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“There is a spirituality indigenous to every land. When you
move in harmony with that spirit of place, you are practicing
native (not Native) spirituality.”
— Loren Cruden, The Spirit of Place 1

becoming
native
to your place

“For the non-Native American to become at home on this
continent, he or she must be born again in this hemisphere,
on this continent, properly called Turtle Island. . . . Europe or
Africa or Asia will then be seen as the place our ancestors came
from, places we might want to know about and to visit, but not
‘home.’ Home — deeply, spiritually — must be here.”
— Gary Snyder, Practice of the Wild 2
“But can non-indigenous people really presume to become
native? . . . What kind of nativeness is possible and to what
extent can we become native to the land?”
— David Landis Barrett, At Home on the Earth 3
Since enrolling in the Kamana Naturalist Training Course,4 the
word “native” and all that it implies is frequently on my mind. The
Kamana course teaches us to “see with native eyes” and emphasizes that
this ability is not for Native Americans only but is a learned skill. Once
introduced to the concept of “becoming native,” I seemed to find it
everywhere.
Using the word “native” is tricky business. (Coyote and Raven
are most likely behind the debate, don’t you think?) Many of us in the
Goddess and Pagan movements who have European ancestry have been
exhorted by our teachers to seek out our own ancestral roots rather
than participate in cultural imperialism by taking on Native American
spiritual practices. “White folks were wild once too,” we are reminded,
and out of respect for the Native peoples and in acknowledgement of
the wrongs done to them by our ancestors, many of us have turned
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away from studying Native American spirituality. We have instead studied the pre-Christian cultures and spiritual practices of our European
forebears.
My studies of the Celtic goddesses and myths of my own ancestral
heritage have been rich. But a problem arose for me when I realized
the obvious: that I don’t live in the land of my ancestors. I live here, in
North America. More specifically I live in the Pacific Northwest, the
Cascadia Bioregion, part-time in an inland second-growth forest and
part-time on an island in the San Juan archipelago. As I fell more and
more in love with the land where I live, I learned the stories and myths
of the first peoples who lived here. At the same time I began my naturalist studies. It became very meaningful to me to compare the myths
of my Celtic heritage with the myths of the Northwest, especially the
stories of the plants and animals who live in both places (like the magical hawthorn tree and the salmon of wisdom).
I had an opportunity to balance the two — the local and the
ancestral — in ritual space last May at an island Beltane gathering. I
was given the task of standing for the West at a ceremony in which the
group walked in procession to each of the four directions in turn on
our hosts’ property. On a bluff facing west and overlooking the water
and islands beyond, I told the local tribe’s story of Salmon Woman,
who promised that she would always bring the tribe abundance as long
as they treated her salmon children fairly and well. I then taught the
crowd to sing “Ave Stella Maris,” a song to the universal Ocean Mother,
as we passed a cup of May wine.
Loren Cruden speaks of this challenge of finding the balance
between place and ancestry: “If you are from a race or culture that isn’t
Native American, you can still feel a soul connection to the spirit and
form of this land. What seems to be emerging in North America is a
path derived from the same spirit of place that the Natives tuned to,
but that expresses itself through a marriage of ancestry and place. . .

. Ancestry gives form and continuity to spiritual practice; place gives
immediacy and manifestation to power.” 5
But there is another, more important reason for becoming native
to your place: the earth needs it. David Landis Barrett writes, “[The
earth] needs people who live in a native way, who consider themselves
people of the land. European-Americans have been
so destructive to this continent and its indigenous
peoples in large part because we have rejected the
notion that we are native to
the earth. We have insisted
on our transcendence and
so devastation has followed
in our path. To seek a new
sense of nativeness — a
slow and stumbling process
to be sure — is one of the
ways we can begin to live
well with the earth and all
its peoples.” 6

I know where to harvest
wild onions in the
summer and where
to find nettles in the
earliest days of spring.
I know how far north
the sun sets at
midsummer, and how
low in the sky it rides at
noon in midwinter.

How then, as nonindigenous peoples, do we become native to the land where we live?
It is not as simple as saying, “I grew up in California, so I’m a
native Californian.” That is certainly true on one level, as it is also true
that “native” means a group or culture that is indigenous. But I would
propose that we learn another meaning for the word “native.” Barrett
suggests that it “can point to an individual’s way of living and state of
mind, referring to someone who realizes a deep embeddedness in nature, who has a subtle understanding of the land and an abiding idenreflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 

tity with place usually found in aboriginal people.” 7 Or as Gary Snyder
says, “. . . if you know what is taught by the plants and weather, you are
in on the gossip and can truly feel more at home.” 8
These days I am learning to be “in on the gossip” of my Place — I
watch as the Steller’s jays squabble over the sunflower seeds I set out for
them and notice the towhees and juncos quietly await their turn at the
feeder. I know where the chickaree (Douglas squirrel) hides her stash
of seeds and nuts in the autumn, and what part of the woods holds
the most luscious mushrooms. I know the slough where the great blue
heron lives and when the tree frogs will begin their chorus in the spring.
I know where to harvest wild onions in the summer and where to find
nettles in the earliest days of spring. I know how far north the sun sets
at midsummer, and how low in the sky it rides at noon in midwinter.
This, then, is how we become native to the land: by loving her
well, first of all. By observing, being aware, studying, and participating
in the life cycle of the land instead of dominating it. We do this by
keeping nature journals, by gardening with native plants, by sitting so
still the birds forget we’re there. We do it in ways too numerous to list
or count.
Being native is not something that we are, it’s something that we
do. We are, if we so choose, always in the process of becoming native
to the land. And it’s a process that we will never finish. There will be
always be more to learn.

Notes
1. Loren Cruden, The Spirit of Place: A Workbook for Sacred Alignment,
Destiny Books 1995, p. 3
2. Gary Snyder, “Practice of the Wild,” excerpted in At Home on the Earth:
Becoming Native to Our Place, A Multicultural Anthology, University of
California Press 1999, p. 99.
3. David Landis Barrett, editor, At Home on the Earth: Becoming Native to Our
Place, A Multicultural Anthology, University of California Press 1999, p. 8.
4. “Kamana Naturalist Training Program,” <www.kamana.org> [Note: When
I took this course, it was a paper correspondence course. Now it’s an online
membership site.]
5. Loren Cruden, At Home on the Earth: Becoming Native to Our Place, A
Multicultural Anthology, Destiny Books 1995, p. 3.
6. David Landis Barrett, editor, At Home on the Earth: Becoming Native to Our
Place, A Multicultural Anthology, University of California Press 1999, p. 9.
7. Ibid, p. 9.
8. Gary Snyder, “Practice of the Wild,” excerpted in At Home on the Earth:
Becoming Native to Our Place, A Multicultural Anthology, University of
California Press 1999, p. 98.

Joanna’s note: I wrote this essay in 1998 and it was first published in
SageWoman, Winter 1999-2000.
Photo: Midwinter beach on my island home.
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la luna bella!

Luna, every woman’s friend,
To me thy goodness condescend.
Let me this night in visions see
Emblems of my destiny.
I learned this charming Mother Goose rhyme some years ago as a
way of greeting the Moon whenever I saw Her for the first time in the
night sky. Early in my studies of Goddess spirituality, I realized that
I wanted an intimate relationship with the Moon. To me, as to many
other women, the Moon is the most accessible and prominent symbol
for the Goddess in the natural world. So I set out to learn to track her
tides without resorting to a calendar or almanac.
I began by stepping outside my front door to notice where the
Moon rose and set each night, and to see if I could recognize which
phase She was in.
Another folk rhyme was a big help in reminding me which time
of day the Moon rose, as she moved through her different phases:
A New Moon rises with the sun
Her waxing half at midday shows
The Full Moon climbs the sunset hour
And waning half the midnight knows.
In other words, because a new moon is on the same side of the
earth as the sun, we don’t see Her because she rises and sets at about the
same time as the sun. By the time She’s a first quarter moon, She is rising at noon and sets around midnight. We’ve all seen the glorious spectacle of a full moon rising in the east as the last rays of the sun slip over
the western horizon. Sometimes we’ve seen the equally luscious sight of
the moon setting in the west as dawn breaks in the east. A last quarter
moon rises around midnight and sets around noon the next day. The
moon rises and sets about fifty minutes later each night or day.
reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 

Yes, She is indeed constantly changing, and is ever faithful in Her
changes!
There are many ways to think about the phases of the Moon.
When we first learn about Her, we think of Her as trifold — waxing,
full and waning, which correspond to the three faces of the Goddess
— maiden, mother and crone. Her fourth face, the hidden one, is the
dark moon, or Underworld Goddess — She whose face is hidden. If
we envision the cycle of the moon as a circle and mark it with the four
cardinal points, we would label them Dark/New Moon, Waxing (First
Quarter) Moon, Full Moon and Waning (Last Quarter) Moon.
But to astronomers, as to astrologers, there are eight phases to the
moon (which correspond to the eight holidays of the solar wheel of the
year). We move from the hidden New Moon to the Crescent, to First
Quarter to Gibbous to Full, to Disseminating to Third Quarter to the
silent and invisible Dark (or Balsamic) Moon once again. Each phase
lasts about three and a half days, and the entire cycle is just over twentynine days.
When the Moon is new, Her energy is ripe for us to plant seed
intentions for the month to come, preferably in the area indicated by
the astrological sign of the New Moon. At the Aries New Moon, you
might set goals for self-determination and leadership issues. Gemini is
concerned with communication skills and Cancer with home, family
and self-nurturing.
This process of seed intentions or goal-setting can be finetuned by
looking at the house in your natal astrological chart where the particular New Moon falls. The house gives you a clue as to which area of your
life these issues will emerge. For example, if the Aries New Moon falls
in your tenth house, it will have something to do with bringing qualities of leadership (Aries) into your career or place in the world (10th
house).
 • reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert

I love New Moons because they remind me that we can always
start over, no matter how old we are and how many false starts or wrong
turns we’ve made in our lives. Author Anne Tyler said that “I’ve never
believed that one chance is all I get,” and to me that sums up the message of the New Moon.
I’m also a firm
believer in the “old wives’
tale” that wishes made
when you first see the
New Moon will come
true. And so I am always
on the lookout for the
first glimpse of that thin
crescent, Diana’s Bow.
I never fail to catch my
breath at her beauty, or
to make my wish. She
emerges after the death
of the Dark Moon as the
Young One once again,
and the cycle begins once
more.

A New Moon rises
with the sun;
Her waxing half
at midday shows.
The Full Moon climbs
the sunset hour,
And waning half
the midnight knows.

If we have clear skies throughout the month, we can see the moon
grow larger each night till the full moon, then smaller again till She
disappears. The quarter moons are easy to spot, as we see the circle of
the moon neatly divided in half. The waxing quarter moon is lit on the
right side of the moon, and the waning quarter moon is lit on the left
side. Try taking one lunation — one “moonth” — to track the rising
and setting of the moon in the landscape where you live, and to learn
Her shapes as She moves through her phases. You might notice that
the waxing crescent moon is shaped like a backwards letter “C,” while
the waning crescent (balsamic) moon is shaped like a regular “C,” for

Crone Moon. Remember that the
moon is hidden for about three days,
as She turns from Dark to New, and
She appears to be Full for about three
days as well.
Magickal theory tells us to
build, reach out and create during a
waxing moon and to release, contemplate and search for meaning during
the two weeks of the waning moon.
Because our culture only values the
activities of the first half of the cycle,
it’s often difficult to give ourselves
permission to rest and contemplate
for a day, let alone two weeks. Yet this
is the message of the waning moon.
At the Full Moon, the sun and moon are on opposite sides of the
earth, which is why we see one rise as the other sets. The Full Moon is
always in the opposite astrological sign that the Sun is in, so it sets up
an opportunity to balance and integrate opposites in our lives. At the
Libra Full Moon in March, we might ask ourselves how we can balance
the contradiction of diplomat (Libra) and warrior (Aries) in our personal lives, as well as in the global community. The Scorpio Full Moon in
April, while the sun is in Taurus, is especially interesting for the tension
between the transformational intensity of Scorpio and the stable steadfastness of Taurus. Both, however, are sexual/sensual signs, perfect for
this “lunar Beltane.”
The gravitational force of the sun and moon on the earth is
strongest at the New and Full Moons, when all three bodies — sun,
earth and moon — line up in a straight line. The land on earth expands and contracts, usually in a manner too subtle for us to notice.

The tides of the world also increase
and decrease, as do the fluids in our
bodies. We have all heard the stories
of Full Moon phenomena — supposedly there are more assaults, murders
and traffic accidents during a Full
Moon, and an increase in the admissions to psychiatric hospitals. It is also
said that there is a greater likelihood
of excessive bleeding during surgery
during New Moons, so it’s important
to schedule elective surgery during a
waxing or waning moon. For every
study that “proves” these assertions,
there’s another one that debunks it.
So take your own experience as a
guide. How do the New and Full Moons affect you? I generally have
a hard time sleeping during the nights of a Full Moon. Some of my
sweetest times are spent waking in the middle of the night and getting
up to sit in the full moonlight, cat in my lap, and having a long chat
with the Moon.
The cycle of the Moon and its lessons of beginning, waxing to
fullness, waning to death and renewal is repeated on a monthly basis in
our bodies with our menstrual cycle. It’s repeated yearly in the dance of
the Sun through the wheel of the year. And it’s repeated twice daily in
the movement of the tides of the sea.
If you live near the ocean, as I do, and spend any time on the
water at all, you will begin to know the tides as well as you know the
phases of the Moon. And why not? For they are intimately linked.
Tides are mainly caused by the gravitational pull of the moon
upon the earth. This pull causes the oceans to bulge out in the direction
reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 

of the moon. Another bulge occurs on the opposite side of the earth,
since it is also being pulled toward the moon and away from the water
on the far side. Since the earth is rotating while this is happening, two
tides occur each day in most places, though there are some exceptions.
The term “tide” actually refers to the rise and fall of the water.
Tides rise and fall, currents flow and ebb. Flood currents move toward
the beach when the tide is rising. Ebb currents move away from the
beach when the tide is falling. For a short time at the peak of the ebb
and flow currents, the tide doesn’t seem to move at all, and this is called
slack water. Sounds like the moon when She doesn’t seem to change for
three days or so at New and Full, doesn’t it?

Resources
Diana Brueton, Many Moons, New York: Prentice Hall 1991.
We’Moon ’02: Gaia Rhythms for Women, Estacada OR: Mother Tongue
Ink, 2002 <www.wemoon.ws>

The highest and lowest tides of the month happen — when else?
— at the New and Full Moons, when the earth, moon and sun are all
aligned. These strongest of all tides are called Spring Tides (they have
nothing to do with the season of spring). Low tide on a New or Full
Moon is the best time to beachcomb, for treasures are then revealed
when the tide is at its lowest. This year, I have decided to make it part
of my devotional practice to walk the beach at low tide every New and
Full Moon, to gather beach glass and any other treasures with which
Mama Ocean may grace me.
In many Native American tribes, the names of the months come
from the seasonal changes happening during that seasonal lunation.
The month of April has been called Growing Moon, Hare Moon, Grass
Moon, Pink Moon, Flower Moon, Spring Moon, Budding Trees Moon.
The month of May, Merry Moon, Full Flower Moon, Corn Planting Moon, Milk Moon, Frogs Return Moon; and June has been called
Mead Moon, Honey Moon, Strawberry Moon, Rose Moon, Lovers’
Moon, Strong Sun Moon, and Green Corn Moon.
What would you call the Moons of Spring in the area where you
live?
10 • reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert

Joanna’s note: I wrote this essay in 2002 and it was first published in
SageWoman, Spring 2002.
Illustrations: Gaian Tarot Moon card; and a photo of a March full moon
near my island home.

Orcas Island has always been a place of retreat for me. It is the first
of the San Juan Islands I visited thirteen years ago when I began exploring the Pacific Northwest, and I have returned to her for retreat, solace
and renewal again and again.
There’s an island “mystique” that makes visiting one different
from other kinds of retreats or vacations. You are cut off from the
world, separated from the mainland and your “real life” by the expanse
of sea. It’s easy to allow your workaday world to fade away. There’s an
island mindset that sets you apart. It’s a lot of work to get off an island. Whether you travel by boat or by car, you have to aware of tides,
weather, ferry schedules and whether or not it’s a busy time of day or a
slack time. You can’t just jump in your car and drive.

crossing
the
great water

I live on an island now. But it’s not the place of renewal and
retreat it used to be when I was just a visitor, because my home life and
my work life are here now. Everywhere I turn, “to-do” lists smack me in
the face. Besides, living on an island has its fair share of small town life
– the pleasures of living in community as well as the annoying, everpresent rumor mill.
But Orcas — ah, Orcas. I see you, our neighbor to the west, every
day on my morning walk. I see the sun set each evening behind your
northern ridges. I remember standing on top of Mt. Constitution and
looking down on my own home here. I remember soaking in the hot
springs of Doe Bay and kayaking out of Deer Harbor, surprising river
otters at play in the rocky cliffs. I remember writing retreats, mermaid
retreats, and festivals that honored Hecate at the dark turning of the
wheel. I remember orcas (“killer” whales) diving under our fishing boat,
and impromptu drumming circles in the ferry line on a long Sunday
afternoon. In dreams and meditations, you have become the mythic
Island in the West, the Blessed Isle: the place we set sail for when Lady
Death calls our name.
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So it was with a sense of anticipation that I set out with my partner Craig one midwinter day to visit his drummer friend Daniel, who
lived on Orcas, and go to a dance where Daniel’s band was playing.

might hold for me this time. I planned to visit Madrona Point, a place
sacred to the native tribes that is open to guests, to make prayers and
listen to the answers that might come.

Every voyage to Orcas seems to have a mythic overlay. Each time I
step onto the state ferry I think about the Celtic lore of sea voyages and
islands. In The Celtic Book of the Dead, Caitlin Matthews writes: “The
tradition of the immram [a mystical voyage of self-discovery] is based
upon certain fundamental understandings: the voyage enacts the passing into the Otherworld, the testing of the soul, the passage into and
beyond death and the empowerment of the spiritual quest. In Celtic
tradition two factors are constant: the Otherworld lies across water, and
the direction taken by the voyage is generally to the west. . . . [In the
west] can be found the great mysteries of the gods and the empowering objects of the spiritual quest: immortality, otherworldly gifts and
spiritual teachings.”1

At the dance that night, I had a wonderful time. I felt good about
my body, loose in my clothes, a sensual and sexual being. I danced for
two hours without a break. Through the window of the dance hall,
I could see Venus in the west just where I see her when I’m at home;
and then the Moon rose, past
full now but still so bright! And
there, of course, was Orion/
Frigga the Spinner. The stars here
were the same ones I see at home.

This day, as the ferry made its way through the maze of islands,
I thought about “the perilous realms of the otherworldly islands,”2
the strange beings and guardians encountered by the pilgrim on each
island, and the challenges to be met there.
I thought about the current state of my own soul and the challenges I was facing. In the previous few weeks I had been processing
some intense emotions of discouragement, isolation and loneliness. I
was re-evaluating the decision to move to our small island (now that we
had spent every dime we had getting there), and I felt lost in terms of
the work I had to do in the world. I felt depressed and discouraged, and
was questioning almost every major life decision I had made in recent
years.
As we made our way from island to island, my tears flowed. I
lightened up as we approached Orcas Island, releasing the spiral of
negativity. Spending time on or near the water always seems to do that
for me. Like witches, “water heals.” Still I wondered what secrets Orcas
12 • reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert

“The Otherworld
lies across water,
and the direction
taken by the voyage
is generally to
the west. [In the
west] can be found
. . . otherworldly
gifts and spiritual
teachings.”

Later we climbed a ladder
to the sleeping loft at Daniel’s
house. What an amazing view.
To the east loomed Mt Constitution. At its peak were the red
lights of the radio transmission
tower we see from our house on
the opposite side of the mountain. Below it, the water, and to
the north the lights of the village. Starlight and lapping waves
lulled us to sleep. I woke early as
the sky was just turning light in
a rose-pink shade at the opening
of the sound in the distance. The honking of Canada geese woke me. I
could see Madrona Point across the way and once again I set my intent
to visit that day.
I watched the water and the growing dawn. I could tell that the
sun was already up on our own island in the east, but had not yet

water now tinged a pink-salmon shade, and I sent out a prayer: Dearest
Goddess, restore magic to my life!
In my inner ear, I heard a response: When your consciousness
changes, everything changes!
Ah, I knew that . . . but I had forgotten, forgotten.
After the room warmed up I stripped my sleep shirt off and raised
my arms to welcome the Sun as she slipped over the crest of the mountain. My bare breasts grew warm and tingled as She kissed them with
liquid fiery sparks. I laughed with delight and wonder as all the gulls
in the sound flew up towards my window. Shadows of wings filled the
room where I sat. The gulls flew and swooped in an aerial dance surrounding the loft, and I knew they were dancing up the sun.

peeked over the ridge of Mt Constitution. The honkers came and went
from the little rock island in the bay to the mouth of the sound and
back. The gulls were quiet, as gulls seldom are, flying low and resting
on the rocks. I was filled with a sense of contentment and peace and my
heart opened up in gratitude. I read a passage on magic and synchronicity from a book I had nearby and its words struck me with their profundity. I remembered a time when synchronicity struck all the time in
my life and I wondered how I had lost it.
Later Craig woke and climbed down the ladder to make coffee
for us. He handed it back up along with rice milk and honey, then
slipped outside in the morning hush. I was alone in the slowly glowing
loft, sipping my morning coffee and watching the sky brighten and the
water begin to sparkle. She is here, She is the mountain, She is the sound,
She is the waning moon setting in the west and the sun rising in the east.
She is the grove of madrona trees on the promontory across the way. I was
mesmerized by the sparkling waves and the shifting patterns on the

It lasted for a while, this epiphany of dancing gulls, rising sun,
warmed breasts and sparkling water. Then it subsided, as all visions do,
and I was left with deep peace and joy radiating throughout my body.
Magic indeed.
She Changes Everything She Touches and Everything She Touches
Changes.
It wasn’t ten minutes later that I decided to descend the ladder
and take out the chamber pot. Perhaps I was still giddy from the Sun
& Gull Show – but I slipped on the ladder, fell eight feet to the hard
kitchen floor and started screaming in pain. I had shattered my ankle
and was feeling the most intense pain I’ve felt since giving birth twentyfour years before.
Magic happens. Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water.
After enlightenment, chop wood, carry water.
Restore magic to my life. Give me a blessed epiphany, a moment
of revelation – then ground it in my body in a way I will never forget.
reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 13

Three months later my foot, broken in three places, is still healing. There have been lots of little lessons — a new compassion for the
disabled, allowing myself to be dependent instead of independent, and
a deep appreciation for the ephemeral nature of simple pleasures like
taking a morning walk. How I have missed my morning walks!

Notes

But on a deeper level, something shifted inside of me. Those feelings of discouragement, isolation and second-guessing my life choices
vanished with the epiphany in the loft and the broken foot. Not a day
has gone by that I don’t think about how to integrate the lesson fully
into my life: When I change, everything changes.

3. Ibid.

1. Caitlin Matthews, The Celtic Book of the Dead, NY: St. Martin’s
Press, 1992, p. 14
2. Ibid.

In Tarot tradition, the breakdown of the Tower is followed by the
bliss and peace of the Star.
I am home now, on my own home island. The ten-minute ferry
ride to and from the mainland each time we go to town is a microcosm of “crossing the great water,” in the words of the I Ching. It’s a
mini-spiritual voyage if we allow it to be. I let the breezes whip through
my hair as I watch the cormorants preening in the sun and the gulls
hurriedly lift off the water to avoid the ferry. I look at the surrounding islands and think of them as the “everliving realms where travelers
are refreshed or healed.”3 And once again, as I do every day, I breathe a
prayer of gratitude for the deep lessons and beauty of the place I call my
home.

Joanna’s note: I wrote this essay in the spring of 2001 and it was first
published in SageWoman, Fall 2001. In retrospect, it seems to me that
this experience was preparing the way for nine years of work on the Gaian
Tarot.
As of this writing, Madrona Point is no longer open to the public.
Photo of Washington state ferry in the San Juan Islands; photo of small
island off the northeast shore of Orcas Island with British Columbia in the
distance.
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“A pilgrimage is a transformative journey to a sacred center .
. . It is a journey of risk and renewal . . . . There is something
sacred waiting to be discovered in every journey.”
— Phil Cousineau, The Art of Pilgrimage

a pilgrimage
to
new york city:
making room
for
serendipity

As I prepared for my first visit to New York City in the spring of
2004, I pondered Phil Cousineau’s words. What then, is sacred to me in
this context? I wondered. As I wrote in my journal, it came to me that I
hold these things as sacred:
• The female face of the Divine
• Nature
• Art, Music, Books
• Myth & Symbol (most especially the Tarot)
• Spiritual community and friendships
So I set my intention to be open and alert to discovering “the
sacred” on this journey. As I leafed through The Art of Pilgrimage on
the plane, I came across a story Cousineau tells about Joseph Campbell.
He was listening to a woman tell him about her detailed itinerary of a
tour of sacred sites in Greece and he told her, “Madam, I sincerely hope
that all does not go as planned for you!” When asked why he said that,
he replied, “Unless you leave room for serendipity, how can the divine
enter in? The beginning of the adventure to find yourself is to lose your
way!”
I wrote in my journal:
“Serendipity. What a tantalizing word.
I devoutly hope that the goddesses of Serendipity will shine on me
in New York City.”
Since I only had four days to explore the city before the Readers Studio Tarot conference, I prioritized the things I wanted to see. I
reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 15

walked and walked and walked, getting blisters on top of my blisters. I
learned to hail a cab, and finally braved the subway system.
I collected scents: hot sizzling asphalt, seductive garlic-marinara
sauce drifting out a kitchen window, sweet lilies at the corner flower
stand, decaying garbage in bags on the street, expensive perfume outside Saks Fifth Avenue.
Everywhere I turned, I met another goddess. There was Athena in
all her glory, on the side of the Radio City Music Hall.
Diana and Isis and Venus/Aphrodite were around every corner
inside the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and there were Muses and
Mermaids all over the art deco buildings of Rockefeller Center. Witch-

es, both good and “bad”, were
present in the play Wicked. I loved
it when Elphaba, the Wicked
Witch of the West, admonished
us to “defy gravity and fly!” Inside
St Patrick’s Cathedral, I smiled
to see my old friend, the Lady of
Guadalupe, and was pleased to see
She had a place of honor there.
At the Petra exhibit at the Natural
History Museum, I saw Nike, the goddess of Victory, holding aloft the
Wheel of the Zodiac with the goddess Tyche in the center.
I was in good company, surrounded
by old friends.
New York City is like a labyrinth
— you only go a few steps before you see
something wonderful and amazing. Then
you’ve barely processed it and you turn
a corner and there’s something else fascinating and intriguing, and you’re off on
another experience. This especially happened to me at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art. I had several dozen experiences of
seeing a painting or sculpture that literally
took my breath away and left me with my
heart pounding and tears coming to my
eyes. Any one of those would have been
enough to savor on a normal day!
I loved a medieval sculpture of the
Virgin Mary and her cousin Elizabeth because it showed the tenderness
between sisters. It reminded me of my own sweet mermaid sisters.
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Central Park seemed to me to be the heart of the city, a bit of
wilderness beating away in the center of town, the Empress curled up in
the arms of the Emperor.
On my fourth day in the city I met up with my Tarot buddy Debbie Lake, a native New Yorker. She took Valerie (from California), Janet
(from Pennsylvania) and me to a “real New York City diner” for breakfast. She also initiated the three of us into the Mysteries of the Subway,
and we took the train down to the World Trade Towers site.
We emerged from the subway onto a wide cement area that used
to be the mezzanine of the World Trade Center, according to Debbie.
The site itself is not as shocking as I had expected. All the rubble of
the devastation of September 11th has been cleared away, and it looks
like a huge construction site enclosed by a metal fence. There are signs
everywhere asking people not to leave notes or messages or anything, so
I was disappointed I could not leave my island cedar and beach glass as
offerings. But Valerie had brought a loose mixture of tobacco and sage
and sweetgrass, so we blew that, with a prayer, through the chain link
fence and into the site.
We wandered across the street to old St Paul’s Chapel, which
dates from 1766 and was a center for rescue workers after 9/11. That
chapel seems to be where the “heart” of 9/11 now resides. It is not large
— about the size of our island church — and the outer aisles are filled
with memorabilia and shrines to the people that died, especially the
rescue workers. Being inside the chapel was very moving. Colorful banners bearing messages of love and peace from people all over the world
brightened the walls. We sat in the pews and prayed, knowing we were
privileged to visit holy ground.
We were just about to leave when a young woman said they were
about to have a prayer service that they only did once a day, and would
we like to stay for it? Yes, we would. So we went back in and sat down.
The young woman, her skin a lovely caramel color, was calm and selfreflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 17

included and not alienated by the service. She then encouraged us to
reach out to those around us. I shook hands with two gentlemen on my
left, and then the three of us women held each other and cried.

We were very grateful that Serendipity had led us to be there at
just the right time.

possessed and stood in the pulpit as if she were born to it — a true
priestess of New York. She explained that the church bells would toll
four sets of five rings each, which is the traditional firemen’s tribute to
a fallen comrade. She asked us to pray as the bells tolled, for everyone
who died during 9/11, for all victims of terrorists everywhere, for our
armed forces in Iraq, for the people of Iraq, and for peace throughout
the world.
There was a full, weighty silence in the church, as thirty or so of
us listened to the bells and prayed, each in her or his own way. We then
said the prayer of St Francis together — you know the one, “Where
there is hatred, let me sow love . . .” But the lay preacher (the priestess,
as I call her) was very respectful of other religious traditions and pointed out all the other prayers in the booklet, including a Buddhist one, a
Native American one, a Baha’i one and more. It was wonderful to feel
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Notes
Phil Cousineau, The Art of Pilgrimage: The Seeker’s Guide to Making
Travel Sacred, San Francisco: Conari Press, 2000.
Joanna’s note: This piece was first published on my blog, now found at
www.gaiansoul.com, after visiting New York in April 2004.
Photos of Central Park, Athena at Radio City Music Hall, the mermaid at
Rockefeller Center, medieval sculpture at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
the World Trade Towers site and the interior of St. Paul’s Chapel, all taken
April 2004.

When I was 18 my boyfriend died, and the place I went for solace
was the sea.
Every day after classes ended I drove to my favorite beach, a rocky
marine preserve in a small cove that was not well-known and therefore
never crowded. I would sit there for hours facing west, watching the
waves flow in and recede, listening to the sounds of shells and rocks
tumbling onto the shore. It was there I first learned the mysteries of life
and death and renewal, in my body and in my soul: there is no death,
only change and transformation, the ebb and the flow. Love does not end
with death, for he was dead and yet I still loved him.
That was thirty years ago and I am no longer a maiden seeking to
discover why people die. I am approaching my crone years, and I have
long since made my peace with Lady Death. Yet I still go to the sea for
solace, for refreshment and for renewal.

ocean
devotion

At 18, I didn’t know much about the mythic resonances of the sea.
I didn’t know that liminal places, where land meets water, are known as
places where one can slip in through the cracks between the worlds. I
didn’t know that, for eons, people have thought of the sea as the Great
Mother, and that the West was often envisioned as the Otherworld,
the place we return to when we die. I didn’t know that, in the myths
of many cultures, a sea voyage often enacts the passing into that other
world, the testing of the soul, and the passage beyond death. And yet
these are the mythic themes that I experienced, sitting there by the sea
watching the tide roll in and back out again.
In later years I came to know the many faces of the Goddess, and
found myself fascinated by sea goddesses and mermaids, along with
many of my sisters. (We’re just crazy about mermaids!)
I learned that in some of the earliest myths, the sea was seen as
the womb of creation, and many early sea-goddesses were creatrix goddesses: Tiamat, Tethys, Thalassa, Amphritite, Ilmatar, Yemaya, Mama
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“The Mermaid
symbolizes
a woman’s
connection to the
Great Mother,
archetype of
change and
changelessness,
the womb of
life and love, the
numinous source
of healing, the
place of return
in death.”

Cocha, Nammu. An early goddess
name, “Mari,” means “sea” and
sometimes “mother.” It’s a name
that is seen again and again in such
names as Marian, Myrrha, Maria,
Maerin, Mariana and Marina.
Many of the loving, compassionate
attributes of the Great Mother Sea
were passed on to the Virgin Mary.
With the advent of patriarchy,
sea goddesses were often demoted
to sea sprites, nymphs or nereids.
Amphritite became the wife of
Poseidon (as Hera was married off
to Zeus). Tiamat was murdered
by the solar hero Marduk. Others
were demonized, like the sirens
who tried to lure Odysseus’ men to
their deaths.

So I learned that sea goddesses were transformed into
erotic love goddesses like Venus,
compassionate mothers like the
Virgin Mary, muses or otherworldly guides like the Celtic Ever-Living
Lady, or sirens and witches and devourers of men’s souls like Morgan
Le Fay.
The contemporary image of the mermaid has a little bit of all
these qualities about her. She has quite a hold on our collective imagination — a search for the word “mermaid” on Google turned up over
21 million entries!
The women’s spirituality movement has gone a long way towards
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reclaiming the image of the mermaid, and restoring her to the status
of pre-patriarchal times. We see her as the Creatrix, Lover, Nurturer,
Muse, Shaman, Keeper of the Mysteries, Protector, Provider, Challenger, and Receiver of the Souls of the Dead.
She inhabits our imaginations, our rituals and our dreams. Jungian analyst Karen Signell wrote this about the mermaid in her book
Wisdom of the Heart: Working with Women’s Dreams:
With her supple tail, bare breasts, and her home in the ocean,
the ancient symbol of the feminine, the Mermaid symbolizes a
woman’s connection to the Great Mother, archetype of change
and changelessness, the womb of life and love, the numinous
source of healing, the place of return in death.
I live on an island now, where I can see and touch the sea every
day. I walk the beaches with my sisters, and sometimes plunge into
her icy waters. I am learning the
language of the loon, the gull,
the heron, the salmon, the eagle,
the otter and the harbor seal. I’ve
learned to kayak, and that more
than anything has given me great
respect for the Ocean Mother as
Death-Wielder. For I have been
frightened more than once when a
sudden wind has whipped up the
waves and I have had to fight hard
to stay upright.
Kayaking has also taught me
to appreciate the Mysteries of the
Low Tide. A kayaker can paddle
up inches away from a rocky cliff.

Last Summer Solstice found me on the beach once again, facing
west to watch the sun go down. It was about 10 PM, and my sweetheart and I huddled together as the warmth of the day receded along
with the sun. We watched the noses of harbor seals poke above the
water as they swan towards shore, then laughed to see fish after fish leap
out of the water, as if they were dancing for joy, honoring the setting
Solstice sun.
Perhaps they were mermaids in disguise.

When the waters recede, a wonderland is revealed — sea stars, blood
stars, gumboot chitons, iridescent sea kelp and creatures “rich and
strange.”
It is at low tide also, with acres of clams and oysters exposed, that
we have seen dozens of eagles and herons (those solitary birds) gathered
together, reaping the sea’s harvest.

Notes

My soul sister Nora Cedarwind, who brought me to this island,
has a pact with Mama Ocean: she made a promise that on every beach
visit, she would not leave until the sea had gifted her with at least one
piece of beach glass. This has become part of Nora’s devotional practice (one I have adopted as my own) — for sometimes the glass turns
up quickly, and sometimes Mama Ocean keeps her there for hours.
When She is especially pleased, Nora comes home with pockets full and
brimming over with pieces of translucent blue, green, white and pink
sparkling glass!

Joanna’s note: I wrote this piece in 2002 and it was first published in
SageWoman, Fall 2002.

Karen Signell, Wisdom of the Heart: Working with Women’s Dreams,
Trafalgar Square Publishing, 1991.

Illustrations: Gaian Tarot “Guardian of Water” and “Death” cards, photo
of beach rocks and one piece of green beach glass.
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midsummer
morning
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First the Old Moon rose.

And then the Sun.
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Eagles flew low above us.
Clams squirted. Herons stood serenely in the shallows.
We offered herbs and flowers from our gardens to the Queen of
Summer. She took our prayers and carried them north on the outgoing
tide.
We offered our hearts. She took those, too.
We dined on the first local strawberries of the season in Her first
light. We found deer tracks in the sand, white stones, and baby eagle
feathers.
We stood, enraptured by Her beauty.
When we had each found our beach glass, glinting amid stones
dipped in gold dust, and the first ferry of the morning was heading east
into the sunrise, it was time to go.
Farewell to the east side of the island. We’ll meet again at sunset
on the west.

Joanna’s note: This piece was first published on my blog, now found at
www.gaiansoul.com, on Summer Solstice 2006.
Photos taken on Summer Solstice 2006 and 2008 on my island home.
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When I close my eyes I can still see the meandering sloughs of
the Skagit River estuary, the soft sunset light that bathed the salt grasses
in gold, the owls swooping down, calling us to follow them . . .
I wanted to kayak the Skagit because it is a place that has always
moved me to tears by its beauty, ever since I first saw it over ten years
ago. I have seen it in the winter when the swans and snow geese are visiting, and in midsummer when sunset’s show begins after nine o’clock
at night. My heart has expanded and contracted here, with lovers and
friends, some of whom are now gone from my life.
But I had never before seen it from its heart — from the water
itself, from this river whose inlets and channels wander in a convoluted
labyrinth or maze.
Learning to kayak was part of my process of reinventing myself. I have been a bookworm most of my life, and have felt clumsy
and inept at sports as long as I can remember. I have avoided challenging myself with physical activity for years. But as I fell more and more
in love with the Northwest, I wanted to get to know it in a way that
couldn’t be experienced from an armchair or in my backyard. So I took
up kayaking and felt like I had come home.

kayaking
the
river
labyrinth

It was mid afternoon one lovely summer day when my partner
and I first put into the water on the south fork of the Skagit River. I
was nervous and unsure of my skills. It had been at least a month since
I had paddled, and I was still very much a beginning kayaker. My partner Craig (now my husband) was a skilled kayak expedition leader. This
was both reassuring and unsettling to me. I wanted to keep up with
him and not hold him back, yet at the same time I wanted to have my
own experience.
As we headed downstream, I didn’t paddle much but allowed
myself to drift and be carried by the current. I focused on the patterns
the water made, the shades and textures of the grasses and rushes on
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shore, the calls of the birds flying overhead. At times I closed my eyes
and started to drift asleep. I was lulled by the gentle rocking of the
kayak, safe as a babe in her mother’s arms. I spoke to the Goddess: This
is your day, I give it all up to you. Let it unfold as it will. I released my
anxiety as we floated downstream, following a pod of seals swimming
with the current down to the bay.
From the relatively narrow confines of the riverbanks, we came
to the mouth of the river where it spills out into Skagit Bay. It seemed
to me that a wonderland opened up before us: the vastness of the azure
bay and sky, low marsh islands and mud flats inhabited by ducks, gulls
and herons; dark land masses to the west and north, and the Sound
beyond.
This was the outward journey, the path of exploration and wandering. Where were we going? What would we find?
We turned away from the bay and headed northeast up Deepwater Slough. We paddled past a low grassy island, noting the ominous
rain clouds that hung over the mountains far to the east. Anxiety had
been replaced by delight, curiosity and a child-like sense of wonder.
“Where might that channel lead?” I thought, “and that one? If we keep
moving to the left, we should loop back around into the river. Can I
paddle under that low hanging branch? Can I memorize the pattern the
upturned roots of a tree make? What is the name of that fluffy, bright
red plant? Those decaying pilings of a long-gone pier: how many years
ago did the deck fall into the river? Is that an otter swimming up ahead,
or is it a beaver? Look! wild roses in bloom and deep purple berries, ripe
for the picking.”
I closed my eyes and let the summer scents waft over me. I felt
the sunlight tracing patterns on my skin. I let the chatter of my mind
subside, deepening into the instinctual mind, the part that doesn’t
respond to speech but only to wind, water, fire and mud.
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We found our landfall: a narrow strip of river mud along a
marsh where we beached our kayaks. The grasses were as tall as we
were, and we pushed through them to find a small clearing where we
made our nest. By now the sun was veering towards the west but wasn’t
hidden by clouds, and her warmth made us both quite sleepy. After
snacking a bit, we stretched out
and let the sandy earth take us to
her breast. I curled my head into
my lover’s lap, our bodies making
a perfect yin-yang, I thought, if I
could see us from above. When I
woke a little later, my eyes opened
to a glorious blue sky covered with
wispy clouds, perfect for divining
shapes and messages.

I let the chatter of
my mind subside,
deepening into
the instinctual
mind, the part
that doesn’t
respond to speech
but only to wind,
water, fire and
mud.

We peeled each other’s
clothes off and made love on that
muddy little beach. We were surrounded by cattails, salt grasses,
murky waters and “mud so deep,
soil so thick with life, it feels like
the darkening flesh of the One
Who Has No Name,” as Craig put
it. “Truly, the womb of the Mother!” he said.
What a sublime experience to stand exultantly naked on a
swampy island in the middle of the river delta on a fair summer day!
Later we packed up our lunch, put our clothing on and headed
back to the kayaks. Now every inch of me, inside and out, matched the
loveliness of the day.
And we began the journey home. Is it any wonder that now the
challenge really began?

us, but all he could see was marshland stretching for miles out to the
west. He rafted up close to me and gave me several sweet kisses. “No
more meandering and drifting,” he said, “if we want to get back before
dark.” Uh-oh, I thought. “I have to hustle now?” “Yes,” he grinned.
“This is your pep talk.” “Please!” I said. “One more kiss!” He obliged.
And we began to put some muscle into our paddling.
I was still not frightened; I felt very safe in my kayak, alongside
my partner, in this river that seemed like a lover and a mother. As we
retraced our pathway through the sloughs, the salt grasses and bulrushes
seem touched by magic. That evening light! It drenched the landscape
in gold dust, as if the inner light of Spirit that lives inside every living
thing were visible on the surface, if only for this short, transformational
time, when Day turns Her face to Night.

We had been caught up in the delight of the day and had not
taken enough care to make sure that we knew the way back out of the
river maze. (The maps we had were out of date and not much help.) We
searched for the slough that would take us around the large island and
back to the main channel of the river, home to the boat launch where
we put in. We tried channel after channel, slough after slough, some
of them quite broad. I continued to be enchanted by the early evening
light, was amazed at three huge Great Horned Owls that swooped
down upon us from the trees overhanging the river, and was delighted
by the beaver who slapped his tail loudly on the water when we ventured too near his dam.
Craig, on the other hand, was beginning to get concerned that
we had only a couple of hours of daylight left and it was a long way
to go back the way we came. He beached his kayak several times and
climbed up through berry brambles to see if the main river was close to

Even though we were concerned for time, we both had to stop
and drift a bit at the sheer beauty of the evening light. The ripples of
the water were reflected on the golden-green salt grasses, and my shadow was reflected there too, a double image. Then we saw a bald eagle
flying toward us, so low we could nearly make out
the iris of his eyes. I realized I was holding my
breath and the tears began to flow.
We finally made it back down to the bay,
then realized that the tide had ebbed. Our paddles
continually touched the sandy bottom; we were
only inches above it. While we had been drifting through the maze of sloughs, the bay had
transformed itself into mud flats. I began to feel
quite frightened as I realized the sun was setting fast and we were stuck out there. Craig, the
experienced guide, soothed me. “The worst that
can happen,” he said, “is that we spend the night
in the marsh. It will be uncomfortable but not
life-threatening.” Okay, I thought. I can do that.
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I breathed in deeply to calm down. As we stepped out onto the mud
flats and pulled our kayaks along, I allowed myself to be seduced by the
beauty of the sunset, the deep rose and lavender-gold of the western
sky. When we made our way back into water that was deep enough
to paddle, I focused on the dark water before me. Suddenly I saw the
diamond sparkles of sunlight on the water and my heart opened wide. I
recognized Her; those sparkles literally are Stella Maris, Star of the Sea,
the ocean mother. I have known that ever since I heard the story of the
people of the Bheara peninsula in western Ireland who know the White
Lady as the flash of setting sun on waves. She was here, shielding me
and leading me. I felt safe, with my Lady, my Protector, my Guide.
But the most difficult part of the journey was still to come. The
shadows lengthened and the water darkened as the sun slipped behind
the crest of Whidbey Island. We turned our kayaks into the main channel of the river — homeward bound! — but now we were paddling
upstream, against the current. It was so hard and progress was so slow! I
tried hard to remember everything I’d been taught about paddling with
my whole body, not just my arms. I poured all my strength into my
paddling, but it wasn’t enough. The phrase “swimming against the current” took on a whole new meaning. This was hard. Progress was slow.
Shadows lengthened with every passing moment.
We rafted up again, drifting backwards with the current. Craig
suggested that he tow me upriver. I would still have to paddle but
he would bear the brunt of the work. I felt momentarily humiliated.
Allowing myself to be coddled and carried by my lover was not what
I had in mind for this trip. Then, as I glanced around at the growing
darkness, I realized that this was not the time for false pride. I agreed
and we tied my bowline to the back of his kayak.
It was difficult at first to get into the rhythm of matching his
paddle strokes. Keep the bowline slack, match his speed, stay straight
behind, not to the right or left, it would cause problems for his rudder.
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Finally, after what seemed like hours, we found our rhythm and got
into a groove. As we paddled the river in the dark, I felt very grateful
that we were linked by this umbilical cord. I also became aware that the
dark is not totally black, and as our eyes adjusted, we developed our
night vision.
A beaver swam with us for a time, and slapped the water more
than once. We think he was defending his turf! Didn’t we know it was
time for humans to be off the river? I saw him swimming alongside me,
keeping up with my paddling, only a few feet off to my right.
We continued to scan the banks of the river for signs of the
boat launch. We could see the silhouette of trees against the still-light
sky, but the banks were almost indistinguishable from the river itself.
“Should we beach there while we can still see to land?” I wondered to
myself. “Shall we spend the night in the marsh?” We kept paddling.
Dip, stroke, dip. One paddle in front of the other. Keep it going. Don’t
stop. Craig was getting the workout of his life.

Finally we saw a light in the distance — the boat launch! The
inlet was completely alight and we made our way into it easily.
When we emerged from our kayaks and stood on solid ground,
my legs began to buckle under me from relief. I was so grateful! It was
after 11 PM, and we had been in the delta since about three in the afternoon. We unloaded the kayaks, loaded up the car, and went in search
of warmth and food.
Later, as we lay in bed, snuggling and being very aware of our
sore muscles, my mind drifted back to the golden images of the wandering sloughs. I thought about the animals we encountered there: seals
on the outward journey; owls, eagle and beaver on the way home. Seals
carry the medicine of playfulness and creativity, beavers the building
of dreams. Owl brings night vision and wisdom; Eagle illuminates our
spirits and reminds us we are divine beings.
We had wandered into the labyrinth, the heart of the river delta,
and emerged to tell the tale.
I drifted into sleep, into that shower of sparkling golden twilight, rocking on the current of the river, safe in my lover’s arms.

Joanna’s note: I wrote this piece in 1997 and it was first published in
SageWoman, Summer 2001.
Photos taken during another kayak trip on the Skagit River in May 2003.
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Lammas Approaches, 2006

lammas
at the
river

First the heat, and then the wind.
Field and garden scattered with yellow leaves.
Storm clouds moving in.
Twice a red-tailed hawk has flown over my head
with its piercing high-pitched cry
as if it were in distress or calling out a warning.
Robin’s father died on Saturday.
My father weakens.
When will the hawk cry again?

Lammas is the first of the three harvests, with Autumn Equinox
and Samhain (Halloween) to follow. For me, it always carries a bittersweet feeling, especially since my dad died just before Lammas three
years ago. Summer is at its height with blazing heat, yet the leaves
have already begun to fall. The turn towards Autumn has undoubtedly
begun.
All too aware that Summer’s days are numbered, the tribe gathers
together on sacred ground to celebrate the first fruits of the harvest: the
sharing of our hands, hearts and minds.

30 • reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert

The community altar is built in the middle of a field.

Our journey begins as we drive through farmlands and cornfields,
leaving the city and suburbs far behind.
Corn is ripening yet is not ready for harvest . . .
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At Lammas by the river, we
sing, drum, dance and laugh together. We share our meals, gaze at
the bonfire and watch for meteor
showers. We have henna tattoos
painted on our bodies. When it
gets too hot in the late afternoon,
we jump in the river and float
downstream. Some of us hike the
trail to the falls. The local African
drummers and some of the Summerstar guys come together to make
the drums sing into the early hours of the morning. We howl at the rising of the moon and shout in sweet surprise at the biggest shooting star
any of us have ever seen.
At our feet, gifts and offerings.
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Floating downstream, life is but a dream . . .

When the festival ends, we stand in circle between woods, mountain, meadows and river. My eyes fill with tears, as I remember my dad
and the people and places that I love. And we sing the classic Reclaiming chant:
When we are gone, they will remain:
Wind and rock, fire and rain.
They will remain when we return,
The wind will blow and the fire will burn . . .

Mermaids love the River.

Joanna’s note: This piece is a combination of several posts that were first
published on my blog, now found at www.gaiansoul.com, in July/August
2006, 2007, 2008, and 2009. Photos taken during those same years.
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Take a Crone’s walk through the woods with me on a bright
autumn day. Our bodies may not be as strong as a young girl’s, and our
bones may be on the brittle side, but this is our season. Autumn: the
Season of the Crone, the Season of the Witch.
Crones know how to be silent, how to listen, how to really see.
Not for us the chattering mind, the running off at the mouth. We walk
quietly through the woods, as we know we are guests in someone else’s
home. We know that the calmer we are, the more the forest folk will
show themselves to us. The critters will respond to the energy of our
minds and bodies. So before we start, we pause to murmur a prayer of
thanks to Mama Gaia for her wondrous gifts. We set out on our path
with a grateful heart and a spirit of thanksgiving.
The first wonder we encounter is the sight of a hundred intricate
spiderwebs sparkling with heavy autumn dew in the morning light.
These are the luminous webs of orb weavers, the common garden spider (as if any spider could be common!). “Orb weaver” . . . now that’s
a Crone name if I ever heard one! Sister Spider, the first Spinster, taught
our ancestral mothers to weave and spin. For that alone She should be
most revered and honored instead of feared and hated.

a crone’s walk
in the woods
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Ah, we are truly blessed this morning — look at those young spiders “balloon”! They climb to the top of a plant, stick their abdomens
in the air, and shoot out a strand of silk. When the silk is long enough
to catch the wind and lift the youngster, she lets go and wanders off,
drifting with the breeze till she finds a new home. We may find a
meadow this morning where millions of young ones have landed, covering the grass with masses of silken threads. This is called a gossamer,
and only faeries and Crones may wear mantles woven of dew-laden
gossamer threads.
Next to spiders, we Crones love snakes, and there’s usually plenty
of them slithering though the grass and basking in the autumn sun.
Snakes are mating this time of year, before they begin their winter sleep.

Here in the Northwest, almost all the snakes are nonpoisonous. Garter
snakes are ubiquitous here and harmless unless you are a frog, slug or
fish. (Interesting, isn’t it, how so many people fear spiders, snakes and
old age? Aren’t you glad we love all three?) Look there, a garter snake is
swallowing a frog whole. The frog is quite calm, no croaking or flapping about for him. He is meeting his Maker with dignity. Crones like
that.
As the morning ripens into midday, we notice how busy this season of
Autumn is. It’s as if all of nature is preparing for the cold days to come. Squirrels
chatter at us as they busily gather nuts and
seeds to store. Do they think we want to
raid their cache? Not us. One particular
little Northwest squirrel, the chickaree,
alarms the whole forest to our presence.
He squeals, trills and squeaks loudly,
running up and down tree trunks and
branches. Ouch! I do believe he dropped a
fir cone on my head on purpose!
It’s amazing what a loud thud those cones make as they hit the
ground. The chickarees race around the branches of Douglas-firs,
nipping off cones as quick as they can; then they run around on the
ground, carrying them off to cold storage. Look at that pile of discarded
cone scales under the Doug fir — that means a squirrel’s been up on
a favorite feeding limb, tearing the cones apart and eating the seeds.
When we’re gone he may hide more cones in the depths of the heap.

We know what the owl ate for dinner! We don’t need to pick it up. It’s
enough just to look at it. Owls are another one of the Crone’s special
creatures. From the owl, we learn a new way of seeing. We open our
eyes as wide as we can and train ourselves to use our peripheral vision.
We turn our heads without moving our eyeballs, as an owl does. What
do we see now that was invisible to us before?
The worn spots on tree trunks where the bark has been scraped
away are most likely “buck rubs.” That’s the place where the male deer
have been scratching away the dried velvet covering on their antlers.
It must really itch for them to want to get it off like that! When their
antlers are sharp and clean, they will be ready to fight other bucks for
the privilege of mating with the local doe. First they battle, then they
rut: we think this is a male mystery.
Mmmm . . . the green canopy of summer has given way to blazing red and golden leaves, each one more distinct and startling than the
next. It’s mainly the decreasing hours of daylight that causes leaves to
change their color, along with the arrival of Grandmother Frost. As the
days get shorter and the temperatures drop, the green chlorophyll disappears as the trees stop sending out water to their leaves. One morning
in November we will wake up to find all the deciduous trees suddenly
quite bare.

Small birds like chickadees eat the seeds of conifer cones too.
What’s this under the tree? It looks like a small mass of bones and fur.
Ah, an owl has been roosting in this tree. Those are owl pellets, the
undigested remnants of a mouse or vole that the owl has coughed up.
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But today, the flaming autumn leaves still surround us. Bright red
rosehips ripen at eye level (we’ll collect those for their high vitamin C
content), and red rowan berries attract cedar waxwings. Beneath our
feet we see splashes of color too — mushrooms! Apricot-orange chanterelles, golden-brown honey mushrooms, white puffballs, fan-shaped
angel wings on rotting logs. Fungi of every color grow in the damp
autumn earth. Crones love mushrooms, but let’s be careful and make
sure we know which ones are edible. If there’s any doubt at all, we won’t
eat them. Look over there at that red-capped mushroom with the white
spots — I do believe it’s the fabled amanita muscaria. It looks just like
the illustrations in books of fairy tales! Good thing we know it’s deadly
poison. We’ll leave that one alone.
As the afternoon wanes we notice that our summer friends, the
brightly colored songbirds, have already departed to winter in South
America. We make a mental note to buy only shade-grown coffee, so
that their habitat in the tropics is preserved. We want them to return
to us each spring! But for now, we look forward to the arrival from the
north of the Crone’s favorite kind of bird, the raptors. Hawks, eagles,
falcons, osprey and vultures all have those lovely sharp beaks and talons.
Let’s find a high cliff with warm updrafts of air, and hawk-watch. We
love to watch them soar on those currents, created when fall winds hit
the heated bluffs. Ah, who wouldn’t want to catch such a wind on a day
like this?
Now evening has fallen and the stars shine brightly on this clear
night. Our Crone’s bones are creaking, but what a joy it has been to
spend an entire day outside. We see the M-shaped throne of Queen
Cassiopeia in the northern sky, and the great square of the winged horse
Pegasus just to her south. But it is the Pleiades that our old eyes are
searching for — and look, there they are, rising in the east! The first
sight of the Pleiades in Autumn is a sure herald of the coming winter.
These “Seven Sisters” have been beloved for millennia in cultures all
over the world. In Greek, their name means “flock of doves,” the sacred
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bird of Aphrodite. In the Middle
East they were the Seven Pillars
of Wisdom, in India divinities
of fire, and in Egypt they were
revered as the Seven Hathors,
whom the dead would meet on
their journey to the Otherworld.
It is not surprising then, that they
should grace the night sky as we
make our preparations to honor
our Beloved Dead.
At midnight we see the
silhouette of Canada geese flying
across the face of the full Harvest
Moon. The ghostly hoot of a great
horned owl sounds in the trees
above our heads. We’ve arrived at
a crossroads on our path through
the woods, and we have the choice of three ways to go. Is that a mantled figure with silver hair gleaming in the moonlight we see standing
there? Or is it a snag of old twisted deadwood? A bony finger is lifted to
point the way. We have heard it said that Hecate, the Great Crone herself, is always found where three paths come together, and always at the
crossroads of our lives. We have honored her today with this Crone’s
Autumn walk. May she bless us with her wisdom as we enter the darkest time of the year.
Joanna’s note: I wrote this piece in 2000 and it was first published in
SageWoman, Fall 2000.
Illustrations: Gaian Tarot “Four of Earth” and photos taken in 2006 and
2007.

Our friends gathered at our home on All Soul’s Night to honor
the changing tide and to remember our loved ones now on the other
side of the veil.
Earlier in the day, Betsy and I set up little shrines along the
loop trail in our woodsy backyard. Craig raked the leaves, laid out
rope lights along the path and sprinkled sand on slippery flagstones. Deb and Michael brought torches, and those were lit at
each station to illuminate the shrines. Even though we live on the
edge of suburbia, our third-acre lot backs up to five acres of woods
and the mountain beyond. So after nightfall, it was quite dark,
isolated and very magical.
A light rain and breeze rustled up the leaves. After singing chants
inside the house, we walked in procession outside, carrying candles and
offerings. Humming “when we are gone, they will remain; earth and
wind, fire and rain . . .” we stopped at each shrine to offer a stone, a
shell, a necklace, a bit of chocolate, a handful of nuts. Honoring the
spirits of the land and the spirits of our Beloved Dead who hovered oh
so close, a whisper on the wind.
At one shrine I was flooded with memories of my first love, my
high school sweetheart, who died at age 18 as the victim of a drunk
driver. The world, I said later, has been poorer because he has not been
part of it. Yet he is still part of me. He played the guitar and sang (it
was the 60s, after all) and each of my three husbands has been a musician. A sweet, sweet memory.

all soul’s night

After everyone walked the loop as many times as they needed to,
we gathered on the deck, still singing, bearing witness to the holy night.
The rope lights twinkled and curved along the path into the darkness
and looked for all the world like a pathway to the Otherworld. Which
— for the night — of course, it was.
Back inside we heard stories of Kathie’s Uncle Chet, who let his
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nieces weave bougainvillea blossoms into his beard. Of Oklahoma renegade fathers and grandfathers. Great-grandparents only known from
photos. A hard-to-love father and a dearly loved mother. An aunt with
attitude from a 1910 photo (who was she? what were her hopes and
dreams?). Beloved kitties Basil and Isabel. Dirk’s sister Cleo, gone now
for a decade, still sorely missed. Carol’s three daughters, gone before
they were born. My own sweet boy Jake, who died one month short of
his sixteenth birthday. And so many more. Each one was toasted as we
spoke their names into our circle.
“We’re all travelers in this world,” Craig quoted lines from a favorite film. “From birth to death, we travel between the eternities.”

Joanna’s note: This piece was first published on my blog, now found at
www.gaiansoul.com, in November 2008. Photos taken in October 2005,
2007, 2008, 2009.
Top left altar photo taken by Chele Armstrong, www.hennamoon.com
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stargazing
in winter

Winter is my favorite season for stargazing. When the dark, cold
nights lengthen, I greet the arrival of the winter constellations like longlost friends.
The skies of spring and fall are transitional, their stars not as
compelling as those in the solstice seasons. Summer has brilliant Vega
overhead, the flight of Cygnus the Swan and the Perseid meteor showers, but Winter . . . ah, Winter! The crystal clear nights of winter bring
us some of our most beloved luminaries: Orion, the Pleiades, and
Sirius/Isis. This winter, the splendor of the skies will be even more intense than usual because of the pairing of Jupiter and Saturn, visible all
season in the eastern sky.
Orion or the Spinner
Every school child knows how to recognize the three bright,
evenly spaced stars that make up the belt of Orion. Perhaps this constellation is such a comfort to us because we learned to recognize it as
children, along with the Big Dipper. We cannot remember a time when
we did not know these grand figures in the sky.
Orion first appears in the skies over North America in early
November. As the season of winter progresses, it will move across the
eastern and southern skies until it sets in the southwest in April. To find
it, look to the southeast and find the belt of three stars, then notice the
two bright stars which form the shoulders. They are called Betelgeuse
and Bellatrix. One leg is marked by the brightest star in the constellation, Rigel. Betelgeuse is a super-giant star that will someday go supernova.1
We’ve been told that the Greeks knew this figure as Orion the
Hunter. Most of the stories about Orion are not particularly inspiring.
It is said that he endlessly pursues the Seven Sisters (the Pleiades) with
his faithful hounds at his feet (Canis Major and Minor), and is always
prepared to meet his challenger, Taurus the Bull.
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But other cultures provide us with more satisfying myths. The
Japanese, for example, see an hourglass-shaped drum called a “tsuzumi
boshi” in the Orion constellation. It has heads on both ends and is
beaten with the fingertips. The drumheads are tied together from end
to end with strings, then belted tightly together in the middle. The
three “belt” stars represent the middle cord that ties the strings of the
drum together. The tsuzumi boshi is a ceremonial drum, used in Noh
and Kabuki theatre.2 How does it feel to gaze into the sky and see,
instead of a hunter, a ritual drum?

on spinning and other rotary actions during the Yuletide season, made
by various goddesses like Berchta and Holda. This ban had to do with
being “in synch” with the time of
solstice, when the “sun stands still.”
When we gaze at Frigga and her
spindle in the night sky, we might
remember to lay aside all the busy
tasks of the holidays, and spend
some time in silent contemplation.

If you are not a drummer, you might consider this Northwest
Chinook Indian myth: a big canoe (Orion’s belt) and a small canoe
(Orion’s dagger) are in a race to catch a salmon (Sirius) in the Big River
(Milky Way).

A connection has also been
made that links Frigga and Freya
to St. Lucia and Brigit, all associated with the Orion constellation.4
To the people of northern Europe,
this figure may have provided
great comfort during the long cold
nights of winter. Did they see it
as their primary Goddess, keeping
them safe through the dark season?
Even today this bright figure promises to stay with us in the winter
sky till spring once more returns.

But perhaps the most compelling
interpretation of Orion to Goddesslovers is the Nordic one that sees this
figure as Friggjar Rockr, “Frigga’s Spindle (or Distaff ).” Frigga is the Nordic
goddess associated with hearth and
home, whose symbols are the spinning
wheel, spindle and distaff. The act of
spinning was considered a magical one
of great power, sometimes symbolizing
the spinning of destinies by the Fates,
sometimes the spinning of light by
the sun goddess. “[Frigga’s] magic is
that of spinning and weaving . . . and
it is through this craft that her deeper
ways may most easily be learned. The
woman’s spindle was the weapon matching the man’s sword, for it was
a tool of great might with which the wise spinner could wreak longlasting weal or woe.”3 In northern European folklore, there was a ban
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When we gaze
at Frigga and
her spindle in
the night sky, we
might remember
to lay aside all
the busy tasks
of the holidays,
and spend some
time in silent
contemplation.

The Pleiades
If you follow the row of three stars that comprise the belt of Orion
away from the horizon, you will see the bright red star Aldebaran, the
“eye of the bull” Taurus. Just over the shoulder of the bull you will find
the star cluster known as the Pleiades. The “Seven Sisters” have been
beloved for millennia in many cultures. In Greek, their name means
“flock of doves,” which connects them to Aphrodite. In the Middle East

they were the Seven
Pillars of Wisdom, in
India divinities of fire,
and in Egypt they were
revered as the Seven
Hathors, whom the
dead would meet on
their journey to the
afterlife.5 In Kiowa legend, they were seven
young women set in
the sky to protect them from giant bears who were chasing them.

The ancient Egyptians had a much more positive story to tell
about this star. To them, Orion was Osiris, the green god who died
and was reborn, and Sirius was Isis, his beloved. Its annual appearance
just before sunrise near the summer solstice marked the rise of the Nile
River. It was said that when the Nile flooded, Osiris and Isis were making love, and their sexual union fertilized the land.

The heliacal, or near-dawn, rising of the Sisters in the spring of
the Northern Hemisphere indicated the the opening of the seafaring
and farming seasons for the Greeks, just as their morning setting in
autumn marked the season’s end.
In Hawaii, the rising of the Pleiades in late October or early
November has been marked by the festival of Makahiki from ancient
times.6 Today it is celebrated as the Aloha Festival at the end of October
and still honors ancient traditions and celebrates the abundance of the
harvest.
Sirius/Isis
If you look to Orion’s belt again and follow it towards the horizon, you will see Sirius, the “Winter Star.” It is the brightest star in the
winter sky. Because it is part of the constellation Canis Major, it’s been
called the Dog Star and, in medieval Europe, it was considered to be an
ill-omen. Since its heliacal (or near-dawn) rising occurs in midsummer,
it was associated with the “Dog Days” of summer when it was believed
that the summer heat and its attendant disease was caused by the mixture of the sun’s light with the light of Sirius.
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The archaeo-astronomer E.C. Krupp writes: “After disappearing from the night sky (for 70 days) Sirius eventually reappears in the
dawn, before the sun come up. The first time this occurs each year is
called the star’s heliacal rising, and on this day Sirius remains visible
for only a short time before the sky gets too bright to see it. In ancient Egypt this annual reappearance of Sirius fell close to the summer
solstice and coincided with the time of the Nile’s inundation. . . Sirius
revives the Nile just as Isis revives Osiris. Her time in hiding from Seth
is when Sirius is gone (70 days) from the night sky. She (Isis) gives birth
to her son Horus, as Sirius gives birth to the new year, and in the texts
Horus and the new year are equated. She is the vehicle for renewal of
life and order. Shining for a moment, one morning in summer, she
stimulates the Nile and starts the year.”7

Footnotes

Though this myth has to do with the summertime, when I look
at Sirius in the winter sky I like to think of her as the “soul of Isis,” as
the ancient Egyptians did. She is still quite visible for the festival of Isis
Navigium on March 5, the day of the blessing of the fleet, when the sea
is navigable once again after the storms of winter.

4. Helen Farias, “Divine Mothers of a Northern Winter,” TBP’s Octava,
Vol. 3 No. 7-8, Clear Lake WA:1988.

Venus
Another Goddess graces the winter sky this year [2001] — Venus,
in her Libran aspect as the Evening Star. Venus will climb higher in the
sky and grow brighter each day throughout the winter until she peaks
in late February. At the height of her brilliance, she will enter the Underworld. We will not see her until she emerges in April as the Morning
Star.
May the Lady bless your stargazing this winter, and reveal Herself
to you through the stars.

1. “Celestial Calendar,” Skywatch 2001, Sky Publishing Corp., <http://
www.skypub.com>
2. Steve Renshaw and Saori Ihara, “Yowatashi Boshi: Stars that Pass in
the Night,” <www2.gol.com/users/steve/orion.htm> October 1999.
Downloaded 8/21/00.
3. Alice Karlsdóttir, Stephan Grundy, Kveldulf Gundarsson, Melodi
Lammond, Larsanthony K. Agnarsson, Karter Neal, Laurel Olson,
Diana Paxson, Siegróa Lyfjasgy, Dianne Luark Ross, “Chapter XIII:
Frija and Other Goddesses,” Our Troth, <http://w3.one.net/~dls/
kspirits/ot/otfrija.htm> (Accessed 1/22/00)

5. Barbara Walker, Women’s Dictionary of Symbols & Sacred Objects, San
Francisco: Harper & Row 1988, pg.76.
6. Sophia Schweitzer, “The Pleiades Rise,” <http://www.coffeetimes.
com/pleiades.htm> Accessed 4/20/00.
7. E. C. Krupp, Echoes of the Ancient Skies, Harper & Row 1983, pg.
142.

Joanna’s note: I wrote this piece in 2000 and it was first published in
SageWoman, Winter 2000-2001.
Illustrations: Gaian Tarot “Star.” Photo of Venus and sunset, 2010. Photos
of Orion and the Pleiades from istockphoto.com.
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For many years, one of my greatest joys and deepest held beliefs
has been the practice of getting to know the Place where I live in a deep
and intimate way. I believe that if everyone in the world passionately
cared about her or his own backyard or neighborhood, then every
place in the world would be cared for and saved.1 Wilderness-awareness teachers tell us that going deep with one place teaches us more
about the earth and our relationship with Her than any other practice.
I’ve devoted many joyous hours during the last few years to getting to
know the small northwest island where I live in an intimate way. I have
walked its beaches and woods in all kinds of weather. I’ve learned the
calls and habits of the local birds and the ones who fly in for the winter.
I’ve visited my “secret spot” in every season, at different times of day
and night. I’ve sketched and journaled and soaked up energy, quieting
myself inside so a robin feels safe enough to bathe in a pool not three
feet away from me. I’ve found places — and heard of more — that feel
wilder than other spots, powerful, numinous . . . sacred.

journey
to avalon:
there,
and
back
again

“I have news for you,” I wrote last winter, in a piece inspired by a
9th century Irish poem.
I have news for you: a storm is blowing in from the south. High tide
crashes up against the roadway. The heron flies low. Oregon grape is in
bloom, the color of butter. Chickadees pick at dangling alder catkins. The
baby pink blossoms of red-flowering currant appeared yesterday. It is January, and Spring is peeking though the veil of winter. This is my news.
My circle sisters and I have created a spiritual practice based on
devotion to the Ocean Mother, especially as She manifests here in these
islands of the Pacific Northwest. We are grounded in contemporary
ecofeminist paganism, which I combine with the traditions of my
Celtic ancestors. But we’ve also learned the stories and myths of the indigenous peoples of these islands. We honor their traditions and culture
by not taking more than they offer to us. But knowing the stories of
She Who Watches and Salmon Woman helps us to form a soul connecreflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert • 43

tion to the land. We live here, on this land, not
in the lands of our ancestors. Not in the British
Isles.
So when I was invited to join a women’s
pilgrimage to “Mystical Avalon”2 in Glastonbury, England, I was excited about the journey but also very curious. Curious, and fairly
skeptical about the claims that Glastonbury is
a place where the veils between the world are
thinner, a place where the psychic centers are
more open and it is easier to slip into the cracks
between this world and the Otherworld. Were
Avalon and other sacred sites really more “special” than my favorite sacred places at home?
And if they were, what would that mean to me?
I wrestled with the expense of the trip, and
changed my mind several times. But in the end,
I felt a compelling urge to go . . . why? I didn’t
know. I expected to find out once I got there.
There is something about the idea of a
journey that touches us all deeply. We all love stories of road trips,
whether the traveler is Odysseus, Thelma and Louise or Frodo and Sam.
Perhaps it’s because every journey is a metaphor for our soul’s journey.
We travel from birth to death, through one lifetime or many, from lesson to lesson, from peak experiences to valleys of despair. Through it all
we seek wholeness, joy, and communion with Spirit.
From the beginning, I approached this journey as a pilgrimage. I was thrilled that our guide would be Mara Freeman, as her
book Kindling the Celtic Spirit3 has nourished me deeply. She writes,
“An ordinary journey as tourist or traveler leaves one unchanged, but
pilgrimage is a journey of the soul as well as the body and changes one
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forever. We leave familiar surroundings behind,
not only to discover a special place, but to
discover the part of ourselves that seems to have
wandered away from our everyday lives. . . As
pilgrims, we move through an inner as well as
an outer landscape, seeking the ‘blue remembered hills’ of our soul’s home.”4
A pilgrimage is, by definition, a liminal
time. It is not unlike participating in ritual or
ceremony: we step outside of time, between
the worlds, where the rules are different and
anything can happen. In sacred space, we are
receptive to the voice and presence of the Goddess in a way that we are not in our mundane
lives (even though, perhaps, we should be). On
a pilgrimage, we are away from home, away
from daily responsibilities. We’re taking a break
from earning a living, from caretaking a family
member, from weeding the garden and scrubbing the floors. This opens up enormous space
for the Divine to enter in.
We might carry with us a question — a reason for going on pilgrimage. For some, it might be: what direction shall I take next with
my life? or: how can I get clarity about a specific issue? Others seek
healing of the body or spirit. We might have a task that we feel bound
to accomplish. Perhaps this is looking up distant family members or
visiting the place where our grandparents were born. We may have
made a promise to climb a holy mountain to show gratitude for an answered prayer. Perhaps we feel called to pray for peace and the healing
of the planet at certain sacred sites.
I wanted to honor the Avalonian sources of my spiritual practice
and honor my ancestral bloodlines as well. I wanted to bring greetings

from my own sacred
isle to the mystic isle
of Avalon. I also wanted to find out why I
felt compelled to go.
What message did the
Goddess have for me?
Phil Cousineau
says that a pilgrimage
is “any journey with
the purpose of finding
something that matters
deeply to the traveler.”5 In other words,
it’s a journey towards
something that you
hold sacred. Joseph
Dispenza says it’s a
journey of self-discov6
ery to learn something new about yourself. Mara Freeman says it’s an
embodied prayer.7 It is, of course, all of these, and more.

The second way I experience new places is the “Artist Mode.”
This is where I start to go deep with a place. I constantly record
thoughts and sketches in a notebook. I look around first, then choose
one place to be for awhile, and start sketching. There’s a lot of joy in
this approach and it’s certainly better for tuning in to a place than the
scatter-shot photos of the Basic Tourist Mode. But it’s very difficult to
do when you’re on a tour with other people, because you don’t have
control over your time. It’s also a very different mindset from the Basic
Tourist Mode, so it’s an internal attitude as well. When you’re excited
about seeing lots of new places, you’re not really interested in whipping
out your sketchbook and staying put in one place.
The third mode is the way of the Pilgrim. For me, it builds on
the skills of the Artist Mode. We slow down. We’re more interested
in going deep in one place than in the breadth of seeing many places.
We’re receptive to the unseen energy of a place. We’re open, attentive
and reflective. These skills don’t necessarily come naturally. They are

Whether or not a journey is a pilgrimage depends completely on
our mindset or attitude. I know that when I travel, I experience new
places in one of three ways. The first is the one I call the “Basic Tourist
Mode.” Here we discover a new place, learn about its history, appreciate it visually and tune in by taking lots of photos. We experience the
sheer fun of being somewhere new and strange. We tend to go for
breadth rather than depth, because we are so curious about these new
places that we don’t want to miss anything. We also tend to proceed at
near breakneck speed, because we’re aware we only have a few hours or
a few days. There’s nothing wrong with doing things this way, but it can
be exhausting and leave us with a sense of dissatisfaction.
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developed through spiritual practice, through grounding and centering,
prayer and meditation.
As pilgrims, when we approach a sacred site we enter it ritually or
by preparing ourselves to be internally receptive. We make an offering
to its guardian, and we expect to experience it energetically. Whether
or not there are tourists there, we open ourselves up to feeling the energy of the place. If we take photos, we do that first then put our cameras
away as they are too much of a distraction. If we have a journal, we
write in it afterwards. This is where the magic happens. This is where
you listen to the stones, and they speak to you. This is where you slip
into the portals between this world and the Otherworld.
I was most successful at experiencing all three modes at the great
stone circles of Avebury. I was least successful, I’m embarrassed to say,
at Stonehenge, where I was so amazed at the fact that we were doing
ritual inside Stonehenge under a primal stormy sky, and aware that we
had only a very brief time there, that I became scattered and started taking photos and moving in and out of the stones instead of staying with
one stone and listening to its voice. I did hear it — I did understand
what the stone was saying; but I broke away because I wasn’t grounded
enough. If I ever have the opportunity to go there again, I won’t make
the same mistake.
How then do we cultivate the mindset or attitude necessary for
going on a pilgrimage?
I have found that it takes preparation. I started preparing for the
journey months before we actually left. I read books about Glastonbury, Cornwall and Avebury. I pored over guidebooks and maps of
southern England. I meditated and journaled on the sacred sites we
were going to visit. I set my intention to be open and receptive to the
voice of the Goddess, however She chose to speak to me. I bought a
special sketchbook just for this trip, and copied into the front of it Phil
Cousineau’s four precepts of Sacred Travel as a daily reminder:
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• Practice the arts of attention and listening.
• Practice renewing yourself every day.
• Practice meandering toward the center of every place.
• Practice gratitude and praise-singing.8
These, then are the tools of the pilgrim: the journal and/or
sketchbook (and for some, the camera); and a pocketful of offerings
— whole grain baked goods and prayer ribbons to tie on sacred trees.
More importantly, we need to set our intention for the journey and
cultivate an attitude of mindfulness, receptivity and gratitude. It is
necessary to make a commitment not to rush madly from one place to
another, but to slow down — to listen to the voice of each place and
the voice of the Goddess as well. To take
the time and space for
reflection.
On this particular journey, we were
fortunate to have such
an experienced guide.9
Mara moved smoothly
between the roles of
priestess, storyteller,
historian, facilitator
and tour guide — no
easy task. She set up
a container each day
for each of us to have
our own experience.
On our first night at
Chalice Well Gardens

in Avalon, our group
of pilgrims gathered
in the sitting room
of the retreat house
for an opening circle.
Mara passed around
a white ceramic chalice filled with water
from Chalice Well.
She spoke about the
shape of the chalice
as a symbol for being both open and
grounded. As the
chalice was passed
around the circle,
each woman spoke
her name and her
intention into the
chalice, then dipped
a finger in, and
blessed her own third
eye with the Chalice
Well water. When it was my turn, I heard myself say: “My intention
is to be open to the voice of the Goddess — to come to know Her in
a deeper way — and to be open to whatever She has in store for me.
Blessed be.”
The tour was wonderfully designed for practicing the arts of the
pilgrim, because we came home every night to the retreat house at
Chalice Well Gardens. It was important to me to have a lovely nest to
return to, with my altar of stones, shells and beach glass from home.
We also had the opportunity to visit the well and gardens before and after they were open to the public each day. What a gift it was, to sit in an

arbor during a rainstorm, to meditate by the well in brilliant sunshine,
to watch the rising of the moon over the Tor. In this way I was able to
go deep with one place in a similar fashion to my “secret spot” practice
at home.
At the end of each day before I went to sleep, I wrote in my journal and answered this question: “What was the essential secret of the
day?”10 These were some of my answers:
• “She is everywhere. I recognized Her in the grotto, in the garden behind the retreat house, in the bumblebee on the lavender, in the
sisters. Blessed be.”
• “I did not know until today that my heart’s desire is to open
my psychic centers — to “lighten up” and be more aware of the Otherworld as I enter my Elder years.”
• “Maybe I’m not as grounded as I think I am.”
• “The stones have voices — they talk! They make love, too!”
• “Maybe I really was a sea priestess at Tintagel serving the Ocean
Mother in another life. Can it be?”
• “It is good to rest and take a break from Otherworldly stuff.”
• “The giant stones want to be touched and caressed with love
and reverence. It is healing for them.”
A theme that unfolded for me over the course of the journey was
the transformation of my self-image as being “stuck in the mud” or
“psychic as a brick.” As a triple earth sign, I’ve often said that I’m intuitive but not psychic. I sense but I don’t see or hear. I talk to trees and
stones but, in general, they don’t talk back to me. On this trip, though,
they did. I began to revision myself as a Seer, one who can easily slip
into the Otherworld and come back again.
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But I still had to ask myself the question: did I have a waking
vision or clairaudient experience because of the Place itself, or because
I was more receptive than usual, due to the “otherworldliness” of being
on a pilgrimage?
I found, much to my surprise, that what I had heard about Avalon
was true. In many of the places we visited, I really did experience an
intense concentration of spiritual power or presence, more than I have
felt in my favorite spots at home. I sent postcards to my circle sisters
that said something like this:
It’s true what they say about Avalon — the veil really is thinner between the worlds here.
I have bathed in Her healing pool
. . . drunk of Her sparkling waters
. . . tied a ribbon to a thorn
. . . heard the owl hoot at dawn
. . . eaten three berries in a faery grove
. . . seen the mists part
. . . gathered white stones in a secret sea cave
. . . danced in Her sacred garden
. . . climb’d Her holy hill.
I gave a lot of thought as to why some of the spots we visited
seemed so powerfully numinous. In his essay “The Power of Place,”
Martin Gray identifies four basic categories of factors that contribute
to the powerful energy fields of sacred sites: the first is the geophysical
characteristics of the place, such as the presence of underground wa48 • reflections on place and presence • joanna powell colbert

ter or geothermal activity. Celestial influences such as solstices or full
moons that seem to cause an increase or decrease of the energies at a site
make up the second category. The third is human-made structures such
as stone circles, temples or cathedrals that focus and amplify the energy.
The last is the most interesting: “the accumulated concentration of
a charged field of psychic power deriving from the focused intention,
prayers and meditations of millions of pilgrims over long periods of
time.”11

Here in North America, our
sacred places have the first two
characteristics he lists. But we
don’t always have the last two. Our
places of power tend to be found in
the wilderness, if they haven’t been
destroyed or developed. Many sacred sites here have been desecrated,
abandoned or put to secular use as
a tourist attraction. (I realize that
this has also happened in the British Isles.) Native tribes and First
Nations people are protecting and
hiding other sites, and quite rightly
so. I would much rather not have
access to a place of power than to see
it ruined by overuse or the wrong kind of use.
Martin Gray believes that there is an exchange of energy at sacred sites that is beneficial both to the pilgrim and to the Place. He
comments that it’s important for us to visit these places because of the
transformational energy available to us there that helps us to develop
compassion, joy and respect for the earth. “The wondrously magical
living earth gives us tiny human beings subtle infusions of high octane
soul food and as pilgrims we give the earth a sort of planetary acupuncture in return,” he writes.12 If it is true that the energies of these Places
act as an amplifier, then it is necessary for us to pray for the benefit of
all beings at these sites, and most especially for the healing of the earth.
As in so many areas of life, it is more important to give than to receive.
My experiences at some of the Places we visited were so out of the
ordinary that I completely understand why someone might become
passionate about seeking out sacred sites. Some people are attracted to
the use of entheogens, like magic mushrooms, that enhance their entry

into the spirit realms. In a similar
fashion these sacred sites enhance
our ability to enter into an altered
state of consciousness. If I lived in
the British Isles, I would be drawn
to visit and revisit stone circles, sea
caves and holy wells.
But I don’t live there — I live
here.
So I brought this question
home with me: Could I apply the
skills I had learned in the stone
circles and sacred groves to my favorite places at home? Could I then
deepen my experience of the sacred landscape there? I determined that
this would be my task, to bring new eyes, ears and heart to sacred sites
at home.
A few months after returning from Avalon, I had the opportunity
to test this out. I visited a favorite spot on a neighboring island. It’s a
rocky peninsula covered with madrona trees that is the site of an ancestral village and burial grounds of a local tribe. In the late 1980’s a
developer planned to build condominiums there. Tribal activists and
environmental activists banded together to prevent it and preserve the
land. It’s not hidden but it’s not publicized in the local tourist guidebooks either. It’s the only place I know of locally that is preserved as a
sacred site but is open to anyone who wants to go there, at least from
“dawn to dusk.”13 We owe our thanks to the tribe for that.
The first time I went there some years ago, I felt like I was entering a great cathedral. There’s a peace there that seems to be deeper and
vaster than can be attributed to the extraordinary view of water, islands
and dancing madrona trees.
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On my recent visit, I brought a few of my circle sisters with me.
I tucked some whole grain flapjacks left over from breakfast into my
pocket and suggested that we leave these as offerings, as I learned to do
from Mara on our pilgrimage to Avalon. We each paused at the sign
by the entry to the area, opened our spirits up and tried to sense the
guardian of the Place. It seemed to us that there were several guardians,
embodied in a boulder, a Douglas fir, a native hawthorn, and a non-native holly tree. To be on the safe side, we left offerings at each place and
murmured our thanks for being allowed to enter. Crossing the unseen
boundary onto the peninsula felt like entering sacred space after a circle
has been cast.
Earlier that day I’d been musing on the idea that the body dwells
inside the soul and not the other way around,14 both of humans and
of non-humans. I tried to sense the land beneath the land, the tree
behind the tree, the wave below the wave. I remembered what Caitlin
Matthews had told us in Avalon: “The land welcomes you at the level
you’re willing to be welcomed.” She was speaking of Glastonbury and
the surrounding area, but it is true of any sacred landscape.
On this day, I was keenly aware of the souls — the shimmering
auras — of trees and rocks, gulls and cormorants. I had the sense that
the trees were beings whose intelligence was greater than mine. I felt
they were Watchers, although this was not unpleasant or frightening.
For awhile I followed a meandering path I’d never seen before, as I attempted to follow a flow of energy with the dowsing rods I’d purchased
in Avebury. The path led me to the body of a dead gull, white wings
spread wide. I whispered a prayer, then continued to wander around
as if I were in a dream. I came upon an old friend, a silver juniper tree
set off by itself. The first time I visited Her some years before I found
medicine bags hanging in Her branches. I had no more bits of flapjack
left, and no prayer ribbons in my pocket, but I left a few strands of my
hair tangled in Her bark as an offering. I visited another old friend,
a tree I call the Dancing Dakini because its twisted limbs suggest the
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postures of an ecstatic trance dancer. Madrona trees all look like dancers to me — some look like slender maidens, others like solid queens,
still others like withered elders. I came upon one tree whose trunk had
twisted as it grew into a spiral. Now that was a magical tree!
I wondered what my sisters were experiencing, and later I asked
them. One of them replied, “To me the place felt wise . . . it felt like
the land knew a great secret. I didn’t feel I needed to invoke or call on
anything, it was just there with us, letting us have the experience of being there. I felt a great respect and closeness to the energy.” 15
As we were driving away, we saw an Appaloosa deer (white with
dark spots) on the
side of the road. It
was such an extraordinary sight in such
a mundane setting
— next to an RV
parked in a driveway
— that we wondered
if it was someone’s
pet. Or was it truly a
rare sight, a genuine
epiphany? It was for
us. It underscored the
unspoken conversation
we had each had with
the Watchers in that
sacred place.
The integration
of lessons learned and
revelations received
on my pilgrimage to

Avalon will no doubt
continue to unfold
with time. I feel a
great joy and gratitude
that I can now hold
the sacred landscape of
Avalon and the sacred
landscape of the Salish
Sea together in my
heart. One encompasses the bloodlines
of my ancestors and
my spiritual practice,
the other embodies the
green and blue bloodlines of my chosen
home. “Much may
seem changed,” Phil
Cousineau writes, “but
the challenge now is to
use the insights gathered on the road to see your everyday life as a pilgrimage. In ways like
these, as Thich Nhat Hanh writes, ‘The path around our home is also
the ground of awakening.’”16
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