5 Walks – Hercynia Silva

Caesar, ‘The Gallic War’(53BC)

Hesitating to lead his legions into the north European forest, Caesar captured a barbarian to question him about it’s size: ‘It takes nine days’ march for someone to cross the Hercynian forest travelling light. Its size cannot be described more accurately. (…) No one can claim to have reached its furthest edge – despite journeying for sixty days – or to have heard where it begins.’

Wood Tribunal (Harenberg, 13 November 1720)

Question 22: If someone is found guilty of peeling the bank of a young oak tree or beech tree, how high should the penalty be?

Answer: One should cut the intestines out of the culprit’s body and tie them to the tree and drive him around the trunk as long as necessary to bind it. 

Diana Cult (Nemi, 150 AD)

In a sacred grove and sanctuary of Diana of the Wood, the Huntress, a grim figure might be seen to prowl. In his hand he carried a drawn sword. He was a priest and a murderer, with the title of king; but surely no crowned head ever lay uneasier. Within the sanctuary grew a certain tree. Only a runaway slave was allowed to break off one of its boughs. This entitled him to fight the priest in single combat. If he slew him, he reigned in his stead with the title of King of the Wood. He would then start his lonely watch, till he was himself slain by a stronger and craftier. Such was the rule of the sanctuary. 

Trial against 86-year old Thiess (Jürgensburg, 1691)

Question: How did you change into wolves? 

Answer: They simply entered the forest and threw off their normal clothes. They became wolves and roamed around as wolves and mangled the horses and other cattle that crossed their path. They often travelled with 20 or 30 together, roasting and gorging their meals on the road. 

Question: Why did you become werewolves and walk to Hell? 

Answer: The reason is that they carried out of Hell what the sorcerers had brought in, like livestock, grains and other crops. And because he and the others were late last year and did not arrive at Hell in time, when the gates were still open, and therefore could not carry out the grains and buds the sorcerers had stolen, we had such a bad harvest. But this year he and the others were there on time and had done their duty. 

Question: Do you want to die as a werewolf? 

Answer: No. Before he dies he wants to teach it to someone else. He wants to do so as it happened to him. He must simply drink to a person’s health and whisper three times in the mug the words: ‘It will be with you like with me’- and when this person takes the mug, he will have caught it and referred will be free.’ 

A Poem on Bison (Mikolaj Hussowski, 1523) 

This wildest beast is born in Lithuanian woods

And is well known for such an enormous body,

That when it bends down its defeated head, dying,

Three big men can place themselves right between its horns. 

