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Tl’ﬂ’s tree is more commonly known as the Rowan tree, and has long held a sPeCial Piacc in the

¢

X

hearts of Celtic PCOP!C The wood is considered to offer the most Power‘Fu! Protection
against enchantments. \Wreaths of it were hung in the home to guard against evil, and sprigs
were attached to the tops of pens to Protect livestock. ]t was also a Popular wood for making
staffs as well as clowsing rods. ]n many Celtic societies there was a tradition that a very dark

spe“, called the “Caulclrorx of Rebir’ch”, brought dead soldiers back to a sort of half-life. Thc
onlg way to kill these zombies was to run them througlﬁ with a stake of Rowan.

T he Rowan’s berries ripen in winter, and while tlﬂeg are Poisonous to Pcoplc, thcg are afood
source for many birds. Celtic hunters could be pretty sure of bringing home some meat for

their clans by visiting these trees during the dar‘(cst, hungriest months of the year.

The Rowan is the second letter (| _uis) of the Og}wam Alphabet.

A

« J uniPcr” Uunfpcrus commurnis)
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While the Common JuniPer is not rePresented in the Og!ﬁam Aiplﬁabet, it did Plaﬁ a substantial

(6

role in the clai]g life of Ccltic People‘ The oil Proc{uced from the tree’s berries was highlg Prizecl
as a medicine and Forﬂavoring. [t was also used 139 the Druids in a specia] Potion to induce

visions during certain ceremonies.

Junipcr oil has antiscptic and antibacterial Propcr’cics. In very small dozes it once served to
combat a variety of kidncg and urinary complain’cs. This is a rather risky medicine thouglﬁ, as too
much of this oil can cause serious damage to the kidneg& ]t was also wiclelﬂ used to clean cuts

and WOUHC]S.

Tl"liS will not come as a surPrise to many in Northem Arizona, but the Celts also used JuniPer
as a favored wood for fires and cured their meat with its smoke. ]n addition to imParting a

wonderful flavor to theirfood, the smoke was believed to rePel evil spirits.
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« AP Plc” (Malus 5y/vc5tr13)

Tlﬁe dizzging array of apples you see at the grocery store are all descended from the wild
aPPle. Anthropologica! evidence shows that this wonderful fruit has been cultivated in the
British lslcs since as far back as §OOOBC, and it has P!agcc‘ a largc role in Ccltic legcnd and
evergdag life. To the ancient Druids, the fruit was considered to be the ultimate food and
filled with ]iFe~giving energy. The Ce!ts of Walcs actua”y referred to it as “the noblest of all
trees.” Mang scholars also believe that “Avalon” actua“g means “Thc Flacc of Applcs”.

Tlﬁe technique of mai(ing hard cider stretches back mi”ennia, and some believe aPP]e cider
may be one of the earliest alcoholic drinks.  PButin Brittany, (alicia, Cornwall, and Asturias
the art of Fermenting the apple reached its glorious apex. Donr't take my word forit: here at
the Nor’chern Arizona Ce]tic Festival you can try some for 5ourse]ﬁ

The APPIC treeis rePresentc& 133 the tenth letter ((Ceirt) in the Ogham A!Phabet.

“Birch” (Petula SIDID)

At one time Birch and Scots Fine forests covered most of the British ]sles. The Birclﬁ tree
is an ear|9 colonizer of disturbed lancl, and was Probab]g one of the first trees to become re-

established as the ice sheets retreated.

Because the Birch is one of the first trees to put on new leaves in the sPring, it took on a
specia] signixcicancc to the car!g (elts. Jt was considered a “maiden tree” that heralded the
return of life after the long, dark winter. Birch twigs were commonly used to ]ight the

traditional fires of Beltane Celebrations, welcoming the arrival of summer.

T he bark and wood of this tree have long Provided us with an excellent raw material for roofs,

}Dasi(ets, boats, and tools to name a few. The sawdust was very effective in smoking fish.

Tlﬁe Birch is the first tree (Beitlﬁ) rePresentecl in the Ogham Alphabet.
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“Willow” ( Salix 5IDID)

]n Celtic mgtho]ogg the Wi“ow was c]oselg associated with Brigit) the young maiden aspect
of their triP]e~godcless. ]n the sPring, Cai”each (the crone aspect of the triP]e~goddess> would
come forth from her winter abode and drink from a magical well }35 the Willow. She would

transform once again to a maiden and life would return to the land.

T his tree has a long association with magjc, dreams, and enchantment. |t was said that witches

PreFerred binding birch twigs to an ash handle with willow to make their brooms.

T he bark of the White Willow ((Sa/ix alba) has ]ong beenused as a Pain reliever and fever
reducer, as it contains salicin. | his chemical is sgnthesized into salicglic acid in the bodg, which

s Closelg related to asPirirL

The Willow is rePresente& ]33 the fourth letter (Sail) of the Ogham A!Phabet.

“Pine” (Finus slop)

One of the most Prevalent trees in the sPrawling forest that covered the Pritish |sles after
the last ]ce Age was the Scots Fine (/D/nus Sﬂ/vestrlls)‘ This towering tree Procluced a wood
that was both strong and easi!g worked and Provided eariy artisans with their PrinciPal source
of wood. [tis also the source of turpentine and its resin has long beenused as a Preservative.
f:rom the bark a very strong rope was made. Axcter all the other Parts of the tree had been

used, its final ghct was a ]ong—burning charcoal.

Tl"ICSC forests have disappeare&, esPecia”ﬂ from Scotland, fora variety of reasons. But one
of them was !arge scale clear—cutting Fo”owing the defeat of the Jacobin forces at (Culloden.
ngpathizers of the Jacobin cause, even in Eng]and, would often Plant a small Secots Fine

near their 1Carms as a symbol O)C tlﬁeir suPPort.

[For some unknown reason, no Pines were represented in the Ogham Alphabet.



“Dogwood” (Cornus 5PP>
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Two Dogwood sPecies native to the (eltic lands are the B]oodtwig @ sangu/nca) and
Cornelian Cherrg (C.mas). The B!oodtwig’s name refers to dark red stems. | he (Cornelian

Chcrrg does Producc a small fruit which has !ong been used injams, preserves, and even wine.

i

S

The wood of these trees is incredib!g hard) which is illustrated }39 their | _atin name, Comus)
which means “horn”. T his fact has led to Dogwood’s bcing used to make a wide variety of
toolsj from pegs and wheel spokcs to hoes and ax handles. ]n fact the name “dogwood”
actua”g derives from the old Gae]ic a’agaj which means “a Poin’ccd tool”. Additiona”y, Celtic

Pcoplc used the flowers of this tree to create a 9c”ow dyc.

Dogwood tends to be an aggressive colonizer and will quicklg move into disturbed areas. lee
sPrawling, dense thickets it creates make a difficult barrier to People (which is whg itis still a
Popular l’lcdge Plant) but is terrific shelter for a variety of game animals.

A

“Bramblcs” (K ubus SIDID)

&y

Many are the legends of a Ce]tic hero being traPPed bg a magica] bramble Patch, the gnarled

(¢

vines grasping his arms and legs like talons. As any farmer orgarclencr who has tried to remove
these wild P]ants can attest, no magic is rca”g needed to make them a real Pain. But once the

Fruit ripens — what bliss!

]n Celtic rcgions the most common brambles are the Blackbcrrg (Ku[)us [ruf/cosus),
Kaspbcrrg (Ku[?us l'a/acus), and Clouc”aemj (Ku[)us cﬁamacmorus). Tl‘xe fruits of all three
have 1ong been used to make an amazing varie’cg of wincs,jams, and preserves. Theg have also
served as medicines: their roots are very astringent and have served to alleviate diarrhea and
dysenterg; chewing of Blackberrg leaves was ’chought to heal bleeding gums; and boiled

Rasterries were mixed with mint and served to PeoP]e recovering Fromjaundice.

Brambles rePresent the eleventh letter (Muin) of the Oglﬁam A]Phabet.




The OGHAM or “Celtic T ree” AlPhabct

The Ogham (OH~gam) alphabet is an interesting studg, but sometimes it is
hard to tell where scientific know]cdge ends and mgthology (both ancient and
modern) begins. What we do know is that a system of writing was deve]oped
in Celtic areas and recorded on a series of stones. Mang of these stones are
grave and boundarg markings. T here have been near]g 400 discovered so far,
most in lreland, Scotlanc], ]sle of Man, and Wa]cs, although a few have been
found in ]taly and Spain as well. The “consonant letters” in this alphabet may
be one to five vertical or angled lines, while “vowel letters” are usua”g a

combination of dots.

[~ ach letter in this a]Phabet is named after a tree, so that the first letter is
Beith/Beth <Birch>, the second | uis (Rowan), the third [Fern (Alder), and
50 on. Mang times you will see this alphabet referred to as the “Beth-| uis-
Fern” alphabct,just like we call ours the «<APBCs. Thc term “Oglﬁam
AlPhabet” was coined because in Ce]tic legends it was their god of
eloquence) Ogma, who gave his Peop]e the giFt of this writing.

The majoritg of examplcs we have todag of this writing date back to the earlg
C}wristian era, althougk many Ce]tic scholars believe it was in use long before
then. T here is some evidence to suggest that Celtic Pards inscribed their
tales on Poet’s Staﬁcs using this 5criPt, and several ancient (eltic mgths tell
of Pards hiding or destroging their staffs so the tales would not fall into the

wrong hands.

An interesting Puzzle is that not all of the twenty trees used in the Ogham
are to be found in the Celtic lands of the British |sles. Curtis Clark
(www.csupomona.edu/"jcc]ark/ogham/ogh~orig.html> has done some
interesting studies on this, and believes that the alphabet actua”g originated
in the Rhinc River va”cg, which is considered to be the Cclt’s ancestral home.



