or shut-in. Helps to restore cheer.

Hornbeam: The "morning after" remedy. Good for mental exhaustion and that "Monday morning" feeling!

Impatiens: As the name suggests, this is a good one for the impatient, the irritable, the nervous and the easily annoyed.

Mimulus: Fear of known things. Good for the holiday-pageant actor who has stage fright, or the party host who dreads what could go wrong!

Scleranthus: Good for those who are troubled by indecision--or motion sickness. Take before traveling or gift-shopping.

Wild Rose: Eases resignation and apathy. Helps clear the feeling of stagnation that the long winter months can bring. Another good one, like Gorse, for those who are alone or housebound at this time of year, though unlike Gorse, it is not intended specifically for despondency.

Herbs

Colds and flu can take their toll on anyone at this time of year; the fluctuation of temperature between indoors and outdoors can shock the immune system, giving viruses a toehold. Almost as nasty is the Norwalk virus, the one-day "winter vomiting disease", that often follows on the heels of a flu. Here are some herbs known to help:

Garlic and onion: These strong-smelling infection-fighters are natural antibiotics. Combined with honey, they can ease a sore throat.

Ginger root: Taken raw or brewed into tea, it helps ward off the chills and creates a powerful sensation of warmth and well-being.

Echinacea: The tincture from the root of the purple coneflower is a powerful immune booster. A teaspoon of it in water, three times a day, can shorten time spent down with a cold. Should only be taken for two weeks at most, otherwise the body becomes accustomed to it and it loses its effectiveness.

Ginseng: Another immune booster and overall promoter of well-being, ginseng improves blood flow so that the infection-fighting white blood cells can do their job, cleaning up a viral mess.

Peppermint: A strong pain reliever. For sore throat, soak a sugar cube with peppermint essential oil, then let it dissolve in your mouth. The vapors are also good for clearing congestion. Peppermint tea soothes a queasy stomach and eases indigestion.

Fennel and anise: These two licorice-tasting herbs, which are both of the same botanical family, are good for coughs and stomach troubles. Boil the seeds in hot water for 5 to10 minutes (one teaspoon per cup), then strain and drink the tea. 

Chamomile: A gentle soother. Good for rattled nerves at the end of a long day. The cold tea also makes good compresses for bathing red, tired eyes. It can also be used warm to bring boils to a head; useful for styes on the eyelids, as well as cold sores! Also makes a good bath for itchy winter skin.

Other suggestions

Soothe an itchy, dry scalp with a few drops of tea tree oil in a tablespoonful of jojoba oil. Take long, hot baths using essential oils for fragrance and oatmeal to soothe the skin. Or combine Epsom salt with a combination of essential oils to create a fragrant, healing bath salt for yourself or to give a friend in need!

Take long walks, preferably with a friend, as the weather permits. Get as much sunshine as you can; this helps dispel that winter gloom. Plus the fresh air will give you the oxygen your brain needs to stay out of the midwinter fog!

Meditate whenever you can. If you only have five minutes, just set an egg timer for that amount, sit down comfortably, close your eyes, and breathe. Don't worry or think of anything else; just concentrate on your breath! You have nothing to do now, nowhere to go, and no one to please or impress. When the timer rings, open your eyes slowly, get up gradually, and take a moment just to stretch. What a relief!

Above all, get to bed on time, drink plenty of water, take your vitamins--and remember that once the Solstice passes, the days will get longer, brighter, and eventually, warmer again!

***

Cranberry Magic 

by Titania

Before you start, clean and clear your workspace. Have a shower or bath before brewing the potion. Light a candle and some incense, preferably Narcissus or Sandalwood. 

2 bottles cranberry juice (4 litres) 

I bottle apple juice/cider (1 litre) 

fresh or frozen cranberries  

handful of all spice 

4 cinnamon sticks 

1 tablespoon cinnamon powder

1 tablespoon cardamom pods or seeds

small handful of cloves 

1 tablespoon ginger 

1 teaspoon nutmeg 

1 handful mint flakes 

1 orange 

1/2 lemon 

1 cup honey (if allergic, use fructose - natural fruit sugar) 

length of muslin 

length of black string 

Place dry ingredients in the muslin. Break up the cinnamon sticks and cardamom pods. Tie up the muslin with black string. Place all juice/cider and honey (or fructose) together in your cauldron or pot. Add more honey if you desire. Juice half the orange and add juice to mixture. Place the muslin in the mixture and bring to the boil. Add fresh or frozen cranberries to your cauldron now. Stir with a wooden spoon. Lower heat, cover, and simmer for 20 minutes, stirring occasionally. Serve either warm or cool with slices of orange and lemon studded with cloves. Chilled, the elixir will last for ages. If you desire a strong flavour, you may want to keep the muslin in the mixture. 

***

Home-Made Bath Salts

by Ben Gruagach

Bath salts are easy and fun to make. The materials are relatively easy to find and don’t have to cost a lot. You can really be creative in how you package the finished salts, too.

Before you mix up your bath salts, it’s usually a good idea to first do whatever decorating you plan for the bottles or jars you’re going to put the finished salts in. It’s easier to decorate them when they are empty. You can make a plain bottle or jar really pretty by adding a small string of beads attached at the neck, by painting or drawing on the glass with glass markers or paint, or by hot-gluing things like beads, buttons, sequins, string, or other decorative items to the glass. (A hot glue gun is a wonderful tool to have for projects like this!)

Here’s a basic recipe for unscented salts:

3 parts Epsom salts (often sold in the first aid section of the pharmacy)

2 parts regular table salt

1 part baking soda

For instance, to make up a batch recently, I used the following measured amounts:

1 ½ cups Epsom salts

1 cup regular table salt

½ cup baking soda

Combine the powders and mix well. Once you’ve mixed them thoroughly, add whatever scents you’d like to use. Add them a drop at a time and mix everything really well as you add further drops. It often doesn’t take very much (especially if you’re using essential oils) to make a strong-scented bath salt. A little essential oil can go a really long way.

If you don’t have essential oils, you can also use extracts used in baking, like vanilla or mint. You can also use herbs and spices, although you should be very careful to only use those you know are safe as skin products – some spices, like cinnamon and nutmeg, can irritate the skin and produce rashes or other allergic reactions. It’s safer to stick with things like mint, dried flower petals, or dried lavender.

Craft stores that carry soapmaking products will often sell small bottles of scent designed specifically for use in skin products. These are often premixed combinations like vanilla-lavender or eucalyptus-mint. They are often advertised as relaxing, energizing, or soothing. They work well, although they might not be made with real essential oils.

If you want to make bath salts that fizz, you can add citric acid crystals. These crystals are sometimes called “sour salt.” The recipes I’ve seen call for two tablespoons of citric acid for every cup of baking soda in the recipe. So for my recipe above, using a half cup of baking soda, I would have used one tablespoon of citric acid crystals. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find citric acid crystals in my local grocery store so wasn’t able to include them in my recent bath salt mixing session. They are available on the Internet, though, so you should be able to buy some if you plan in advance.

Other ingredients you might want to experiment with include milk powder or corn starch. You can also add colour to your salts with food colouring or small amounts of unsweetened drink powders. Just be careful with the colourings, as the stronger the colour the more likely it may dye your skin or bathtub.  Drink powders also have their own scents that should be taken into consideration when you add them to your bath salts.

There are lots of recipes for magickal purposes that can be used in making bath salts.  Scott Cunningham’s book The Complete Book of Incense, Oils & Brews includes many good recipes for mixing different herbs and scents for various goals. He also includes some specifically designed as bath salts. For example, to make a purification bath salt, you would use geranium, rosemary, and frankincense essential oils (3 parts geranium, 2 parts rosemary, and 1 part frankincense). This would be perfect for taking a ritual bath before doing important magickal work.  

***

My Sacred Altar

article and photo by Titania
For the longest time, I didn't have an altar. I didn't have room for one, but decided that I needed one so I made the space! My altar consists of a stone plaque with Asian symbols and the English words Energy, Peace, Harmony and Wisdom on it, all of which I hope to aspire to. To me, stone represents life and feeling. The plate in the background is Demeter and Persephone. Under the plate is a small Pentagram, which to me symbolizes magick, the elements, Spirit, and the divine feminine and masculine. 

I have a picture on my altar with the four Seasons and a lovely saying: "Welcome, energies of earth, air, fire and water. Let us create a life of beauty, reverence and wonder. With each season let us rejoice. Through every phase of the sun and moon let us be in harmony. In every direction shall we offer our love." I have another picture of Persephone on my altar, as well as one of Hades, her beloved. Hades is my Patron God. He is kind, just and protective, not evil as some believe him to be. I also have the Great Earth Mother, resting on the full moon. The Earth mother to me represents many things: the Earth, completion, the cycles of Life, Death and Rebirth, love and serenity. 

The moon represents the Goddess energies, particularly of Artemis (waning/waxing moon), Selene (full moon), and Hekate (dark/new moon). 
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I also have a picture of Jedi Master Qui~Gon Jinn and his Padawan (apprentice) Obi~Wan Kenobi above my altar, representing peace and love and wisdom in the Universe. The photo shows a candle with the Asian symbols for wealth and peace on it, more things I hope to aspire to. I now have an orange, red and yellow candle for abundance and joy! The candle stand depicts a forest at night, which I believe is a celebration of life on Earth. I imagine all the elves and faeries coming alive and playing, like in a Midsummer Night's Dream! 

I also have a humpback whale, symbolising the whales and the ancient libraries of the Earth. It has a green malachite hand holding a pomegranate. Pomegranates are sacred to me as they bound Persephone to Hades. Malachite to me represents abundance, love and healing because it is green, the colour of the heart Chakra. I have a green and white feather on my altar symbolising the Angels. In a small green frame (not pictured), I have a silver Asian symbol for serenity. I also have a postcard representing the four Elements: volcano for fire, Atlantis for water, lightning above Stonehenge for air, and King Arthur at Avalon with Excalibur representing Earth. I also have a picture of a nature spirit above my altar. 

The blue glass holds water. I have a stone bowl beside my altar with Earth from a place in my garden that I designated to be the Underworld during a Mabon ritual. I have a Wizard and a lovely green faery representing magick and love, and a selenite crystal for healing. The altar is currently covered with a black cloth with crescent moons and stars and a purple cloth underneath. It is set on a glass plaque supported by two ancient Grecian-style pillars. This is significant to me because I adore ancient Greece (and Egypt) and believe the Gods of old do indeed exist. I have a small picture of one of my heroines, Sailor Pluto from the television show Sailor Moon, above my altar. She guards the Doors of Time and Space and the Underworld and to me represents the feminine side of Hades. 

Behind my altar stands a four-foot replica of Excalibur. He is very special to me, as he is the Sacred Sword of truth, honour, peace and justice, and is one of my spirit guides. I also have a miniature Excalibur in the stone. I connect a lot with Arthurian mythology as well as Greek, Egyptian and ancient Celtic. I also have an Eye of Horus picture, surrounded by twigs on a gold eye-shaped background, which I made. I have a small scroll on my altar with things I would like to manifest.

Beside my altar, I have some angel and direction cards, and a wooden howling wolf that I bought in Canada when visiting Amberlight in 1996. It represents the wilderness. I have a silver cube which says six things: Balance, Happiness, Peace, Calm, Wisdom and Love. I toss the cube to see which one is most relevant for me that day. I also have a small statue representing virginity. I believe virginity is a sacred gift and will not make love unless I love the person, and the love is mutual. 

I also have a job spec under my altar, with a magickal job pouch I made to get the prefect job for me. I also have a Tibetan incense holder (which to me looks like the hilt of an ancient Lightsabre) and narcissus incense. Narcissus is sacred to Hades as it was the flower Persephone was picking when he fell in love with her. There is also a white sage smudge stick which is wonderful for cleansing. I feel the ancestors around me when I use it, so it is very special. Excalibur has been consecrated with sage and moon blood. Above Excalibur is a wonderful, powerful poster of Aragorn from The Return of the King, holding his sword Andúril, Flame of the West. He symbolises positive power, stamina, friendship and love. Andúril, re-forged by the Elves, symbolises the power and love of the Elves, for nature and ridding the world of evils and negativity. I hope to get a replica of Andúril and Glamdring (Gandalf's sword) one of these days! 

Under my altar, I have some faery, energy and other cards, as well as a wand named Andúril. My Andúril is a crystal wand with moons and stars on her, and has been consecrated with sage. I also have a small green broomstick by my altar representing magick. I wish I could fly it! And last but not least, I have an abundance rock on my altar, as I am performing a prosperity spell by Silver RavenWolf. 

May your days and nights truly be blessed. 

***

M. Stewart’s Pagan Yule

by author unknown (circulated on the internet for years)

December 1: Bury turkey carcass from Thanksgiving under the Holly tree grown specifically to decorate the halls. Draw pentagram in the dirt with silver dust to prevent pet She-Wolf from digging up the bones. 

December 2: Order 20 cases of Irish whiskey to be left for the Good Folk on Yule. Rebury turkey carcass, redo pentagram in gold dust. 

December 3: Draw pentagram on each sheet of toilet paper using silver marker for that festive holiday touch. Have staff re-roll the paper onto Victorian “crackers” for that surprise element. Re-bury turkey carcass, consecrate concrete block, spray paint with gold and use as planter for poinsettia. Place over carcass. 

December 4: Take She-Wolf to vet for eating poinsettia. Send out telepathic party invitations to 200 witches, shamans, and druids for Yule party. 

December 5: Ex-mother-in-law’s birthday. Send Victoria Secret’s nightgown rubbed with stinging nettle. Begin receiving telepathic RSVP’s for Yule party. 

December 6: Hand dip 365 gold candles for Yule. Have staff clean up the mess. Stock up on Sacred Lady Martha of the Stewart Clan Yule Oil for anointing candles at a K-Mart near YOU! Pick up She-Wolf at vets. 

December 7: Harvest herbs from the garden and crochet 200 herb pillows for guests. Stuff with the microwave-dried herbs. 

December 8: Have the staff get their arms tattooed with suns now so there will be time for the redness to disappear in time for the party. Have staff decorate the Yule Tree. 

December 9: Repaint Nativity Scene so figures represent Isis, Osiris, and Horus. Re-bury turkey. Take She-wolf to the pound. Buy new wolf pup. Hire dog trainer. 

December 10-11: Fly to Europe to grub for truffles. Pick up whiskey at the Irish distillery on the way back. 

December 12: Use Dremel tool to carve chalices out of quartz crystal balls for the party. Roll the hand-dipped candles in the crystal dust to make them sparkle. 

December 13: Coven meeting! Get symbolically pregnant by the HP during symbolic Great Rite ritual. Give hand-forged athames as gifts to coven members. 

December 14: Get six foot Yule Log from the local land co-op. Decorate with holly, ivy and hand dipped candles rolled in the crystal dust. 

December 15: See herbalist for private itching that has been going on since last coven meeting. Burn all undergarments. Have factory send new ones in red and green. 

December 16: Daughter home from college. Send her to herbalist, too. Invite local fauna to graze on the front lawn for decoration and hang wreaths over their necks. 

December 17: Climb great oak and cut mistletoe using golden sickle. Leave hand cast silver coins at base in thanks. Burn sage now to cleanse house so the smell will be gone in time for the party. Pick up golden robe at dry cleaners and pack in lavender. 

December 18: Appear on Oprah to show my support for her coming out of the broom closet. Bake chocolate moon pies with banana cream filling, symbolic of the return of the sun. Bake “stained glass” Pentacle cookies. 

December 19: Bake brownies laced with aphrodisiacs and give to fundamentalist neighbor. Butcher, gut and pluck 150 pheasants from the backyard coop and marinate in consecrated wine. Harvest wild rice from the paddy out back. 

December 20: Yule party. Carve sliced carrot to resemble miniature suns. Put red dye in the men’s toilet tanks, green in the women’s toilet tanks. Have staff do the cooking while I dress in my ceremonial robe. When guests and TV crew arrive, assume meditative pose. 

December 21: Dawn -- give birth to symbolic Sun God on the dining room table as the guests and TV crew look on. After guests leave, collect empty whiskey bottles drunk by the Good Folk and recycle. Take a nap and dream of what to do for Imbolc.

***

About Us

Northumberland Mystical Gatherings is a group for discussion of pagan-related topics. Members come from a range of backgrounds and spiritual systems, and embody a variety of interests and areas of practice, belief, and learning. We welcome everyone’s views and perspectives, even if they lead to lively, good-natured debate. However, we do not tolerate any disrespect or condemnation of another’s path, beliefs or levels of learning.

We meet regularly in person but also have an active online community.  Some of our members live outside the Northumberland region in Ontario, Canada.  Our distant members participate mostly online.  

Visit our website at

http://www.mysticalgatherings.com
or email us at

info@mysticalgatherings.com
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