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Introduction


“THE OLD RELIGION”


 


 


 


Few words have created more images in people’s minds than the word “witch.” What started out in ancient times strictly as a nature religion, dedicated to worshipping the sun, moon, stars, and other unexplainable forces such as lightning, thunder, and earthquakes, grew to encompass “gods” whom one had to address for help or favors.


Those who knew how to interact with these “powers” were considered “the wise ones.” They also tended to know a lot about the uses of herbs and other plants, and thus were also the healers of the tribe. That wisdom was called “Wicca,” or the craft of the wise. “Wicca craft” eventually became witchcraft. When Christianity rose to become the established and acceptable religion, witchcraft was termed evil simply because it could not coexist, and thus began ages of persecution and accusations linking witchcraft with “the devil.” All of this was a construct of the medieval church.
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This 1489 woodcut depicts two “witches” as they were typically conceived. They are casting spells to bring rain.


The simple nature rite of jumping over a broom in order to entice the crops to grow taller—the broom was chosen because it was a domestic symbol—gave rise to the image of a witch riding on a broomstick through the air. But the ancient folk beliefs never died out among rural people, and ethnologists, like Dr. Gerald Gardner in England, revived them. These beliefs became known as Gardnerian witchcraft.


Today there are many variations of the ancient faith, which calls itself only “the Old Religion.” Most of these sects are accepted as churches by the state.


And yet the general public remains largely unaware of the continued flourishing of these covens or groups, and of their true nature. Many have weird notions about witches, believing, for example, that all witches cast spells. Spells are really no different from prayers, and just like conventional prayers, they may or may not work. Some believe that witches have supernatural powers—they don’t. What they do have is a superior knowledge of natural healing techniques. Some covens worship in the nude, in the woods or indoors, but these ceremonies are not and never were sexual orgies. They arose simply from the belief that before the gods we should stand naked. This is considered a form of respect, much as Orthodox Jews believe that they must cover their heads.


The notion that witches are offbeat, counter-cultural types is also false. All kinds of people are witches, either through heredity or because they became attracted to “the Old Religion” and asked for initiation.


Witchcraft is a pagan faith that worships the forces of nature in the person of the “Mother Goddess.” It embraces the same moral concepts that most religions do (or should)—Christianity, Judaism, Muslim, and others. This book, therefore, is not about “Hollywood Witches” (though a few Hollywood actresses are, in fact, practicing witches). It is not about movie witches of any kind, good or bad, East or West—but an insider’s report on a strange but vital nature religion that is still practiced worldwide by many people in many countries and from many social backgrounds. More than anything, the basis of this true witchcraft is, “Do what thou wilt and it harm none.”


What is meant to make this investigation of witches, wizards, warlocks, and sorcerers unique and compelling is an attention to the details of the rituals and lives of the practitioners. In short, this book could be called “Witches and Their World.”
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Mythical witches, circa 1500, communing in a woodland landscape. Witches were thought to be old, ugly, and to conduct all worship in the nude.
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The Middle Ages produced the superstition that witches flew to their meetings on broomsticks.


No other book offers as detailed an account, including the names, locations, and rituals of witches and other Pagan groups now practicing. And in its several hundred color photos, many never before seen, the actual practices of witchcraft are depicted as never before.


I myself was there when these pictures were taken, documenting the lives and practices of contemporary witches practicing the world’s oldest religion. If this book is sensational it is only because of its absolute authenticity.


Finally, a word or two about witches’ magick. When emotionally and properly motivated, magick spells are truly a kind of prayer appealing to the forces of nature, as personified by the “Mother Goddess” or her younger incarnation, Aradia. And they really do work if the right emotions are behind them. I have seen it many, many times.


But witches’ magick has nothing to do with the false stage magic we know. It is much more powerful than that, much more sacred.


As the witches say when they greet each other: Blessed be!


—Hans Holzer


February 2002















Chapter One



WHAT IS WITCHCRAFT?


 


 


 


Perhaps we should not pride ourselves too much on our modern, tolerant outlook toward the practitioners of, and believers in, witchcraft. At least in some areas of the world, unreasonable attitudes still prevail now and then. In Uganda, a forty-five-year-old farmer blamed for causing a crop-killing drought “by witchcraft” was beaten to death by fellow villagers, and eight men were held for murder, according to a Reuters dispatch of September 16, 1968.


And, in another part of the world, a Belgian playwright named Hugo Claus was given four months in jail for showing the Holy Trinity as three naked young men on stage. The actors also were sent to prison for their “crime.” Perhaps it was a lapse of good taste, but definitely no crime, as I see it.


A lady in New York City complained to me about “a sorcerer” from whom she had bought a mattress. The mattress, she claimed, made her ill with aches and pains.


“The sorcerer robbed me of my health so surreptitiously that I’m unable to find proof that he did it,” she said, at the same time demanding that the old man who sold her the mattress be incarcerated for his crime.


I marked her down as a disturbed individual, but could there not be ears somewhere willing to listen to such nonsense?


True superstition dies hard.


In America and the Anglo-Saxon world, witches ride mainly on Halloween and then primarily among the young. Halloween parties are held on October 31 or as close to that date as convenience permits, and everybody has to dress up in costume, the preferred outfits being witches, warlocks, goblins, ghosts, and other unworldly creatures likely to scare the others out of their wits.
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A practitioner of Feraferia holding some ritual items of worship.


It is all done in good, clean fun and nobody thinks for a moment that any of this has the slightest rational basis or that witches were ever anything but the ugly old hags riding their broomsticks, cackling to their black cats, and putting evil spells on all and sundry, making waxen images of their enemies and generally being a nuisance to the community.


That is, if they ever existed, of course.


How did this fantastic image of witches and their craft come about?


At the very dawn of civilization, society was organized along matriarchal lines. That is, the dominant figure was the woman because she gave birth and took care of the necessities of life, the home, and the sick, and her skills were more varied and sophisticated than those of the male, whose main purpose was to provide food and shelter and defend the community against attack by outsiders. The “finer things in life,” then as now, were the domain of women.


From this position of dominance, as time went on, the matriarch developed into the priestess.


The early religion of western and northern Europe was a nature religion in which the forces of the world around man were considered manifestations of divine power. In this respect, the early religion was pantheistic in that all of nature was considered an expression of the deity.


But the priestess needed concrete focal points for the flock. The image of the Mother Goddess, representing the forces in nature, developed and was eventually given a companion in the Horned God, representing the male principle. To the contemporaries of this civilization, the faith was simply “religion,” but after the advent of Christianity it became known as “the Old Religion” to emphasize the contrast. To this day, witches rarely refer to their ancient faith as “witchcraft” but prefer the term “The Old Religion” or simply “the Craft.”
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A medicine man or “witch doctor” from the African Latuko tribe heals a bruise sustained in a hunt by drawing blood from the flesh with his lips.


Worshippers of the Old Religion, in the period before Christianity, practiced nothing more sinister than medicine through intimate knowledge of herbs, drugs, and the workings of nature, ESP, and psychology through the clever magick of incantations and use of words to evoke certain reactions in people.


They were much more interested in doing things for the community than in the service to the gods as such. True, one had to keep on good terms with the Powers, but the way in which these divine obligations were discharged suggests rather a down-to-earth attitude toward the religious element in their faith and a serious application of the more practical, active principles they had learned and passed on by word of mouth from generation to generation.


What deities did the practitioners of the Old Religion worship? No, not the devil. I am sorry, but the devil had not been born at that time.


The priestesses of western, central, and northern Europe, main areas of the Old Religion later called witchcraft, sent up their prayers to the Mother Goddess loosely identified with the Artemis of the Greeks, Diana of the Romans, the moon goddess of the Egyptians and, more deeply, the fertility goddess of the Stone Age. They did not consider the Mother Goddess anthropomorphous, that is, in human form, but rather as a spirit in much the same way most people today refer to God. True, there are some who still consider God an old man with a beard, but the majority, I think, look upon our deity as impersonal, omnipotent, and invisible.
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With the rise of Christianity, witches and the practice of Wicca were demonized and much misinformation was spread. Beginning in the fifteenth century, the devil was shown as a goat-like creature, which derived from the Wiccan practice of worshiping a horned God known as Duvel.


Gradually, as matriarchal concepts changed to patriarchal, the man-priest came into a position of importance. His costume of office consisted of a headgear made from the antlers of a stag or the horns of a bull. This was a tradition from the Stone Age practice of sympathetic magic. By identifying with a strong animal and disguising himself as such, man acquires all the properties and virtues of that animal.


Even though the priest now joined the priestess in the rituals of the Old Religion, his role was definitely still subordinate to hers. Being more rugged than woman, he was assigned primarily the task of seeing after the group in the cold winter months, while the priestess was in charge during the months of summer.


Now, the figure of a man wearing the tall headgear of a stag or bull was later used as “proof” that the Old Religion worshipped the devil. Devils, of course, have horns, and therefore priests were in reality the Evil One himself or at least a fellow dressed up as the devil.


Unfortunately, or, more likely, fortunately, the Old Religion had no use for the position of “the devil.” It was, and is, one of the main tenets of the Old Religion that man is born innocent, not guilty, and that whatever guilt or sin he ends up with at the end of his earthly life he has to blame only himself for.


Evil, or the devil within, was simply the absence of good to the practitioners of the Old Religion—a spiritual void, if you wish—and while it was most undesirable to be thus afflicted in the community, no one made a big thing of it. Whoever could not contribute to his or her proper role in the community would simply be pitied, but not scorned.


The Greco-Roman state religion added the deities of conquered nations to the pantheon and worshipped them along with their own in a somewhat naive display of practical friendliness. Christianity was not as practical or charitable and condemned the gods of other religions to the position of demons or devils. In this respect it is remarkable how similar were the methods of the early Church and twentieth-century Marxism. Both could not tolerate even the slightest deviation from their brand of teaching, and both condemned the leaders of the defeated party to what the Romans used to call damnatio memoriae. If you cannot completely erase their very existence from memories, at least take them down the ladder into hell.


The Old Religion was particularly suited to the cold, wet climate of Western Europe. Obviously, the hot, moist atmosphere of Africa will produce other elements of worship than the dark skies of Scotland. After all, religion is not simply a gift from Above but a human development taking cognizance of elemental emotional needs as well as the position of oneself in nature.


The geographical remoteness of many sections of Britain and of Scandinavia and certain parts of central Europe slowed down the progress of any state religion, whether Greco-Roman or Christian. The old beliefs and customs had a better chance to survive than the practices of the men in the open plains, for instance.
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Stonehenge was built by witches more than one thousand years before the arrival of the Druids, though its construction is generally attributed to the Druids. Druidic sects of witches still worship and perform rituals at Stonehenge.


Then, too, it was in the nature of the Old Religion to absorb elements of other cults if they seemed to parallel or improve upon their own ritual. Thus we have the peculiarity of Druidic rites amalgamated with older rituals existing from Stone Age practices and yet not in conflict with them. A good example of the adaptability of the Old Religion and its truly great sense of tolerance is the observatory at Stonehenge, Britain. Already ancient when the Druids came to that part of the world, it was readily used by them without alteration or disruption, but, to the contrary, resulted in a stronger and perhaps wiser cult.
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In this 1550 engraving, villagers dance around the Maypole in celebration of spring. This practice is central to Wiccan spring rites, but has also become a part of mainstream civic celebrations.


Herein lies the key to the Old Religion: It was and is a cult of the wise. In the Celtic language it was called Wicca, and the words “witch” and “witchcraft” are derived from this term; thus a witch is nothing more sinister than a wise woman, that is, one who has knowledge superior to the average person. The male counterpart was “wizard,” not “warlock.” Despite the great popularity the term “warlock” enjoys in America as a word signifying the male follower of witchcraft, no male witch ever used this term. A warlock is a magician, a sorcerer, and, as I will show a little later, the schism between black magick and white witchcraft is as deep, or perhaps even deeper, than the schism that once separated the Catholic and Reformed Churches.


But as we are engaged in semantics, it might as well be proper to point out that the priestess and the priest of the Old Religion were referred to by just that name, not by anything as fancy as head witch or such, and the members of the community did not originally call themselves witches, but merely members of the coven. The term coven, derived from the same basic root as convention, convent, and covenant, simply means “brotherhood, community, congregation.”


“Witchcraft,” as the Old Religion was later called, then as now is not a mockery of any other faith nor does it include in its service any element even remotely similar to actual Christian practice or worship.


In the public mind, black mass, Satanism, and the concept of the antichrist have sometimes become confused with the cult called the Old Religion or witchcraft.


Since the Old Religion antedates Christianity by many centuries and has not basically changed despite the amalgamation with other equally early cults, such as the Druidic, it stands to reason that it cannot include Christian elements, or enmity toward Christianity, which came so much later.


Here then are the main practices and tenets of the Old Religion.


Four times a year, coinciding with the changes of season, man celebrates his good fortunes, that is, the fact that his livestock, his fields, and his material world are in good shape. When things go well, it is wise to say a prayer of gratitude. Every religion preaches such an attitude toward the power of the deity. It is a little like insurance that the benevolence may continue for the next interval. These celebrations are no different from the harvest festivals and seasonal festivities common to every culture, every people, for it is natural for man to want to give thanks for that which nature has given him, and to pray for more of the same in the period ahead. Our own Thanksgiving certainly falls into the same category as far as motivation goes, and in a way so does Easter, for Easter in the Christian calendar combines the expression of joy that Christ is risen, with the hailing of spring and the renewal of nature.


Neither have people stopped celebrating the four seasons. Who would link the “innocent” Maypole dance or the country fair to witchcraft?


But the practice of dancing around the Maypole is derived from phallic worship, and pretty closely at that; the county fair with its merrymaking is but a toned-down version of the Roman saturnalia or the Greek bacchanals. Even the Buddhists, especially the Tibetan version of Buddhism, allow, during the celebration of their New Year, the release of pent-up energies, including, of course, sexual promiscuity. The idea is in all these cases that men behave better and more morally throughout the year if they are given one day a year of uncontrolled letting off of steam. Any modern psychiatrist will agree with this reasoning, except perhaps for the frequency of the exercise.


This is not to say that the four main holidays of the Old Religion were primarily given over to carnal joys; far from it. First and mainly, they were solemn occasions of remembrance, during which the coven would rejoice with gratitude that their lives had been good or prosperous. There would be some socializing, and some dancing, and some drinking of wine. In the old days there were other entertainments, but this is one aspect of the celebrations that is generally absent in the Craft today. It should be remembered that promiscuity was judged differently 2,000 years ago than it is today, especially when done during quasi-solemn occasions.


One need only recall the Asiatic Mysteries and their sacred love-making to see that these instances of carnal union were not necessarily “sinful” but at the very most, primitive forms of expression. Certainly they violated no natural or human law.


The four main holidays of the Old Religion were celebrated and are still marked on April 30, July 31, October 31, and February 2. They are called May Eve, marking the coming of spring; Lammas, in honor of incoming summer; Halloween or All Hallows’ Eve, or Hallows, denoting autumn; and Candelmas or Brigid’s Day, the winter festival. Of these Halloween is probably best known for its connotation with the Old Religion; as it also marks the harvest festival it is, in a way, the most important of the feasts. On that night, followers of the Old Religion may justly look back on the past year and its accomplishments, and take time out to celebrate after a year of hard work. One must never forget that the Craft was originally an agricultural cult closely tied to the produce of the fields and farms.


Hence also come many of the symbolic tools of the cult. Just as Masons use stonemasons’ tools for ritual symbolism and in their rites, so the Old Religion has taken the ordinary working tools of the ancient household as symbols of domestic bliss and well being. Probably the most famous and least understood of these symbolic tools is the broom. From time immemorial, the broom has denoted domestic order, cleanliness, and the main tool of the housewife. Long before vacuum cleaners made their noisy appearance, the ordinary straw broom was a powerful symbol around the house. It cleaned the house, it was useful as a tool to repair things, it came in handy to chase the chicken from the living room of the house, and if necessary, it could be used to teach the menfolk a little respect for the lady of the house. What better tool to use as emblem of domestic virtue?


The Old Religion emphasized woman’s preeminence in the cult, even at a time when society “outside” had long turned to male superiority in its affairs. When women came to the meeting—that is the term most commonly used for it even today, not Sabbat—they were traditionally expected to carry their symbol of position—the broom. And so they did. As these women and girls came from their various villages and outlying farmhouses, they carried their brooms along with them. Again by tradition, they were to display their “staff of office” when they actually entered the “sacred precincts” of the circle itself, and so they turned themselves into hobbyhorse riders, getting astride their brooms, and mimicked horsemen riding into a courtyard for assembly before the king.
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The belief that witches fly around on broomsticks grew out of the importance of the broom itself: A ritual item central to Wiccan ritual practice, the broom is a symbol of matriarchal domesticity and power.


To this day, hobbyhorses are used as toys, derived directly from this ancient ceremony. And when a child is unable to secure a regular hobbyhorse, more often than not an ordinary broomstick will do!


This was one of the two occasions when brooms played any role in the cult. The other was and is a harvest ceremony in which the members of the coven wish to indicate how high they would like the crops to grow, if it pleased the deity. They take their brooms and put them high between themselves while speaking ancient formulas imploring the deity to grant them good crops. Other than those two occasions, the brooms have no part in the ritual of the Old Religion. Witches certainly don’t fly through the air on broomsticks nor do they walk around with them for magickal purposes. That idea is pure nonsense, derived from the two rituals mentioned which the persecutors in the Church neither understood nor cared to understand. There is nothing magick about a broom: A political candidate in America used this symbol in his campaign for election to intimate a “clean sweep.”


In addition to the four main holidays, the Old Religion celebrates each full moon. Incidentally, the names given to the holidays are “Sabbat” for the main holidays and “Esbat” for the full-moon celebrations. Today, some covens will meet when it is convenient for their members even if it is not on a full moon, so long as it is near one. In the old days this would have been unthinkable, but witchcraft isn’t what it used to be.


The connection between the moon and the Old Religion ties in with the position of the Craft as a cult of the night, the occult, and the hidden powers in man. It is a link to Diana, the ancient moon goddess, in her manifestation as Tanith, mistress of psychic powers. Instinctively, these people knew the connection between the power of the moon, especially the full moon, and the mind of people and especially the fact that the magnetic power of the full moon greatly increases the extrasensory perception talent in man.
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Janus, two-headed God of the crossroads, is connected to the earliest Wiccan fertility rites.


For witchcraft, though it is called the Old Religion, is far more than a religion: It is a practical method of obtaining certain effects, benefits, results for the practitioner. Consequently, psychic ability is highly rated in its ranks. This is in exact opposition to the view taken by the Church. To the Church, mediums are the “work of the devil,” or, at best, madness rampant. To the Church, a psychically sensitive person capable of doing unusual things was nothing but a dangerous radical, a potential competitor to well-established dogmatic “truth” and a person the Church could not control and who therefore had to be destroyed.


The Old Religion was much smarter: Its members accepted the psychic person as a welcome addition to the coven. Not every witch was psychic and being psychic was in no way a prerequisite for being initiated. But many witches were and are psychic people, as I will show presently. It is a moot question whether psychics are often attracted to witchcraft because of their abilities or whether witchcraft encourages the development of psychic abilities. It probably works both ways.


I have seen trance set in at the height of a meeting and the rest of the coven listening with curiosity to what their entranced member has to tell them.
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A valley in Tunisia is littered with urns like this one, containing the ashes of sacrificed infants. The disparaging myth that witches sacrifice children to the devil derives from the 13th-century Roman practice of sacrificing infants to Baal.


Margaret Murray, great anthropological authority on witchcraft, connects the earliest practice of witchcraft with the even older worship of Janus, the two-headed deity of the crossroads: “As Janus Quadrifrons he presided over the crossroads. It must be surely more than a coincidence that the Italian two-faced god of the witches should preside over fertility rites which were celebrated at crossroads.”


To which I might add that it certainly is peculiar that the very same deity, Carefour, is also worshipped in the Haitian mystery cult, voodoo!


The Old Religion of the West, however, had some additional features, which, while not unique to the West, were a lot less violent here than in other parts of the world.


I am referring to the notion that the incarnate god must ultimately be sacrificed to the deity to ensure good crops. In Mexico and in Asia Minor, human sacrifices were fairly common at one time. In western, central and northern Europe, they were exceptional and replaced in very early times by a ceremonial sacrifice of an animal, which in turn was later replaced by an act merely symbolizing the sacrifice.


Myths and falsehood of blood sacrifices by the covens of the Old Religion have been told and retold over the centuries. Gradually these tales confused the Old Religion with devil worship and the idea that fresh blood, even the sacrifice of babies, was necessary in the cult became part of the lore about witchcraft.


The Church accepted these myths cheerfully, as it helped in her case against the sect. But even today I occasionally have people ask me whether it is true that witches sacrifice children. Even so well known an author as Ira Levin, in his best-selling Rosemary’s Baby, concocts a yarn in which people are accused of witchcraft when actually they are performing rites of the Satanists. The fact is that the only time the Old Religion worshippers—witches to you—drew blood was when one of them accidentally cut himself with the symbolic knife, the athame. Gory myths die hard. Witness the medieval notion that the Jews ate children, or the existence of so-called Protocols of the Wise Men of Zion, or the compact between Dr. Faustus and the devil.
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The modern taboo on the number thirteen derives from the size of a coven. In the Middle Ages, covens began limiting the number of members to no more than thirteen in order to avoid being discovered and persecuted.


I myself realize how seemingly genuine certain fantasies sound. Dozens of times people have reported to me the appearance of a hitchhiking ghost, usually a pretty young girl, who stops a car at night on the highway and gets a lift into town. When the lucky driver delivers her at her home, he is alone. Ringing the doorbell, and reporting his experience, he then discovers that the girl died exactly a year before. This story, with minor variations, has come to me with the names of alleged witnesses (none of whom could ever be traced) and the ring of genuineness: Nevertheless, they were all false reports, a myth going from mouth to mouth without the storyteller’s awareness that he or she is passing on a fiction. So it was and still is with much of what you hear about witchcraft.


What was the purpose of the meetings? Basically the reason for witches’ meetings is pretty much the same as going to church, that is, a desire to influence the deity favorably and to be seen by one’s peers as a good member of the community.


In many ways their philosophy resembled the world concepts of the philosopher Spinoza and the Universalist churches of today in which the Christ is merely a symbol of the deity rather than a specific person. But as the Craft passed from the status of an open religion to that of an underground mystery cult, other elements entered it.


For one thing, healing was very important: Healing the sick through mass prayer or through the superior knowledge of nature’s herbs and remedies was not left to a separate profession of medical men, but was reserved to the Craft as part of its program. As society became less exclusively agricultural and other ways of cultural fertility gave way to a more general accent on success in one’s chosen pursuit.


Thus evolved gradually the concept of community thinking, of combining the thought powers of the members of the group into one “cone of power,” the raising of which would give the coven a strong instrument under the direction of their leader, the priestess, to use as she felt wise.


There is no great difference between this concept and the call to mass prayer by the priest, minister, or muezzin, except that I daresay it works a lot better with the covens, where the group is small and tightly controlled. For the meetings of the Old Religion gradually moved away from the big mass meetings where any number could come, to the coven of no more than thirteen that we have today.


Much has been written and said about the strange powers of the figure thirteen and to this day many people believe it is unlucky. American business buildings omit the thirteenth floor, hostesses avoid having thirteen guests at the table, and the superstitious don’t travel on a thirteenth day of the month. There is even a technical term for this fear of the number thirteen—triskaidekaphobia.


Witches did not pick thirteen as their favorite number for any dire or ominous reasons. Thirteen was the maximum number of individuals who could be brought together and held together without the need for dogmatic discipline. Like-mindedness is a cardinal point in witchcraft, but also for safety reasons, especially during the age of persecution, smaller groups were preferable. On a more esoteric level, thirteen represents twelve and one—twelve witches and a leader, parallel to twelve hours in the day, twelve months in the year, and twelve signs of the zodiac. This does not mean that a coven must have thirteen members to function: Many covens work well with five or seven members, so long as they do not accept more than thirteen.


Like other organizations, the coven does not perform well if there is dissension among the members. Freedom of expression, yes, but when the coven is in session and the ritual begun, all are as one. That is behind the reluctance to accept new members, and the Old Religion has always been the very opposite of the Church in its attitude toward missionary activities. It does not want converts; it wants only people who are either born into the religion or who come to it genuinely moved and on their own. The covens of not more than thirteen people occasionally would combine into a loose confederation of covens called the Grand Coven, presided over by a Grand Master who was always masked so his identity could not be known. In the Middle Ages many prominent people were active in the covens and thus the need to protect identity was very important.


Today there is no over-all organization as such, but covens know of each other and are generally friendly toward one another. Petty bickering exists, for witches after all are human, too, but by and large they get along, and I know of no single incident in history where one coven accused another of a crime or where covens would hurt or even kill each other. That sort of thing was left to the Christians and other religious persuasions.


When Christianity became a world power, the Old Religion did not consider it its adversary. At first, it took no notice of the other faith, nor, for that matter, did the Church. For several centuries, Christianity existed peacefully side by side with the Old Religion. By its very nature of a state religion, Christianity insisted on being the sole accepted religion, and this position was taken not only toward the pagan cult but against any and all other religions, even some that antedated Christianity by thousands of years and were not very different, such as Judaism, or others whose moral codes were as valid as Christian concepts, such as Islam.
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The Germanic legend of Faust illustrates the attitude that the church developed toward witchcraft during the 12th century. Here, Faust is seen being tempted by a witch and a devil, who are surrounded by their familiars.


The Old Religion did not fight against being relegated to the status of an underground cult. To begin with, it wasn’t looking for mass converts as the Church was, and it was quite happy to function for its own people quietly and undisturbed. The Church did not care one way or the other and people often straddled the issue by belonging to both. But as antiquity gradually slipped into the gutter of provincialism, fanaticism, and insecurity, the Church began to take notice of the seemingly prospering “rival.” Not until the twelfth century did the Church discover that witches were evil, dangerous, and in league with the devil. I will speak of that interesting gentleman later on, for surely he deserves a chapter of his own. Suffice it to say here that the invention of the devil as we know him today was indeed the work of medieval theology and, to paraphrase Bismarck, if there had been a devil, they wouldn’t have had to invent him!


Europe in the year 1100 was not exactly a charming tourist attraction. With constant warfare between feudal lords, slavery rampant, lack of communications, and pestilence and destruction common, there was nothing on the horizon to cheer up the docile, but still potentially restless populace.


These people had lost all the progressive ideas of the Roman and Greek ages—the laws, the medical knowledge, the freedom of academic discussion—in short, everything that was good and proper in the ways of Romans and Greeks. It had gone down the drain as a consequence of warfare, poverty, destruction, and above all, darkness of mind.
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The classic figure of Satan (foreground) was derived from the pagan god Baal, also called Beelzebub (background). Later, the devil developed the horns, tail, and cloven hooves with which he is currently associated.


What took its place was Christian theology. It is impossible not to blame the emergence of the Christian Church (but not of the religion) for this dismal state of affairs. Where the founder of Christianity envisioned a faith of love and humanity, his latter-day interpreters brought repression, original sin, and cruelty. Where Jesus preached a simple, conscience-guided faith, his alleged executors brought forth a monstrous strait jacket. To understand the rigidity of the system one need only look back at Stalinist Russia and its creaking Communist dogma. The medieval Church was exactly like that, the sole difference being the one in whose name all these crimes were being perpetrated. But the methods were identical.


Back in A.D. 110, the system had been in total command for at least five hundred years. Not a word was said against it nor dared anyone stir up a ripple of discontent or question the system. But human nature being what it is, forever hopeful of change for the better, no matter what the odds, there were signs of restlessness among the Christians that could not escape the watchful eyes of the Holy Church.


Crusades, not against the heathen in faraway lands, but against the Christian brethren who dared to question details of religion, were organized by the Pope and the rulers he controlled. The Waldenses, the Albigenses, sects differing very slightly from Catholic doctrine, was mercilessly exterminated.


About that time, and particularly due to the Crusades and foreign wars, pestilence rampaged through Europe, killing millions. Lack of sanitary facilities and knowledge (known to the “heathen” Romans, of course) was at fault, but the Church preferred to blame it all on God’s anger at allowing heresy to exist. Thus, the destruction of all heresy, all deviation from official Church policy, was a vital task of the Holy Church. Surely, since the Church was the direct successor of Christ through its first bishop, St. Peter, she in herself was pure. There had to be some sinister, powerful adversary leading mankind astray, who was responsible for all this evil in the world. When the Church required a literal devil to help focus those forces within man that she deemed detrimental to her very existence, she did so primarily for practical, political reasons.
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Joan of Arc, condemned as a witch and burned to death, may indeed have been a priestess of the Craft. She revolted not only against the invading English, but against the then-domineering church, the ruling class, and the stifling roles to which women were relegated.


By Church standards, any deity worshipped by non-Christians was evil, and therefore a devil prototype could be selected from the large number of such pagan gods. Since physical manifestations of the creature had to be suitably impressive to qualify as the personification of evil, the Church looked for a particularly offensive and threatening-looking figure.


They found their devil in the ancient Phoenician Beelzebub, a form of the deity usually called Baal. Contemporary ancient statues show this god as pretty fierce and evil looking but not yet possessed of the full imagery of the devil as we know him—tail, horns, red skin, cloven foot, and evil smells. These were added gradually, depending on the ability of the Church activists to elaborate their descriptions of the Evil One. In the process, the devil image became amalgamated with the Horned God of the Hunt of ancient witchcraft, since it seemed to fit the general picture the Church fathers wanted to draw of their devil.


Gradually, the devil also became identified with another fantasy creature, the antichrist, whom the theologians considered a kind of negative principle personified. The terrible thing is that they meant this quite literally and preached this doctrine to their flocks, for nothing is as useful in keeping the simple-minded in check as the bugaboo, the fearsome monster that descends on them at any moment if they don’t toe the line.


For those who were not yet sufficiently impressed with the living devil or the antichrist, there had to be a train of lesser monsters, of course, to cover all contingencies. These the early Church called demons, using the Greek term but distorting or changing its meaning to suit their purpose. A daimon, in Greek mythology, is the spirit of an inanimate object, the personification of an idea or concept. In Oriental religions, demons are demigods populating the regions between heaven and earth who can be called upon for various tasks, good or bad.


But the demons of the Christian Church were all little devils who misled the mortals into thinking anything that wasn’t in strict accord with holy doctrine. If people had psychic experiences, it was a demon whispering in their ears. If they heard the voice of a dear departed, it wasn’t that at all, but merely some clever demon impersonating the loved one so as to confuse the faithful.


That was the position in the eleventh century and onward. But superstition dies hard. To this day I have letters from good people who still believe that psychic communications are the work of demons. The demonic theology is still taken seriously among some very learned scholars in some Catholic areas, especially in parts of Bavaria, in the American Deep South, and elsewhere. All these fear-inspired notions were invoked quite coldly and deliberately by a highly organized and determined medieval Church. Having once created the proper adversary, the concept could be used at will to destroy any kind of heretic or enemy of the Church. The method is of course identical in structure to the Communist approach to heresy: Whenever a person of good reputation or with a large following is to be destroyed, the specter of counter-revolutionary activities, bourgeois thinking, or of following an exiled leader is raised and promptly the erstwhile hero turns into a villain. Once he is made into a scoundrel, his followers need no longer be loyal to him and he can be destroyed without fear of one’s conscience. It is not necessary to document the accusation. If the lie is big enough and propounded with the necessary emotional appeal, it will be believed. For it is a sad fact that human beings are weak and in need of authority in things both spiritual and worldly, and only a select few are strong enough to find their own path and become leaders themselves.


The social order of Europe was not seriously questioned until the so-called peasants’ war of 1364. In the eyes of the ruling class, to reject one’s miserable position in life and demand better conditions was tantamount to heresy, to rebellion not only against the God-given feudal lords, but against the Church, which identified herself with that class. This did not sit well with the lower classes. The ancient practices of the Old Religion welcomed them because in the Craft all people are equal. It took the Catholic Church another six hundred years to learn the value of a democratic faith, and today many Catholic leaders are indeed in the forefront of the fight against intolerance and social injustice.


Ian Ferguson, Scottish author of The Philosophy of Witchcraft, feels that Jeanne d’Arc not only represented a symbol of rebellion against the occupying English but against the collaborating and intolerant Church of France. Some authorities consider Jeanne to have been not only a Catholic saint but a priestess of the Old Religion as well. This may well have been the case, but more importantly, she managed to swerve, for a while, the preponderance of power away from the ruling class to the people, and that could never be.
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This 1610 woodcut shows a group of accused witches being beaten in front of King James.


At that time, not only were witches considered the epitome of heresy, but scientists, especially those who questioned the Divine Order as promulgated by Holy Church, were given short shrift. Anyone, for instance, who doubted that the sun moved around the earth, was likely to be imprisoned and executed, and there was an office to which scientists had to submit their findings before it was decided whether or not these findings could be published. If they conformed to Church doctrine, they could be: Otherwise they were suppressed and the one who had thought of them was warned to desist from telling the truth. This monstrous situation persisted for centuries in the name of Jesus Christ.


“All life was now seething with sin. The perpetual wrath of an almighty God slowly created by centuries if theological conferences fascinated and occupied every man of intellect… beyond the citadel of the Church there was social and spiritual desolation,” writes Ian Ferguson.


To divert attention from the very real grievances of the times, the Church pointed her followers toward the spiritual outsiders. Yes, there was war and pestilence rampant; yes, the serfs had a terrible life; but who was to blame? So long as there remained a single infidel within the reaches of the Holy Church, God was not pleased. If they wanted to change their fate, they would have first to please God. What better way to please Him than by destroying that which so obviously was repugnant to the Almighty?


The simple souls that made up the bulk of the faithful, eagerly grasped upon this chance to better their lot. The old woman, who had healed the sick quietly in her cottage, now became suspected of harboring evil practices. Nothing was immune from the prying eyes of the Church and its lay fanatics. Church and State were one, and the Old Religion, and anyone serving it, was therefore a traitor. That was the Catholic view at that period, the early fifteenth century.
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The burning of women accused of witchcraft provided an excuse to do away with any female who was too influential or independent, or who stepped outside of the passive role prescribed for her by society.


Satan, the Prince of Darkness, was the title given the devil by the medieval Church, and the witch was his friend. It was as simple as that. Since all evil in the world was the work of Satan, and since salvation was only possible within the doctrine of the Holy Church, it was clear that all who were outside the Church were part of the devil’s train. But the denunciation of the Old Religion by the Church did not rob the Craft of all its followers. Too deeply ingrained in the memories of their forefathers. Since the Church and State were the oppressors of the peasant, it stood to reason that the Old Religion was his friend. Thus many of the rural population continued the old rites, although quietly, meanwhile paying lip service to the Church.


When Pope Innocent VIII summed up the accumulated attitudes toward the Old Religion in a Bull in 1485, the floodgates were opened to wholesale persecution of witches, would-be witches, and a whole lot of people simply accused of witchcraft, who were merely politically embarrassing.


What followed was a long and incredible parade of human folly, cruelty, and perversion. It was sufficient to be denounced as a follower of the Old Religion, to be imprisoned. To be accused of this “crime” made it mandatory to be tortured on the grounds that only under duress would a true heretic give out information about his “sins.” Naturally, under torture, the victims would gladly confess to anything that would get them off the rack. At first, they simply told the truth about the Old Religion, but it did not fit in with what the persecutors wanted to hear.


What was needed was a strong, imaginary story that would include a compact with the devil and consequently an admission of treason toward Church and State. If the poor wretches did not understand what they were to say, the obliging torturers provided them with the necessary details, often preparing confessions that had only to be signed. This did not get the victims off, by any means; it merely cleared the decks for the next batch, while the signers were speedily dispatched via the stake or hanging, depending on local “custom.”


One Grand Inquisitor named Sprenger (the name means “blaster,” incidentally) wrote a deadly serious book called The Witches’ Hammer, in which he listed all the signs and other telltale marks of witches. He did so thorough a job of listing all indications of guilt, that no one, guilty or innocent, could possibly escape being convicted under his rule book. This work was the first official document to equate the rustic deity of the ancient Dianic cult with “the devil” and thence the antichrist. It was an easy step to calling the followers of the Old Religion anti-Christian after that.


The real compulsion to destroy the Old Religion, with its reliance on woman’s wisdom and exalted position as priestess, was the inability of the Church to permit sexual freedom, equality of sexes, and the free expression of love for the natural and beautiful in the universe, which are all part of the Old Religion. Instead, loyalty to the Church and its rigid doctrine was demanded. By the fifteenth century, that loyalty was also anti-sex, anti-women. The whole medieval Church was decidedly against sex and womanhood. In this it paralleled the attitudes of the feudal system in which women had a very restricted role, slightly above cattle and civil rights. The only place where women could be raised to great heights was in song and poetry, but if a woman tried to put into practice what the romantic poems offered her, she wound up a heretic or traitor or if she was lucky (and her family well connected), in a nunnery.


In addition to this fundamental difference in attitude toward women, the Church had lesser but important reasons to suppress the Old Religion. Dance, music, and enjoyment of the world were part of the credo and practices of witchcraft. In this respect practitioners merely reflected the fact that theirs was a nature religion, giving thanks to the deity for providing those pleasures, by indulging in them. At this point the psychic abilities of some witches, and the unorthodox healing practices possessed by most, were not yet considered focal points of heresy. But as the Church developed the image of the devil, it was found convenient and believable to ascribe all such talents to the power of the Prince of Darkness. After all, anything that did not come from God came from the devil, priests reasoned, even if it was inherently good or useful. And the only way to and from God was of course through the Holy Church.


Some laymen think that the Old Religion was persecuted because its followers worshipped pagan gods instead of the one God of Christianity. Not so; ancient witchcraft had only one deity, albeit a female one—the Mother Goddess, sometimes also called Diana—and the Old Religion never personified the deity in human form, but merely thought of it as a great principle, a spiritual force.


Christianity, on the other hand, has its Holy Trinity: There is God father, omnipotent like pagan Jupiter, then there is God son, Jesus Christ, and the Mother, Mary the Virgin. The of course there are the Apostles, saints all, and finally mounting numbers of saints of lesser fame, all of whom one may worship and pray to. If any religion is pagan in the sense that it has many deities, then medieval Christianity certainly qualified for the term!


At first, persecuting the followers of the Old Religion was a political and ecclesiastic matter. But it gradually dawned upon people that by merely denouncing a neighbor as a “witch” one could have that person destroyed, leaving valuable property behind. Naturally, the property of the condemned belonged either to Church or State, or to the righteous accuser, or both. So it became fashionable to single out the well-to-do suspected of leanings toward the Old Religion.


Those who hear me speak of witchcraft sometimes refer to the Bible as condemning the practice, and wonder how I can uphold a tradition so clearly at odds with the Good Book.


The few passages in the Bible in which reference is made to psychic phenomena and witchcraft can of course be read many ways, especially as the translations differ widely. When taken out of their context, these passages seem to condemn the practice of clairvoyance and other occult arts, but when read together with the surrounding material, they relate to entirely local and contemporary situations and not to the subject as we understand it today. The early Church already knew this, but made clever use of the possibilities contained in these passages. For she needed some quotes from Scriptures to justify the persecution of the adherents of the Old Religion.


Unhappily, there was little difference between the persecution meted out by the Roman Church and the Reformed faith: The Holy Church accused witches of heresy in worshipping a deity other than Jesus Christ, and the Reformed Church went after the witches because the Bible allegedly said so. The end result was of course the same. Two passages especially were used over and over to accuse and condemn witches. In Exodus 22:18 there is a line reading, “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” This passage taken out of context was written in ancient Judaea when there were two types of soothsayers practicing their ancient craft: the officially sanctioned (and easily controlled) prophets and the “people’s prophets,” the psychics, the amateurs who could not be regulated nor counted upon to support government views and policies. Moses did not want anyone to prophesy against his policies and it is with this in mind that one must understand the passage “unauthorized prophecy is forbidden under penalty of death.”


Since the Hebrews were in the habit of constantly consulting such psychic sources, this regulatory order seemed necessary from Moses’ point of view and in accordance with a very difficult political situation in which government control of the nation was necessary for survival amid hostile people. To use this peculiar situation under totally different circumstances is, of course, a deliberate falsehood.
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Members of a British coven enjoy traditional Wiccan dancing. During the times of Calvin, this apparently innocent act carried with it the punishment of burning.


The second passage often referred to when one wishes to quote the Bible as condemning “witchcraft,” is I Samuel 29:6. In this, King Saul asked his servants to get him a woman who had a “familiar spirit,” so he could see her about his future. What Saul asked for was, in today’s parlance, a sitting with a good medium. But the medieval adaptations of the Scriptures preferred to use the term “witch” instead. The familiar spirit here referred to is what we call a control in modern parapsychology.


Even today I get occasional letters from religious fanatics quoting this passage. Saul, the Bible tells us, died for his transgression, that is, trying to find out his future in spite of the fact that the Lord had told him not to.


Anyone familiar with the history of the Hebrews realizes that it was part and parcel of their world to believe in a personal God who actually held conversations with some of their people. In Christianity, it is mostly Jesus who does this sort of thing, and in the East, the Buddha gets through to the flock when necessary. It is highly significant, I think, that the comparatively primitive and very ancient religion of the witches did not require the humanization of their deity. It was not necessary for the Mother Goddess to hold conversations with members of the coven or the priestess. Nobody expected to see an actual goddess in their midst nor does the Old Religion go into any kind of description of this supreme deity. I suspect this is so because the followers of the Old Religion realize that the deity is really nature herself and they are all part of nature, thus also of the deity. It would be a little like talking to yourself to expect the Mother Goddess to hold conversations with you!


The compact with Satan, which was always mentioned at the witchcraft trials, was occasionally even produced as a document of gibberish faithfully done up by the prosecution to serve as “proof” of guilt. Some of these incredible documents are still in existence.


It is the view of some researchers that the headgear worn by the priest in the ceremonies of the Old Religion, namely the antlers or horns of an animal, may have given the Church the idea that witches worshipped the devil in the flesh. However, I think the creation of the devil character came first, and the discovery of the “Horned God” impersonation by the priest was merely found useful to fit into this concept. Certainly no witch ever worshipped Satan or anyone resembling that imaginary figure. Witchcraft does not have a “hell” or “purgatory” concept, only a firm belief in a hereafter where man continues a spiritual existence and where he is reincarnated again depending upon his accomplishments when in the flesh. They derived their belief in reincarnation not from any contact with the Eastern religion but from observation of nature where life also returns again and again.


I have already stated that sacrifice was never part of the Old Religion, all gory tales of blood worship and killing of innocent babies notwithstanding. However, there was a concept that the priest, who represented the Horned God of the Hunt, would die symbolically at the end of his reign. This ultimate sacrifice was deemed necessary to ensure a good life the next year. No priest was killed sacrificially even in the very early period. This idea is closely akin to that of Christ having died for our “sins,” or the Egyptian Osiris-Horus legend. It is in reality only man’s way of acknowledging the life cycle of nature, that all must die to be born again.


As the Old Religion went underground, it learned an entirely new way of life: how to be cautious not to be caught. It did not deter people from being followers of the ancient craft; it merely made it more precious to them. While formerly there were no secrets made about one’s belonging to the cult, now the matter was one of utmost caution. Except for those born into witch families, very few outsiders were admitted and only after the coven was sure they would not cause them trouble. Strangely enough, there are no cases of infiltration where an outsider bent on exposing a witch coven joined up to be able the better to denounce his erstwhile colleagues. The answer was as simple as it was grim: such a temporary member would be treated as much as a witch as the genuine ones, for the Church made no exceptions.


We do have voluminous documents relating to what witches did at their meetings. But the majority of these sources are trial records and what the poor wretches confessed to under duress can hardly be considered evidence of their normal behavior. Still, there are also contemporary reports where witches confess in the hope of avoiding death and speak freely prior to torture—not realizing that torture would be applied anyway. Then, too, we have the word-of-mouth tradition that has survived to this day, and from these varied sources we do have a pretty accurate idea of what witchcraft was.


In the seventeenth century, for instance, country folk would gather at the Sabbats from the surrounding countryside and what took place was more in the nature of a folk dance than a religious or sinister ritual. Both men and women, young and old, rich and poor took part in these communal forms of worship, which go back to the dawn of mankind. On arrival at the meeting place, usually an open space surrounded by trees, the females would straddle their ceremonial brooms and thus enter the sacred circle. Music supplied by pipers invited communal dancing. In a period when dancing itself was condemned as sinful and Calvin was burning people for the crime of dancing or singing, the very idea of dancing was shocking. Moreover, following an ancient Celtic tradition, they would dance sometimes back to back, much in the manner of a reel. This was taken for a sure sign that they were doing something devilish, for anything one did “backwards” meant opposite to God. Left-handed people, for instance, were sometimes burned as witches, or at the very least, ostracized. All this because the Latin word for “left” and “dark” is one and the same, and the Prince of Darkness is the devil himself.


After the dances, they shared wine and cakes. Did they partake in any sexual orgies? Not any more than did the participants in any other folk festival in those days.


The only rituals that made these gatherings different from ordinary folk dances were those presided over by the priestess and priest, farm people usually well known to everybody, who would open the proceedings with a brief invocation to the Mother Goddess, to bless the crops and grant them fertility.


The meetings were at night, on the witchcraft holidays or the night of the full moon. Once they arrived at the meeting ground, the witches took off their clothing and danced in the nude. This is one of the customs particularly offensive to the Church and later to the Puritans, and to this day it is the one single feature that makes it difficult to explain the Craft to a lot of otherwise broad-minded people. For such is man’s involvement with sex inhibitions, that he cannot conceive of nudity as anything but sinful.
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The trial of George Jacobs for witchcraft at the Essex Institute in Salem, Massachusetts, circa 1692.


The Old Religion had always had the belief that man’s body contained a power reservoir, which could be used by the community to create a power concentration in the dances and meetings. This “cone of power,” once raised in unison, could then be directed and utilized by the leader, the priestess, in whichever manner she decided. Clothes hampered this “power field” and therefore the witch must work naked. It is as simple as that and has no erotic meaning. Eroticism per se was and is frowned upon by the Craft, although spontaneous lovemaking was not suppressed either at these rituals. The Craft considered such matters properly belonging within the province of individual conscience and the truth is that meetings were either prim or licentious depending upon the spirit of the times in which they took place.


So the witches danced naked until it was time to put their clothes back on and go home, fall into bed exhausted, and wait until the next festival came around to let off a little more steam. If that was their way of feeling one with nature and the deity that represented it, it harmed no one, least of all themselves, and a happy people are a productive people.


To the Church, the simple facts were insufficient, and Satan was added to the proceedings. Perverted priestly minds added the stories of kissing Satan’s behind as a must for witches, and flying to the Sabbat astride a broom.
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Because of widespread and devastating persecution of members of the Craft, as in this American witch-burning, the Old Religion has evolved into a system of small and secretive covens whose members divulge little of their practice to outsiders.


The kiss was pure fiction, but the flight astride the broom had a basis in fact. Witches did anoint themselves with a salve, containing what we now call psychedelic drugs taken from herbs they were eminently familiar with. In the ecstasy of their dances, or merely on the way to them, but already under the spell of the drug, they imagined themselves flying through the air. Since even witches are people capable of suffering from suppressed sexual desires, the visions included fantasy worlds populated by devils, monsters, and sexual action including perversity and debauchery of whatever kind man is able to imagine.


The salve evidently produced pretty much the same reactions in most people. Several years ago, a German researcher, Dr. Erich Will Peuckert, followed the prescription for a sixteenth-century witches’ ointment faithfully and concocted the same salve, with which he then anointed himself and a friend, an attorney. After the two men came out of a trancelike state twenty hours later, their experiences matched almost exactly! Both had flown through the air to a witches’ Sabbat, seen “the devil,” and partaken in similar sexual debauchery and practices—all in their minds, of course. Thus they had, in 1960, faithfully followed the path of fantasy experienced by the witches of earlier times.


The ironic twist is that many witches went to their deaths actually believing they had flown through the air and partaken of a Sabbat. But the ointments, which contained mainly belladonna and aconite, were used at other times as well. Witches wanted to come to a Sabbat but could not “get away”—they believed their spirits would be present while their bodies stayed home in bed.


As persecution decimated their ranks and it became more and more difficult to have large gatherings, the idea of small covens developed. Instead of mass meetings in the meadow or atop such romantic spots as the Brocken in Germany’s Harz Mountains, witches now met quietly indoors or in remote spots in the woods. There were never more than thirteen in the group and one group rarely knew where another group was. (What you don’t know, such as the names of others, you cannot disclose, even on the rack.)


Although the coven was small, there were occasional meetings of groups of covens presided over by a distinguished leader, who, however, remained masked. Often this was an important political personage, such as the Earl of Bothwell in the time of James I, and the link with the Old Religion was more on political grounds than to worship the Mother Goddess.


In England, the old Witchcraft Act, making the practice a crime, was finally repealed in 1951, although it had not been enforced since the nineteenth century. But in Ireland as late as the latter part of the nineteenth century, a person was killed as an alleged witch by the superstitious country people who liked to blame natural crop failures or other catastrophes on the odd-looking old woman they called a witch. These remnants of clerical hate-propaganda will take many more years to obliterate.


The Puritans themselves had already shown how cruelly they could treat other human beings during the bloody Civil War in England. What Cromwell’s legions did to the Roman Catholics in England and especially in Ireland, compares in ferocity to the worst the Inquisition did to “heretics,” when they held the upper hand.


The Restoration period in England clearly favored the concept of religious freedom and equality of both faiths: It was from this liberal concept that the Puritans fled rather than from religious persecution of their own faith. This should be kept in mind when one attempts to understand the mentality that made the Salem witchcraft madness possible.


It all started when a West Indian maidservant in Salem, Massachusetts, not far from Boston, embellished her drab life with tales of intercourse with demonic forces. Whether the girl was actually mediumistic and able to “speak with tongues” or merely frustrated and eager to get attention, is hard to say after all this time. But she started a hysteria that spread like wildfire and engulfed an entire community.


Learned men seriously believed that respected members of their own society could be witches whom the devil had contacted and pressed into service. The slightest manifestation of unusual behavior—absence from Church services, an interest in music and dancing, let alone true psychic ability—was sufficient for a citizen to be accused and jailed for trial as a witch. The New England Puritans considered even so innocuous a faith as the Quakers’ as dangerously heretic and persecuted those practicing it. Witchcraft to them was always connected with the person of the devil, and in true Calvinistic spirit they ascribed to the devil all manifestations of human behavior differing from the stern, grimly monotonous life they considered proper in their community.


Coming as they did in the eighteenth century, the Salem witchcraft trials made martyrs out of perhaps a smaller number of unfortunates than did the seventeenth-century holocausts in Europe, but the methods were similar.


It is understandable that under such conditions the Old Religion had to close its gates to new members almost entirely and admit to services only known by members of the so-called witchcraft families. For, as in other religious faiths, witchcraft would be passed on down from generation to generation. Very little was written down and great care was taken to disguise some of the instructions for the rites in case of a raid by hostile forces.


Even when this madness finally receded and the persecutions ceased, witches were not quite ready to come out from the underground and share the sunlight with all other faiths. Although here and there practitioners of the Old Religion went about their business more openly, the true revival of the Craft dates only from post-World War II times.


Although such great minds as Aleister Crowley and Robert Graves wrote of the Old Religion and certainly helped formulate the revived rituals, it was not until an anthropologist named Gerald Gardner published his appraisal of modern witchcraft that a major work appeared, in a book still considered a standard reference on the Craft. Witchcraft Today, which came out in 1954, and Dr. Margaret Murray’s The Witch-Cult in Western Europe are both serious books dealing with the Old Religion from the point of view of the anthropological observer. Gardner himself joined a coven and became its priest. During the latter years of his life, Gardner researched many ancient sources and gradually enriched the ritual of the Craft with a number of ceremonies either forgotten or neglected over the years by those covens that had continued to practice their ancient cult. In time, both covens and solitary witches came to regard Dr. Gardner as their new renewer and modern prophet.


In retrospect, for Gardner died a number of years ago, one cannot but admire his work in this field. It is probably true that he embellished the old rites with some touches of his own, but if he did, I feel there was no motive other than to enrich the experience in his mind. Gardner’s knowledge of the background of witchcraft, in fact of all other religions, was enormous and his approach to the Craft factual and properly scientific as far as research was concerned. But as a member of a coven, he, too, was bound to observe certain restrictions.


Of course, there is no need for fear in America, despite the incredible Salem hysteria of 1692, which claimed the lives of many innocent people. Many of those responsible, but by no means all, later publicly repented their crimes, which did not bring back the victims, of course. But witchcraft was removed from the category of capital offenses in the American colonies in 1736, and no one was officially persecuted for witchcraft, or executed for it, after that date. But persecution by ignorant, superstitious people, sometimes whipped up by the clergy, did sporadically continue until the present time. On February 3, 1968, the United Press reported from Mexico the lynching of a witch accused of killing a little girl by sorcery. Sixteen people who had participated in the hanging of the alleged witch, one Bernardina Perez, age forty-two, were later arrested and tried by the authorities for murder.


Hysteria dies hard. Man never quite abandons the animalistic instinct of fear-induced ritual murder and the possibility of such acts lies forever dormant underneath the comparatively thin upper crust of brother love and civilization.


“Only God knows the amount of damage which has been done by our churches and synagogues in not understanding the limitations of human performance and aspirations. When religious groups use hysteria to convert individuals to their faith, they are using sick methods instead of healing methods.”


The speaker was the Reverend George Christian Anderson, president of the Academy of Religion and Mental Health of New York.


The date?


September 1, 1968.


It is perhaps not too much to expect that the Old Religion will in the near future finally take its rightful place among the world’s great religions, untrammeled by fear, social ostracism, and misunderstanding. For man does need every good religion there is, in his unending battle against materialism and the seed of destruction that dwells mightily within us all!















Chapter Two



MODERN WICCA AND ITS PRACTICE


 


 


 


Solemnly the tall young man raised his dagger toward the window. There were five of us seated around a low table in a semi-dark room above a Manhattan nightclub. Outside, the busy evening traffic of the West Forties created an incongruous background of worldliness, technology, and people going places to spend an evening of fun. Here, in this cold room above the nightclub, a witches’ circle was about to be cast and consecrated. The doors had been locked, shades drawn across the window, and the only light in the room came from two flickering candles.


Terry, a twenty-six-year-old telephone company employee, had risen from his chair, half mumbling the first words of the incantation. “I conjure thee, O circle of power, that thou art the boundary between the world we knew and the realms of the mighty ones, the guardian protection that shall preserve and retain the power which we shall raise within thee. Therefore I do bless and consecrate thee. I summon, stir, and call thee up, O mighty one of the East, to witness our rites and guard our circle.” Facing toward the east, Terry then drew a pentagram in the air, using his athame, or sacred dagger. Facing south, he repeated the incantation, inviting the mighty one of the south to join the circle. Again drawing a pentagram in the air, he proceeded west and then north, until the four “lords of the watchtowers,” as some witches call them, had been properly summoned and presumably were present at the ritual.


I had brought a bottle of wine to serve both ritually and socially. One of the young ladies who had come with Terry reminded him that he ought to bless the wine prior to opening the bottle.


“Right,” Terry nodded, and proceeded to lift the bottle toward the east, saying at the same time, “I exorcise thee, O creature of wine, that there may be cast out from you all impurities or uncleanliness of the spirit of the world.” With that, the bottle was opened and Terry sat down again.


This wasn’t going to be a big ritual, to be sure. It was a first meeting of what might turn into Manhattan’s newest coven of witches. To begin with, we hadn’t properly prepared for the entire ritual. Although I had spoken to Terry many times before, this was the first occasion when we met face to face. Witchcraft is an intimate religion. It is best that those who will worship together also get to know each other well before they proceed to the rite itself. With Terry were two young ladies who wanted to see what witchcraft was all about, and with me was a young woman who had read The Truth About Witchcraft and was inclined to become a witch if someone would initiate her. We all wore street clothing, and only Terry and I had brought the witchcraft daggers a witch is expected to own. Mine is a fourteenth-century Italian dagger, which I had acquired in Paris during one of my antique-hunting expeditions. I had always thought that if I were to attend a witchcraft rite, I might as well be properly prepared. London high priest Alex Sanders himself had blessed my dagger for me a few months before, and the white ivory handle and darkly encrusted blade drew admiring glances from Terry and the others as I placed the athame on the table.


The two secretaries Terry had brought with him watched the proceedings in awe. One of them was his fiancée, and it seemed to me that she was not about to become a witch. However, she eyed Terry with adoring glances, and, knowing the power of a woman in love, I began to wonder whether Terry’s days as high priest might not also be limited. He had recently left a Brooklyn coven to strike out on his own. What he had learned stood him in good stead, for the high priestess with whom he had briefly shared the honors in Brooklyn is a learned young lady. But Mary Nesnick and Terry had what are best called “doctrinal differences,” and the parting was entirely amicable, as partings in witchcraft usually are.


Since this was a first meeting with the possible intention of forming a new coven, the discussion turned to the reason why these people wanted to be witches. Terry himself had only been initiated that same year; prior to his entry into witchcraft he had been a Roman Catholic.


“All the religions are the same thing to me,” he explained, “but the Craft to me relates to happenings in the everyday world much better. When you see somebody being hurt, you can understand why. When you sit there and feel the seasons come and go, you can go out in the woods and feel it. The Catholic Church doesn’t teach me anything about the seasons. When I stand there and feel the leaves falling, I actually feel the whole earth dying. I feel the grass in the springtime coming up. I can relate to this much better through witchcraft than as a Catholic. The pagan faith is more related to the universe. The Church doesn’t teach you anything about that. You feel that your destiny is all made up between this man who is trying to get your soul, and another man who is trying to win it from him.”


“Is the ceremony an emotional experience for you, as well as an intellectual one?” I interjected.


“That is hard to define,” Terry answered, “because they are like two circles overlapping each other. You can’t really relate to them unless they are both together. One without the other is absolutely useless. If you don’t take care of the body, you’re not going to be able to take care of the spirit. There has to be a balance. Some people think that Wicca is an erotic religion. It may be erotic, because some very puritanical people might think that it is. During the initiation there is a certain amount of kissing, and parts of the body touched.”


“You know, of course,” I reminded Terry, “that there are certain rituals in Wicca where sexual intercourse does take place.”


“Yes,” Terry acknowledged, “but this only takes place between either two lovers or two married people. As for myself, I have nothing against it. There is the Great Rite used in initiations of the third degree. The Great Rite means making ritual love, but witches don’t believe that sex is the only thing. They find it enjoyable, and it helps the mind develop intellectually and emotionally. In moderation and at the right time, this sort of thing can be very beautiful.”


“Doesn’t it depend on the individual coven, and their own personal attitudes toward greater freedom in sexual matters?” I asked. It wasn’t that I needed this information from Terry, but I was here to learn how he, as the priest of a new coven, felt about the matter. What I might have learned elsewhere was of lesser importance.


Terry hesitated somewhat to answer. “When I was initiated into the third degree and made a high priest,” he finally explained, “we did not go through the Great Rite. There may be personal reasons or perhaps this is the priestess’s particular brand of modern Wicca. At any rate, I do not necessarily agree with her.” Evidently, Terry had an open mind concerning the performance of the Great Rite. “Sex is out of context to Christianity, especially to puritans,” he said. “This is the attitude of St. Paul, who never married and who I think was very anti-woman. That is why there are no women priests in Christianity. Among Jews, there are similar attitudes, but in the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic world, woman has preference over man. Here the priestess is above the priest because the Mother Goddess, represented by the priestess, is the one without whom the community could not exist. Wicca is the only religion of all religions with a female deity and a female orientation. Therefore it is a religion of love. Other religions, especially Christianity, are male-oriented, and they are religions of power.”


I decided to question the two young girls who had come with Terry as to their attitudes toward paganism and possible interest in witchcraft. Both Jean and Barbara knew only that they wanted something different from what they had, but weren’t at all sure that witchcraft was the answer. They had come because they knew Terry and were impressed with his views. Terry explained that he was going to start a new coven, but he had a special problem in that his fiancée was not about to become his high priestess, and what is a high priest without a priestess? And if Terry was to work with an outsider, how would his fiancée feel about it? One look at the girl’s eyes gave me the answer: She wouldn’t like it!


The conversation turned toward the practices of Alex Sanders, head of a London coven of which I have written extensively in The Truth About Witchcraft. Someone remarked that Sanders initiated only married couples. Both Terry and I shook our heads. In Wicca any consenting couple that had had the hand-fasting ceremony performed are “married.” They are not necessarily married forever, but for as long as they wish to stay together. This is not a legal marriage as the term is usually understood, but it does mean that when two people stand before the high priest and at that moment wish to be united, he may not question them about it. It is true that Sanders will initiate such pairs only into the third degree of witchcraft. But that means merely that he will not take on strangers or outsiders. If two people come to him together as a unit, even though they might have met five minutes before, he will take them through the rites as one single person.


“My fiancée wouldn’t have to be bothered with the circle at all for me to operate as high priest,” Terry explained. “There is no reason to. There are certain occasions when traditionally you make love, such as on Halloween, when the Great Rite is performed, or when you bring a single person up to the third degree. If it’s a man, he has relations with the high priestess, and if it’s a woman, with the high priest. But this can be done symbolically, and even if it is not done symbolically she wouldn’t be there. If I come back to her, she knows I love her. But if it would hurt her I would rather step down as high priest. I want to be a high priest and I want to have a coven. My fiancée could be present at many of the rites; there is nothing in the Book of Shadows against it. If she were to be my wife and not yet practicing as a witch, it would not mean that she isn’t working with the community.”


“How many people do you have at present who are interested in forming this group with you?” I asked.


“Well, there’s Barbara here, and Aldo, and there is another person who works with me. Various other people have asked me about this group, but I let them ask me a few times to make sure they are a little more than just curious before I bring them into the fold.”


There was also Ingrid, a model whom Terry had picked as his future high priestess. To make things a little more complicated, Ingrid apparently had a boyfriend, and Terry, of course, was engaged.


The meeting broke up around midnight. To the young lady I had brought, it seemed rather tame. Perhaps she had expected everybody to take his clothes off and plunge head on into a heavy ritual. But witches go slow, and are generally suspicious of strangers. They want to make sure that the motivations for joining are right, and right motivations must include spiritual unfoldment as well as the desire to be in tune with nature.


During the weeks that followed I had many conversations with Terry. We compared notes on the Book of Shadows he used and the ones in my private library. By and large, witches’ covens use similar rituals and similar wordings, but the exact text does frequently differ. The general meaning is usually the same. Since the Book of Shadows is always copied in longhand from someone else’s Book of Shadows, those rushing to the nearest public library and asking for one are in for a disappointment. No one but a bona fide initiate of a coven should own a Book of Shadows. But parts of such books have recently been published, by me for instance in The Truth About Witchcraft, and also by Alex Sanders himself. With Terry’s permission, here are some excerpts from his Book of Shadows—not enough to make you, dear reader, into a witch, but enough perhaps to stimulate your interest in the Old Religion.


A cauldron rite for the winter solstice: “Place the cauldron in the south; wreathe it with holly or ivy. Light a fire within making sure there is no light but the candle. Draw down the moon [a specific ritual open to initiates only] while the high priestess stands behind the cauldron, symbolizing the rebirth of the sun. The high priest should stand facing her with a candle and the Book of Shadows. If necessary an elder may aid him. The others move slowly around and each lights a candle from the high priest, who has lit his from the cauldron. Then the incantation is read. After this, the ‘five-fold kiss’ is given by all males to the high priestess.”


One of the great holidays of witchcraft is All Hallows’ Eve, commonly called Halloween. Essentially a somber and serious day commemorating fall, the resurrection of the dead to a new life, and the changeover from the reign of the high priestess to the reign of the high priest for the following six months, this festival has nothing to do with the common image of Halloween high jinks. I have already described the rites in some detail in my previous book dealing with witchcraft. Here are some marginal notes from Terry’s Book of Shadows, concerning Hallows’ Eve. I have been permitted to quote short passages only; the rest is for the initiate to discover for himself.


“Walk or slow dance with candles. The high priestess evokes the god with her athame, preceded by the ‘witches’ rune.” [This is a chant. I have published one of the witches’ runes in The Truth About Witchcraft.]


“After the rite, all females give the high priest a five-fold salute and again all females, as the high priest should be thrice consecrated. Cakes and wine, dance and games, if possible afterwards. And if possible, the Great Rite.”


Also contained in this particular Book of Shadows are the “eight paths of realization.” These are: 1) dance and similar practices; 2) wine, incense, drugs—whatever is used to release the spirit but be very careful; 3) meditation and concentration—this is the practice of forming a mental image of what is desired; 4) rites, charms, spells, and runes; 5) scourging with the scourge, a symbolic ritual; 6) control of breathing and blood circulation and similar practices; 7) the Great Rite, described previously; 8) trance, astral projection, and other psychic practices.


“These be the eight ways of magic. You may combine many of them into one experiment, the more the better. The most important thing is one’s intentions. You must know you can and will succeed. This is central in every operation. Remember, you must be properly prepared according to the rules of Wicca. Otherwise you will never succeed. The circle must be properly purified. You all must be purified several times if necessary and the purification should be repeated several times during the rites. You must have properly consecrated tools, and all doors should be locked securely so there is no thought of interruption. Your mind must be clear of fear and discovery.”


The best known of the witch’s tools is the athame, or sometimes a sword. The athame, or short dagger, is never used for killing or cutting, but merely serves as a ceremonial tool. We are not told how the original athame was consecrated, but a newly initiated witch must have his or her athame properly sanctified. The easiest way to accomplish this is to transfer power from an already consecrated tool belonging to another witch. The instructions for this process are very explicit. Here is part of what the Book of Shadows says concerning the consecration of an athame.


“If possible, lay any weapon touching an already consecrated one: sword to sword, athame to athame. Cast the circle and purify as usual, keeping in mind that all tools must be consecrated by man and woman, both as naked as drawn swords. Place the sword or athame on the altar, saying, I conjure thee, O sword or athame of steel, that thou serve me for strength and defense, in all magickal operations against all my enemies, visible or invisible, in the name of _____ _____. [I am not permitted to disclose here the actual names of the god and goddess. These names vary from coven to coven, and many are known to me privately. Only the initiate will learn what the particular god’s and goddess’s names are when the time comes.]


“I conjure thee anew by the holy name _____ _____ that thou securest me for a protection in all adversities. So said me. [At this point, the tool is sprinkled and censed; then the conjuration continues.]


“I conjure thee, O sword or athame of steel, by the Great God and the Gentle Goddess, by the virtue of the sun, of the stars, of the spirit who presides over them that thou mayest receive such virtues that I may obtain the end that I desire in all things wherein I shall use thee by the power of _____ _____.


“Now the owner of the tool about to be consecrated salutes the high priestess and the high priest by drawing in the air the appropriate symbol of their office—that is to say, conforming to the degree which either one of these officers holds in the coven. Then the new tool is placed between the breasts, and the two workers’ bodies should then embrace, it being held in place by their bodies. The tool should immediately be put into use.” Lesser tools are the wand, candles, and vessels for water and oil, the chalice, the scourge, and the cord.


While I was waiting for the next meeting of the coven to be called, I heard again from Terry. Whether the difficulty of working with both a non-witch fiancée and a priestess at his side was too much for him to resolve at this time, or whether he simply felt the need for additional instruction, he had decided to join Ray Buckland’s Long Island group for additional work. Ray had received him courteously and encouraged his further studies under his guidance. This was particularly gratifying since Mr. Buckland is somewhat choosy about whom he admits to his proceedings. The Buckland Museum of Witchcraft and Magick is located in Brentwood, Long Island, and Ray Buckland is the author of a number of instructive booklets dealing with the Craft.


Perhaps the surest sign that witchcraft is a bona fide religion can be seen in the fact that each coven believes it is closer to the truth and anyone from a different coven is not quite as enlightened or trustworthy. In time, perhaps, this attitude will change and all pagans will recognize each other as members of one and the same family, the human race.


Five people, reasonable, gainfully employed, no special hang-ups meet above a nightclub in mid-Manhattan to discuss witchcraft. A new coven is about to be formed. The date is December 1970, not the Middle Ages, not even the terrible times of seventeenth-century Salem, Massachusetts. The secrecy of the meeting is self-imposed. I am sure the nightclub owner downstairs couldn’t care less, as long as the people who rented his upstairs for a couple of hours behaved well and didn’t attract attention. Similar gatherings surely are taking place all over the country. The pagan revival is on the march. Most colorful and attractive of all the pagan cults and religions seems to be Wicca, commonly called witchcraft. To some, the term is an unfortunate misnomer, creating the image of an old hag riding through the sky on a broomstick. To others, it has mysterious and promising overtones. Either way, it is a powerful word.


Today, more people are interested in learning about witchcraft than ever before: not because Christianity, Judaism, or the other great religions have failed them, but because they seek something more vital, more personal, in their lives that the orthodox faith can give them. Witchcraft is a very basic religion, accepting all initiates as equals before the altar, dispensing with dogma and hierarchy in favor of individual links with the deity through sensual and extrasensory release. Small wonder that the Establishment churches fought the Craft, for witchcraft is nonpolitical, nonpatriotic, and not of this world. It is a pantheistic faith in the purest sense, under which nature, man, and god are truly as One.


As long as man is able to think, reason, and feel, he strives for a better life and reaches up to the heavens to pull down some of the blessings of nature denied him before. If magick is a way to obtain these benefits, then he must apply magick and the rituals making it work. He does this without the stigma of original sin, false guilt, or blind dependence on manmade law; truly free, he is led only by his conscience, and as he practices the Old Religion in a new age concept, he restores to the word “religion” its original meaning, long lost in history: a link with God through nature.


Those most intrigued by the mysteries of witchcraft are the young and women of many ages: The young, especially those in rebellion against the established forces in the world, see in witchcraft a religion their elders can’t share; they relish the special position that being witches will give them in the community. Activities of the current youth culture, such as raves (with accompanying drug habits), are not so different from the frantic chanting and dancing of the Sabat, and the unguent with which witches of old used to anoint themselves for an imaginary trip to the Blocksberg is the direct precursor of LSD and Ecstasy. Witches of old brightened their drab lives with the monthly joys of the community rite, the esbat; young rebels of today let their hair down in a cacophony of abandonment to sound, sight, and scent.


Witchcraft is a female-oriented religion, while all others are male-dominated, relegating women to secondary or even minor positions within the faith. The high priestess is truly at the heart of the coven; her role appeals to the emotional, intuitive element in women, who flock to the Old Religion in increasing numbers.


Witchcraft had its origin at the very dawn of mankind, long before there were Christians and Buddhists and even Hindus, old as these faiths are. In the Stone Age, mankind’s time was divided between hunting, fishing, and fighting on the one hand, and the domestic pursuits of agriculture, homemaking, medicine, and maintaining the fire in the hearth on the other. The hunting, fishing, and fighting were the jobs of the man, the rest the domain of the woman. Life was possible only if one came to terms with the forces of nature, be they terrible or friendly, and so these forces were worshipped as deities by the simple people of the Stone Age. Presiding over all hunting activities was, of course, the horned god of the hunt. Men would impersonate this deity by wearing animal skins and horns in dance rituals called sympathetic magick, believing that dressing the part makes one into the character one represents. From this costume, the Christian Church of the Middle Ages constructed the fantasy image of “the horned devil.”


Woman, on the other hand, had the dual task of propagating the race through fertility and of maintaining the home as guardians of the fire, so the Mother Goddess was naturally female. Woman’s place in primitive society was more important than man’s, and so the old horned god became subordinated to the image of the Mother Goddess.


In worshipping the sun, the Stone Age people thought of the male god of the hunt, while the moon, the night, and all the mysteries of life were associated with the Mother Goddess. Every civilization had a religion of this kind: In Western Europe it was simply the horned god and the Mother Goddess; in Greece, Pan and Diana; and in Asia, Cybele and Atys. As time went on, the priestess of the Mother Goddess added medicine and a knowledge of nature’s herbs to her storehouse of knowledge. The question of life and death was always important in primitive society, so communication with the dead also mattered and again the priestess was in charge. Only during the winter season, when the hunter was in his element, did the male priest preside at the religious gatherings, and primarily in a ceremonial function. The word “witch” itself means merely Wise One.


The Old Religion, as it was called when Christianity appeared upon the scene, coexisted at first peacefully with the new faith. In fact, early Christianity borrowed much from the older religion, incorporating native customs, raising churches upon sacred pagan sites, and allowing the country people to continue going to the witchcraft gatherings, the Sabats, and the esbats, so long as they also came to church on Sunday.


By the seventh century, Christianity had become a fanatical religion, and the continued influence of another religion side by side with the Church became troublesome. Added to this threat was the beginning development of reform movements. By the tenth century, such sects as the Albigenses and Waldenses had risen and were ruthlessly exterminated by the Roman Church.


The Old Religion felt that the climate of tolerance had changed and went underground. But despite a decline in the number of its people, there was continuance of worship in Western Europe all the way from the Stone Age to the present.


The Church had turned the gods of the pagans into demons. Every evil, every disease, quite naturally was the work of some specific demon who had to be discovered and destroyed; as yet, the devil had not been born. The peasant war of 1364 showed the Church how dangerous the organized discontent of the underprivileged masses could be, and a scapegoat had to be found. Some Church theoreticians thought of creating a central figure who would be the feared Antichrist, the counterplayer whose presence in this world was the cause of all evil, and who, conversely, was kept in power only because of the sins committed by some men. At the head of the list of such sins was the sin of not accepting Church dogma and Jesus Christ as the Son of God. The practitioners of the Old Religion, having worshipped their way without Jesus for so long, quite naturally saw no reason to submit to such a philosophy.


But the Church was not satisfied with the figure of a vague Antichrist; he took shape in the identity of the horned devil, conjured up as a mixture of the ancient Phoenician deity Beelzebub, Pan, and the horned god of the hunt, and nurtured by the fertile imagination of a sexually and intellectually frustrated clergy who were forbidden any form of discussion or even constructive thinking outside Catholic doctrine.


Torture, punishment for one’s sins, and physical suffering were part of medieval thinking, and so the devil visited all those things upon the poor souls he managed to snatch. Witches, the Church asserted, had a compact with the devil and therefore were his associates. By 1485, the Pope had been persuaded to persecute them actively en masse, and from then on hundreds of thousands of innocent people died in the most horrible ways. The two great waves of witch-hunting, from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries and again in the late seventeenth century, when the local Puritans equaled their Roman Catholic brethren in ferocity, were a carnival of death sparing neither high nor low. Accusation of witchcraft was tantamount to conviction, and many were caught up in this madness simply because a neighbor wanted their property badly enough to accuse them before the authorities. The belief in the devil was so universal that anyone stating he didn’t exist would automatically convict himself. Witches do not believe in the devil, but in a happy life free of sin and culminating in death followed by reincarnation. In their nature religion there simply is no place for so sinister a figure as Satan. That term, incidentally, was later applied to the devil. It comes from the ancient Hebrew concept of god’s counterplayer, or rather the personification of the destructive in nature.


The accused witches were inevitably forced to confess to the weirdest activities, which, under torture, they readily enough did. Riding through the air on broomsticks, for instance, which the Church inquisitors thought witches habitually did, was actually a misinterpretation of two separate and very real customs. At the gatherings of the country folk, the women would bring their brooms as a symbol of domestic virtue. They would then ride around the sacred circle astride the brooms ceremoniously, after which they would jump a few times with their brooms. The idea of this “sympathetic magick” was to “show the grain how high to grow.” Whenever witches could not attend a nocturnal rite they would anoint themselves with a hallucinogenic salve made from nightshade, belladonna, and other delusion-producing herbs. Although their imaginations soared high and their fantasies were fierce, these witches actually never left their beds.


Nor do witches ever practice the Black Mass, a blasphemous mockery of the real Mass. Since witches do not accept Christianity in the first place, they would hardly mock a faith they do not believe in. Those who perform Black Masses are thrill seekers and certainly not witches.


There are fertility rites in witchcraft celebrations. Witches, as a rule, work in the nude. This is part of their belief in the sacred forces of nature, life, death, and rebirth, and is in no way lustful or evil.


Due to the persecutions, witchcraft went underground and only the so-called hereditary witches continues to practice their ancient faith in private, ever fearful of being found out.


By the dawn of the nineteenth century, the age of reason had also dawned in respect to witchcraft persecutions, and they were finally left alone. But so deeply had the Church left her mark upon these unfortunate people that freedom from persecution did not automatically encourage their return to the light. It was not until 1951, when the ancient Witchcraft Act was finally repudiated in Britain, that the Craft established itself once again aboveground. To be sure, the few hereditary witchcraft families that had survived all those centuries of persecution were not exactly eager to invite strangers to their rituals or go on television. Social discrimination remains.


In America, the best-known witch-hunt took place in the 1690s in Massachusetts. The very people who had come to America to escape persecution for their religious beliefs sat in judgment those believed to be witches!


A lot less harmless was the case of one Frank Daminger, Jr., who filed suit against ten former neighbors in Weirton, West Virginia, for having destroyed his reputation by calling him “a male witch, warlock, and devil’s consort.” Apparently, Daminger performed certain rituals, at least one of which took place in a cemetery. He made claims of possessing supernatural powers, according to witnesses, although no one reports having seen him actually work. Evidently, Mr. Daminger, a horse trainer by profession, didn’t find being called a witch funny or beneficial to his trade. He put a $150,000 price tag on his reputation—or, rather, his attorneys did. However, it all ended in mutual apologies and explanations. The Cincinnati Inquirer covered the trial extensively in its October 29, 1971 issue and in subsequent issues. This proves, if nothing else, that the accusation of witchcraft, whether proven or not, is still a potent subject for the public prints.


Far more serious was the result of such an accusation near Zurich, Switzerland. In January 1969, six members of a religious sect led by a defrocked priest and a fifty-four-year-old spinster were accused of flogging a girl named Bernadette Hasler to death in May 1966. They had accused the seventeen-year-old girl of having links with “the devil Lucifer,” and the girl died as the result of beatings and torture.


Despite our enlightened age and the supposed freedom of worship and thought, there are still those among us who would suppress the unorthodox, the different, or that which is of the minority. A lady wrote to me from Wisconsin after she had studied my book The Truth About Witchcraft. She was perplexed by finding in her set of World Books that witchcraft was therein described as follows: “Witchcraft is the practice of evil acts by witches. A witch’s power was believed to have been given or sold by devils. But witchcraft caused much suffering before civilization substituted reason for ignorance.” And the lady from Wisconsin adds, “How do you explain this? Should it not be rectified? Confused, C.F.”


The New York Times, a generally fair and respectable paper, undertook a survey of witchcraft in its October 31, 1969, issue. The choice of that date aligns the Times solidly with the more sensational press. Interviews with Mrs. Raymond Buckland, Sybil Leek, and a local witch, Florence S. of Brooklyn, of whom I had never heard before, are featured in this piece, which is hardly a survey but merely interviews with two or three available people in the Craft. The kind of journalistic brush-off usually given to any serious explanation of what Neo-paganism and witchcraft really are like can also be gleaned from a letter to the editor published in Time magazine on April 18, 1969. Dennis Bolling, who had been one of the subjects of an earlier article on astrology and the occult, complained that he and his work had been grossly misrepresented. The letter of rectification was one paragraph long; the original article took several pages. A Los Angeles housewife named Louise Huebner fought the county authorities for the right to use the title “official witch of Los Angeles County” given to her in a weak moment by county authorities when her publicity value was being much appreciated in various public causes. Mrs. Huebner is the author of two books dealing rather loosely with various aspects of witchcraft—at least the way she understands the term, which may not be quite what initiates would accept. Nevertheless, Louise Huebner makes no secret of her witchery.


But who then are the true heirs of Wicca? Not those who mistake a little ESP or an odd psychic experience for genuine witchcraft, nor those self-styled witches who think casting spells is all-important, and learning the esoteric and spiritual secrets of the Old Religion too complicated to undertake. Some witches are born; others find their way into the Craft at the right time, when they have a need to belong to it. The hereditary witch may well leave her ancestral religion now and again, although this doesn’t happen frequently. Those who become converts to witchcraft jealously guard their newly won prerogatives from the curious and idle thrill seekers. Motivation, background, one’s attitude toward the universe, morality, society, love, the need to relate to similarly minded people—these are the elements by which one can judge whether or not a person should be a witch. Ever since I wrote The Truth About Witchcraft hundreds of people have approached me to show them the way to the nearest coven. Some of these are youngsters in their early teens, and I could not introduce them to witchcraft groups even if I wanted to. But to those over eighteen I sometimes give a hint, or even an introduction, if I think that they would make good witches and that the covens would gain useful members in them.


Who are the people who want to become witches and why? Diane M. is a nineteen-year-old student at a Southern university. She is a lovely blonde enjoying all the usual pastimes nineteen-year-olds at major universities enjoy, but to her this is not enough. For as long as she can remember, she has had a strong interest in witchcraft. To her, “magick” was the most important thing in the world, even though her parents told her there was no such thing. She tried ESP experiments but got very little out of them. Then she veered toward yoga, which met her needs somewhat more but not the need for sharing with others her beliefs in a nature religion. These beliefs included reincarnation and the conviction that there exists a power within all of us, which can be used for good if we only know how to tap it.


Much of her time is spent outdoors walking, riding, painting, or writing. A member of the Episcopal Church, she soon became disillusioned with that faith because, to her, it yielded no results and left her feeling powerless. “I only want to be with others who believe as I do, who can teach me more about my chosen religion,” she explained.


Diane thinks that perhaps in a previous life she was a priestess and some of these memories are now the driving force in her life. Her fiancé also shares her interests, and they both asked me to introduce them to a coven in their area. She added that she was willing to wait and study diligently, to keep secrecy, that neither her fiancé nor herself had any nudity hang-ups and both were quite sincere in their quest for Wicca.


Larry B. was a monk for ten years. After reading my book on witchcraft, he contacted me feeling that “the Old Religion” had more to offer him than the Catholic Church. Betty F. of New Mexico explained that she was currently being initiated into a local coven and wanted to subscribe to the British publication The Pentagram. R.C.H. is a clinical instructor and does social work in New England. Of European extraction, he is in his middle forties, is married, and has a family. He contacted me for information leading to a coven in his area. Susan B. and her husband invited me to dinner at their home in Los Angeles to discuss their common interest in witchcraft. I couldn’t find the time for that, but I did introduce them to Martha Adler, priestess of the nearest coven. “I’m what is called a white witch. I do not indulge in Satanism in any form whatsoever and I have never used my gift for evil,” explains Peggy B. As well she might, since she is only fifteen years old. She has already lectured on witchcraft at her school and used her psychic abilities to demonstrate to her friends that there are more things in heaven and earth than the majority of fifteen-year-olds know about. Kay, an Ohio girl, believes that there is one being which guides us in our days, and that the being is not like the God she has learned of in church but more a power within. She wants to be able to help people in trouble and at the same time free her own soul from uncertainties and struggles. For her, witchcraft holds the answer.
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The Author and Sybil Leek talk with Regis Philbin on “The Merv Griffin Show.”


Dr. Douglas M. is not a neurotic thrill seeker, one of the idle curious, nor a superstitious person. His interest in the Craft stems from the fact that during the past few years he has become increasingly disenchanted with Christianity. He feels that the Christian morality and faith have let the world down and that in the name of Christianity, wars, killing, injustice, and intolerance have been committed in the Western world. Dr. M. is a dentist; active in his church and in local community life, he has also published some writing and enjoys a good name in his community. To him, witchcraft represents a peaceful religion, a personal faith in which the deity is represented by the power within all of us. Mrs. L. is a Canadian mother in her middle years who always practiced her psychic abilities to help others. To her, learning about the Old Religion seemed only to confirm what she had always believed in and sought. She contacted me in the hope that I could direct her to a coven, not so much for her own self, but in order to help her son obtain better employment through witchcraft. “I no longer feel odd,” she explained. “The confirmation of my instincts is very reassuring.”


Kim S. is a twenty-five-year-old industrial engineer working for a naval project in the South. His wife teaches sociology at a nearby college. Born into a conservative religious family, he soon found himself wandering from one faith to the other, never finding what he searched for. He found himself particularly repelled by the Baptist faith and what to him seemed intolerance of that church. He wanted to worship a superior force, the essence of all things, and as he read more about witchcraft, he saw the sample universal truth of all religions contained in the tenets of the Craft. His own grandfather was what in the South is called a conjur’ man. To his horror, on several occasions, Kim has been able to make things happen, especially when he was angry. At the time it did not occur to him that that had anything to do with spells or witchcraft. In retrospect, he realizes that he unconsciously applied some of the principles contained in the teachings of the Old Religion. For instance, many years ago, when he was still in high school, he went with a certain girl for three years. Shortly before graduation, he lost the girl to an older fellow. When Kim saw he was losing ground, he cursed his competitor as a jealous young man might do, thinking nothing of it. A short time later, his erstwhile girlfriend borrowed his ring and the ring of the other man to have them psychometrized by a local psychic. When she returned Kim’s ring, she informed him that, according to the psychic, the other man whom she had preferred over Kim was apparently under a powerful curse. Kim was not impressed by this since he had not taken his own curse very seriously. A week later the other man was removed to a mental hospital for no apparent reason. Kim began to wonder whether his curse had not been the cause of it. A few years later, a man for whom he had once worked embarrassed him needlessly in public. Angered by this display, he secretly cursed the man. Abruptly the man’s fortunes changed. Within twenty months he went bankrupt twice. Once again Kim wondered whether he had not been the cause of this. He resolved never to allow hatred and anger to well up in him again but to use such powers as he might have only for good.


Gail is twenty-one and lives with her family in Arkansas. She is an artist and likes to write. As with most people intent on becoming witches, the quest for the Old Religion in no way is a substitute for love, affection, or sex. Everyone who has contacted me to learn more about witchcraft or to be introduced to a group practicing it has turned out to be a well-balanced individual without romantic problems or complications. Gail has had ESP experiences all her life, but she knows the difference between psychic phenomena and witchcraft. She has a great sensitivity toward plants and animals and likes to see things grow and develop. What she likes about witchcraft is that she considers it a “do-something” religion that will help her and others as well. She is frustrated with the life she currently leads. She wants more to show for having lived than, as she puts it, a list of new movies she has seen or restaurants she has been to, and the most important of all, she wants and needs to belong to a group that understands her. The Old Religion, she asserts, fits her, and she would like to become an asset to it. The problem, of course, is to find a coven in the area in which she lives, a problem that exists for many others who have come to me, sincere and serious in their quest for a channel of pagan expression. Even villages have several churches. The pagan movement is as yet partly underground, and where it is aboveground and has its temples and sanctuaries, they are far and few between.


Margaret F. lives in a Cincinnati suburb. Now in her early twenties, she has worked at odd jobs in shops here and there, and despite her simple education, has an above average intelligence. After she studied witchcraft for two years, I introduced her to the leaders of the Cincinnati coven. This group practices a mixture of Anglo-Saxon-Celtic witchcraft and Kabbalah and has held its major rituals in the countryside for fear of attracting too much attention from the not always friendly citizens of Cincinnati. Bill, one of their two leaders, had originally invited me to come and see the group and had supplied me with material concerning their activities, which I have published in The Truth About Witchcraft. Some of the coven members, however, did not agree with the need to explain witchcraft publicly to those who might have false concepts of it, and Margaret was accused of being too friendly with me and was consequently denied the privilege of initiation into the Cincinnati coven.


Margaret, who is unusually small, thinks she has fairy ancestry, especially on her mother’s side. Her background in mainly Celtic, and it is true that among the Scottish and Irish people there persists the legend of a small race preceding the Celts in Great Britain and Ireland. These might very well have been the legendary fairy people.


While waiting for an opportunity to become a witch, Margaret took a part-time job in a local bookshop so she could read all there was to be read on the subject. Eventually, she became an initiated solitary witch, that is to say, one who practices privately and alone.


Mrs. Lisa C. of California thinks she is a witch because she has been casting spells for ten years, spells that have been working. In fact, her spells have been working so well that she is now teaching the spelling business to others, mostly friends. Mrs. C.’s spells aren’t dangerous. When her husband failed to catch any fish on their last outing, she cast a spell on the water and presto, he caught five fish in twenty minutes. People come to her for help and she sends them out with positive thoughts. That, she thinks, is witchcraft.


Less benign is the problem of Mildred B. of Virginia. She thinks she has been the victim of a spell for a long time. She says she has asked five different “occultists” for help, and they have tried to remove the spell, but in vain. Monica L. is a student at Vassar College. She wanted to find a bona fide witch, not for evil purposes, but “for the amelioration of particular problems.” According to the witch I sent her to, Mary Nesnick, the problems involved a boyfriend.


Here we have three examples of what witchcraft is not. Psychic experiences, amazing though they may be to the one to whom they happen, do not make that person a witch. A desire to cast spells and circumvent the laws of nature is also insufficient grounds to become involved with the Old Religion. While there is room in witchcraft for love potions and incantations of a romantic nature, they must be grounded in far deeper relationships than the desire simply to influence someone who is too cool to one’s advances. Just to use the gimmicks and tricks of the magick that comes from being a witch would be a disservice to the cause of the Old Religion. The outer manifestations of belonging to the Craft follow naturally once the inner meanings have been grasped.


I have mentioned here a few of those who contacted me in the recent past with a desire to become witches. Now let me tell you of some who have indeed become witches after I became convinced of their sincerity and the seriousness of their purpose. I should hasten to explain that I am not in the business of being a clearinghouse for would-be witches. Those who feel that they have the necessary mental and spiritual attitudes toward the Old Religion, and whose purpose is essentially to seek a new philosophy rather than the outward thrills of a magickal cult, can, of course, contact me by writing. It would be wise to include as many details as possible about oneself and one’s reasons for wanting to be put in touch with a coven or an initiated witch. If the seeker is at least eighteen years of age, is single or has the consent of his or her mate in this quest, then perhaps an occasional contact can be established.


Patricia F. is an X-ray technician in her early thirties and lives in a small town on the West Coast. She is currently also studying at a police academy to become a deputy sheriff and has an average educational background. She is quiet, soft-spoken, and somewhat shy. She had explained to me that there was a special reason why she wanted to become a witch.


“Which religion did you grow up in?”


“In the Catholic religion.”


“What aspect of witchcraft do you find particularly attractive?”


“Something that goes deeper than my own religion; I think I can get more benefit out of it.”


“Do you have any ESP?”


“No, I don’t.”


“Have you ever been to any lectures dealing with witchcraft?”


“No.”


“Have you ever met anyone who was an actual witch?”


“No, I haven’t.”


“You wrote to me about doodling a pentagram. How did this happen?”


“Whenever I’m writing or trying to think at my desk and have a pencil in my hand, I just make that star.”


“Have you ever had any memories of having lived before?”


“I think I was dropped from a great height, and dropped into a body of water in another life.”


“Is this a recurrent impression?”


“Yes.”


“In a dream state or in the waking state?”


“In both.”


“Is it always the same?”


“Yes, it is.”


“Do you see yourself?”


“Yes, I do. I’m in brown, a long dress, and a kind of peasant blouse.”


“Does your face look different from your present face?”


“Yes, it does.”


“And you feel yourself falling?”


“Yes.”


“From a great height into water, you said. Then what follows?”


“Nothing.”


“Are your hands bound in any way?”


“Yes, they are. Both my hands and feet.”


“Are there any other recurrent impressions or dream impressions?”


“Yes.”


“When did you have this recurrent impression of falling or being thrown from a great height? At what age?”


“I must have been about twenty-five.”


“Do you want to know whether you might have been someone in a previous existence connected with this?”


“Yes, I would like to know.”


“You say you had a habit of clenching your fist, with three fingers bent tightly and the thumb and little finger extended?”


“When I’m walking in the hospital hall and I just go like this, you now, just casually—”


“Were you aware that this is a witch greeting?”


“I didn’t know it until I read your book.”


I then hypnotized and regressed Patricia F. gradually, past birth, where she would meet her “earlier self” in the distant past.


“Can you see the woman in the brown dress?” I finally asked.


“Yes, I do.”


“I want you to go back now, before she is falling into the water. Tell me who she is and where she lives.”


“I see her walking down a cobblestone road.”


“Does everybody say she’s a witch?”


“Yes.”


“Who is the one that accuses here?”


“It’s a man in black.”


“After he accuses her, what is happening?”


“She runs screaming, and everyone runs after her. They catch her. They tie her up. They take her to a mill town. They have her sitting on something and—they raise it up.”


“And then what do they do?”


“Let it drop.”


“And then what happens to her?”


“Drowns.”


“And what is the name of the town?”


“I think it’s Salem.”


“What is the year?”


“Fifteen forty-one.”


“What country are we in?”


“England.”


“I want you to go close to this woman now; I want you to look at her. Are you that woman?”


“Yes, I am.”


Several months later, Patricia F. was initiated into the preliminary grade of a local California group practicing a pagan religion. There was a glow on her face when it was all over that I hadn’t noticed before. Her shyness seemed lessened, and she spoke freely about the need to live in harmony with nature around us. Why had I helped her among the many who came to me with identical wishes? Perhaps because Patricia F. represents the average American of solid background who can do much to help others like herself understand the true tenets of paganism.


I met Linda about two years ago in San Francisco. We had corresponded prior to our meeting. Her letters, which came to me among hundreds of letters dealing with the subject, immediately stood out—not only because of her expressive handwriting and artistic flair, but because of her poetic approach to the inner meaning of witchcraft as she saw it. Without any formal initiation on her part, without any actual contact with witches or members of the Old Religion, she seemed to sense that she should be part of it and asked that I help her find both herself and her relation to this old cult.
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Wiccan practice finds divinity in the relationship between humankind and the seasonal cycles of which he is a part. Many find this approach an appealing alternative to Christianity’s tendency to ignore nature’s cycles.


“What did you think witchcraft could do for you?” I asked.


“Guide me to inner peace, and solve the problems and turmoils of the unknown in my mind. I felt that in the Craft the answers would be found.”


“Did you feel that it would also resolve your professional life, and perhaps give you magick powers with which you could improve it?”


“No.”


“Did you think that being a witch would cause difficulties in the community in which you live?”


“No.”


“What is your family background?”


“My family is upper-class, established, wealthy, materialistic.”


“Did your father know about your interest in the occult?”


“No.”


“Does he now?”


“Yes.”


“Does he approve?”


“No.”


“Do you care?”


“No.”


The laconic tone of her interview with me belied the poetic tone of her written communications. Linda has read anything and everything dealing with witchcraft and the occult in general that she can put her hands on. She heads up the back-order list at the local bookstore. Her daredevil thirst for knowledge in these areas seems to have blotted out those forces within her that would normally apply themselves toward a successful career or a better home life. She is a divorcée with a small child, living in small town, traveling very little and restricting her circle of friends to those who can instruct her in esoteric matters. Eventually, I introduced her to Sára Cunningham in Pasadena. Sára had spent many years as a teacher of Wicca, but shortly after Linda met her, Sára herself discovered the Egyptian Isis religion and devoted most of her energies to it. Consequently, Linda found that the Egyptian form of worship suited her nature and personality better, and she became one of Sára Cunningham’s pupils.


What involvement with a deeply esoteric religion of this kind will do to her adjustment to the harsh realities of everyday life no one can foretell, but if Christian religious life can, on occasion, be a refuge from worldliness for those who so decide, there is no reason why a pagan cult cannot also supply this kind of need. Most people who choose Wicca do so because they want their regular, everyday lives improved upon or because they want to understand the forces of nature better. Linda joined the Egyptian temple to find an emotional outlet more suitable to her imagery and poetic detachment from reality than the cold, drab Establishment religions could possibly offer her. If it works for her, then it is all to the good.


The opposite view of the blessings of witchcraft is represented by Robert Carson, who works in public relations. According to columnist Earl Wilson, he is connected with a Wall Street coven that is able to influence proxy fights, prevent or influence conglomerate acquisitions, and do other things in the stock market that would make stock market expert Richard Ney’s hair stand up even if there weren’t any witches around. Mr. Carson sounded friendly enough. The meeting place and location of his Wall Street coven has, however, remained shrouded in obscurity.


Another witch is actress Cindi Bulak. Cindi is a pretty redhead in her middle twenties. She is from Chicago and has a Polish background. Her witchcraft broke into public print when the press agent for Celebration, the musical she was appearing in, introduced her to Earl Wilson, who may not know anything about witches but certainly knows a lot about girls. When all the chitchat had evaporated, Cindi and I discussed her witchcraft seriously. The group she belonged to at the time we met was a group of suburbanites in Port Washington, Long Island. They were “tradition-als” and used their Craft merely for so-called white purposes—to improve each other’s health and business chances, and in general to promote a better life for themselves. But even Cindi couldn’t keep the show from closing.


Rita Norling is a somewhat commercial witch of Russian background who lives with her two young sons near Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. She does a thriving business in aromatic oils, incense, and perfumes, all of which she calls “curios” so as not to get in trouble with the law, which in California can be nasty at times, especially when it comes to the occult. Rita’s products have such tantalizing names as Easy Life Brand Oil, Irresistible Brand Oil, Cleopatra Brand Incense, and Repellent Brand Oil. She also markets Genuine Do-it Love Brand Powder, which her catalogue states is not always available, and even floor washes, such as Money Drawing Brand Floor Wash. Quite obviously, Rita does not take her witchcraft and commercial products too seriously. I met her over dinner in Hollywood and found her to be a charming, well-read woman whose humorous approach to the Old Religion apparently did not cause her any pangs of conscience. Underneath her commercialism, she is a true pagan, but she refers to keep the esoteric aspects of her religious beliefs to herself. She goes to great pains to explain that the articles she sells do not impart any miraculous powers to anyone. Which is only right. You can’t become a witch by proxy.


Also in the Los Angeles area, Martha and Fred Adler’s coven continues to be active in spurts. At the moment Martha is taking a “postgraduate” course with Sára Cunningham. Although she had been made a priestess by mail and long-distance instruction by the leaders of Cincinnati coven, Martha evidently feels the need for higher teachings. She and Fred, who often acts as her high priest, have put together what they call “the 11th through 20th commandments.” Here they are:


11. Thou shalt worship no idols of thine own creation, nor those created by the society in which thee live.


12. Honor thyself, whereby you cannot dishonor another.


13. Thou shalt not break a man’s ricebowl.


14. Thou shalt not step on another’s koa.


15. Thou shalt see others as in a mirror; for there, but for the grace of the Fates, goest thee.


16. Thou shalt honor the integrity and thoughts of another; for, remote as it may seem, he may be right and thee may be wrong.


17. Thou shalt not covet; for, though the grass is greener in the other pasture, this is an illusion of the mind.


18. Thou shalt not be vengeful, for vengeance begets vengeance, to the time of infinity.


19. Thou shalt be colorblind, for all men are green.


20. Do as thou wilt, and ye harm no other. That is the whole of the LAW.


Raymond Buckland was one of the first people to practice and teach Wicca in America, and he has been kind enough to share with me the story of his life and development. Now living in rural Ohio, where he and his wife have a farm, Buckland practices a form of Wicca called Seax-Wicca, based on Saxon traditions. He considers this to be more democratic that the traditional Anglo-Saxon form of Wicca, brought out of the past and rejuvenated by the late Dr. Gerald Gardner. As described elsewhere in this book, that other form is best known as Gardnerian Wicca. Raymond Buckland can be found on the Internet at www.raybuckland.com. Here is his story:


“Since forming the first Wiccan coven in the United States, in 1964, I have led and/or been a part of many covens. That first coven was in New York, on Long Island, and was formed at the very start of the public’s interest in the Old Religion as a viable form of alternate religion. At that time there was a rising interest in the Craft, with a number of people suddenly wanting to become part of Wicca.


“After centuries of misconceptions, the late Dr. Gerald Gardner—later dubbed ‘the Grand Old Man of Wicca’—was the first actual Witch to publish a book about what Witches really did and believed. It was called Witchcraft Today, and was published by Rider in London in 1954, and he followed it in 1959 with The Meaning of Witchcraft (Aquarian Press, London). A number of books by a variety of authors followed, and thus began a reversal of the centuries of negative propaganda published by the Christian church.


“My own Wicca training was such that I proceeded with caution in forming my coven, only initiating others after a considerable period of attunement. It was important, especially at that particular time in the Craft’s history, to be certain that only those who were sincerely interested in joining Wicca as a religion be brought in. I received a lot of criticism at that time for my caution; one writer attributed it to ‘my snobbish English background’!


“Unfortunately, this necessary delay in initiating people led to a number of impatient persons simply creating their own form of ‘Wicca’ based on such unlikely sources as ceremonial magic, movies, and novels such as Rosemary’s Baby. Regrettably, the vast majority of these would-be Witches had no formal training and very little idea of what were the true ingredients of Wicca.


“The initial New York coven grew to about a dozen people from all walks of life. Over a period of some years this expanded to the point where other covens were able to hive off from the mother coven. So the Craft slowly spread. Many Gardnerian covens today trace their lineage back to that original New York coven, led by myself as High Priest and the Lady Rowen, its High Priestess.


“Almost ten years later I had divorced and the Long Island coven was passed on to other leaders. I relocated to New Hampshire, where I remarried and settled down. About that time, I came to the conclusion that the format of Gardnerian Wicca, although it had stood me in very good stead for many years, was not exactly right for me.


“I believe that religion is a very personal thing and that there is no reason for there to be any compromise when it comes to personal communion with the deity. Consequently (having had ten years of experience in Wicca, plus many more years of religio-magical background), I formulated a new branch of Wicca, based on a Saxon background. I honored my secrecy oath to the Gardnerians by not including anything of Gardner’s in the new tradition; I wrote all the rituals myself and, in fact, formulated a new, more democratic form of hierarchy. I had seen many problems arise in the Gardnerian system in the later years, mostly attributable to the degree system of advancement. It led to ego problems and power plays by immature coven leaders. I wanted to avoid that and so developed a non-degree system where the coven leadership was voted in (or out!) by the group.


“What I eventually came up with was originally for my own personal use… but word seemed to spread! I was soon asked by others to share my new Wiccan denomination, since it seemed to answer the needs of many. So Seax-Wicca—or Saxon Witchcraft—was born. Today it is practiced around the world.


“From New Hampshire I moved to Virginia and then, eventually (with Tara, my third wife), to San Diego. By then I was frequently asked to visit other covens, and to give advice where necessary. In San Diego, we had a new Seax-Wicca coven and remained there for a number of years. But Tara and I itched for a house and some land of our own, so we finally relocated to north-central Ohio. There we settled into a small farm in the heart of Amish country. We have been there for almost ten years now, and in that time we have left coven life and now practice as Solitaries. After almost thirty years of coven activity, I felt the time had come to settle back from those responsibilities. I have, in effect, semi-retired from public Wiccan life, only making a rare public appearance or going to visit a coven.


“I believe all Witches should experience both solitary practice and coven ritual. There is much to be said for both, and much to be learned from them. It eventually comes down to what is right for you as an individual. Some will prefer the camaraderie of the coven, with its attendant responsibilities, while others will prefer the solitary route. Both are equally valid.


“Whichever path you follow, go with the gods.”


In New York City the oft-mentioned Mary Nesnick is currently leading a small coven of Gardnerian witches. They worship on all the traditional holidays and, whenever the temperature allows, in the open. They are traditionally skyclad, too, which means naked. “Let us not be discordant in the faith,” Mary said to me at our last meeting when we discussed the frequent bickering among witches as to who had the true approach to the Old Religion. It is difficult to determine who is the author of some of the spells and incantations that Mary Nesnick uses in her services. Some are certainly old. Others may have been written or rewritten by the priestess herself.


Diana




Twilight is over, and the moon in might


Draws to its zenith, as beyond the stream


Dance the wild witches, fair as a dream


In a garden, naked in Diana’s sight.


Flaming censer on the sweet altar, bright


Gleaming on the water, drifting vapours teem,


Laughter and swaying white shoulders gleam


Oh joy and wonder at their lovely sight!





Prayer to the Goddess



Thou art the Great Mother who giveth birth


Who shall escape from thy power?


Thy form is an eternal mystery


Thou makest it plain in the Summerland


And on the earth.


Command the sea and the sea obeyeth


Through thee a tempest becometh a calm


Command the waters of the earth


And thy will shall arrest the floods


I shall say hail O Great Queen and Mother!





Who would have thought that there was a growing coven up Alaska way, what with the kind of clothes true witches do not wear? The climate doesn’t seem to lend itself to it, at least not outdoors. But that doesn’t seem to have stopped a small but enthusiastic group of Wicca followers from studying witchcraft and practicing it. It was all started not long ago by Kristine F. in Anchorage. The group’s main purpose was to work various healing spells. One of the “operations” they attempted recently was to make a blind woman see and to help someone to live who had been given up by medical doctors. As it happened, they were both successful in both instances. With her husband Rick and another couple, Jerry and Mia, plus a young man who happened to be in the area, they worshipped in the old Dianic way. Jerry, an artist, made the altar himself, while his wife Mia did dome of the painting of the magickal symbols for it.
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Kristine F. receives a Wiccan blessing from her husband, Rick.


[image: image]


The purifying power of fire aids worshippers in welcoming the spirit of the Goddess Diana by freeing the mind of unfocused thoughts.


Kristine first became interested in witchcraft while in high school. She read whatever was available in the local library but soon realized that most of it was fiction—and bad fiction at that. When she joined a local metaphysics group, she met another lady who shared her interest in the Old Religion. Three months later they started Alaska’s first coven of Diana. Their meetings are every Saturday at midnight. Since Kristine is also psychic, inevitably some ESP entered the services, and on one occasion, she assures me, the spirit of Aleister Crowley himself manifested itself and created a great deal of disturbance in her house. For a while she became almost obsessed with the late author, who has often been called “the bad boy of witchcraft” because of his outrageous views on society, sex, and mores. Eventually, Kristine explains, she got rid of the possessive spirit of Mr. Crowley, thanks to the Mother Goddess, Diana.


Dennis is a nineteen-year-old soldier from Michigan who is stationed in Alaska and boards with Rick and Kristine. Last Candelmas he joined the coven officially. Jerry and Mia have six children, ranging in age from six to seventeen, who have been brought up in the ways of Wicca and in metaphysics in general. Jerry works in a warehouse of a large moving and storage company, and his wife teaches free classes in healing whenever she has the chance. In their Saturday night rituals, they use Alex Sanders’ initiation service as a basic source, but they have added prayers of their own to it. After consecrating the circle, group meditation, and prayers, the members of the coven join hands and sing the witches’ rune. This, in turn, is followed by their healing circle; then the consecration of the Sabbat cakes and wine, which they all share inside the circle. Originally from California, Jerry and Mia find Alaska, with its strong accent on raw nature, particularly suitable to witchcraft, or vice versa.


In Chicago, there is a Gardnerian coven headed by Donna Cole and Herman Enderle. Donna has been to England and is friendly with most of the London covens. Herman, who is of Anglo-Saxon background, stresses the Celtic-English aspects of the Craft in his rituals and teachings. Donna explained to me that the rituals aren’t as fancy or as perfect as some of those that I might have witnessed, but they get excellent results in their healing services and other magickal work just the same. Their coven numbers about seven people, who meet at each other’s homes at the usual times—the four Great Sabbats and eight lesser holidays, but always on Saturdays. Once in a while, they drive out into the countryside for an outdoor ritual if the weather permits, which in the Chicago area is certainly not the case for a large portion of the year. They wear black robes with nothing underneath for their rituals, although Donna freely admits that she has also worked nude. They are at great pains to get the witchcraft image away from Satanism, with which it is sometimes identified in the public’s mind.


On a Friday in February I met the entire group in Herman Enderle’s apartment. Except for Donna, who wore a hooded, symbol-covered robe, everyone was casually attired. This was, of course, a discussion evening and not a ritual.


Here are the views of Donna Cole and Herman Enderle of Chicago, and my readers will realize that they do not differ greatly from views held by other pagan groups:


“A pagan refuses to believe that mankind is born innately sinful, and realizes that the concept of ‘sin’ is harmful to human nature.


“We realize the powers of the universe, sometimes called ‘gods,’ exist not apart from but as a part of man.


“These powers may be contacted, directed, and benefit gained from them, if man first learns to live in harmony with himself and the universe.


“The movements of these natural forces, called ‘tides’ by many, directly affect our lives, the evolution of humanity, and the course of direction of the manifested universe.


“The pagan celebrates this force movement, in fact unifies with it, through the calendar of the year which we call the greater and lesser festivals.


“These festivals are attuned to the tides, and also reflect the eternal problems of man as he has moved forward upon the path of light.


“The pagan recognizes, and harmonizes with, the law of nature called polarity.


“We know that that which is above is that which is also below.


“There is no heaven except that which we ourselves make, and likewise there is no hell.


“Harmony with, and direction of, the great natural forces is called magick.


“Paganism is not fixed or dogmatic.


“We know of the existence of the spark of life that is within us that does not die, and that returns again and again until it has evolved to that which we call the eternal existence above all existences.


“We abide by the great rule of love, and that one may do as he wishes as long as it harms no other.”


The heirs of Wicca certainly include one Leo Louis Martello, a bearded young militant witch who publishes the WICA Newsletter, which stands for Witches International Craft Associates. Martello, who has the title of doctor and whose assistant is a comely young lady from New Jersey by the name of “Witch Hazel,” also lectures widely on witchcraft, dressed in a black cape and using various paraphernalia, and all in all making it a very colorful occasion. Hazel assists him by simply appearing and looking pretty, which she does well indeed. Both of them are at great pains to explain that they are “continental witches.” Martello himself is of Sicilian background and explains that his ancestors on his mother’s side were all “strega” type people, that is to say, Italian witches.


On Halloween night 1970 he called for a “witch-in” in New York’s Central Park. Lest authorities take a dim view of such a gathering, he made it plain that this was not a bona fide Sabbat, but merely “a free-style esbat,” or social gathering. He urged all those wishing to appear to wear costumes, capes, bring candles and incense and food, and have a good time in general. He admonished those who were already coven members to leave their athames, ritual swords, and definitely their cauldrons at home. The City of New York, nevertheless, took a dim view and refused him a permit. A witch-in, the Parks Department explained, would not serve the purposes of the park. Martello, not about to be put off, explained that in that case his people would congregate as individuals, whereupon the Parks Department spokesman threatened that he would inform the police. Modern witches, especially the continental kind, do not take kindly to being threatened, but instead of convoking a grand coven to exorcise the threatened intervention, Leo Martello called the American Civil Liberties Union and with their help managed to get permission to hold his witch-in after all.


Leo Martello publishes the actual names and addresses of many of those interested in the Craft, which is remarkable for any witchcraft publication. He doesn’t state whether they are initiates or merely interested in becoming members of a coven, but presumably he has their permission to do so. He calls this the “witches’ encounter bureau” and listings go for one dollar apiece. There is even a questionnaire, which future members of witchcraft are supposed to fill in. The questions are intelligent and do show that Martello is genuinely interested in helping only those who have the proper motives and wishes to discourage curiosity seekers or worse. He also makes it plain that work and time has to be put in before anyone can become a member of the Old Religion. Certainly this is no racket of the kind some of the minor Christian denominations operate, where for fifty dollars or even less you can become a minister overnight. As for his able assistant, who calls herself “Witch Hazel,” some time back I had the pleasure of taking her with me to a Boston television show dealing with witchcraft. She turned out to be a somewhat frightened young girl, working toward becoming an actress but actually earning her living as a waitress. To her, expressing herself in the bizarre way of continental witchcraft seemed to be not only a religious and cult experience but an outlet for submerged and suppressed emotional talents. In a way, it was kind of acting out of something far removed from her ordinary, daytime self. Hazel has had a fair amount of ESP experiences over the years and does the publicity bit rather well, enjoying every moment of it as any pretty young girl naturally would. How much she knows of the deeper meanings of ritual I was unable to determine, for Hazel is essentially shy and introverted despite the trappings of cape, black leotards, miniskirt, and the oversize pentagram around her neck.


Martello has some more down-to-earth views on what witchcraft is all about. The motive makes the Craft either good or bad. Any true witch wouldn’t permit any evil done to him without fighting back. Self-defense is a moral right. No turning the other cheek, but then, how many Christians do? There is even a witches’ liberation movement, part of his Witches International Craft Associates and patterned along the lines of the other women’s liberation movements. In between little blurbs for some of his many booklets on various occult subjects, Dr. Martello also notices and reviews other books he finds useful for those reading his newsletter. Martello himself is a practicing psychic, an expert in handwriting analysis and a pretty keen journalist. He has been a member of a local coven since 1953. One of the less publicized but, I think, rather important tasks the formidable Martello has set for himself is to force various encyclopedias and dictionaries to rewrite their definitions of witchcraft, eliminating the falsehoods, the linking of witchcraft with the devil and Black Masses. While I doubt that the Establishment dictionaries are going to pay much attention to such pressures, I do agree with Martello that there is hardly any printed source, other than books written by those who genuinely know witchcraft practices, that describes the Old Religion truthfully, and this helps perpetuate prejudices and falsehoods held over from the medieval times of persecution.


The Jews of the twentieth century fought many of the fabrications of an anti-Semitic nature, such as the infamous “Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” purporting to herald Jewish intent to take over the world. A dedicated witch could take on the falsehoods published in secular publications dealing with witchcraft.


The heirs of Wicca are not only more numerous in Great Britain, but their traditions are older, more sure of themselves, and their varieties of ritual also greater. It is a proper religion for Britain, going well with the mystic climate and the general toned-down emotional reaction toward the deity. That does not mean that British witches do not work up emotional steam in their rites—quite to the contrary—but on the outside, at least, they are very English, even if they are witches. American witches tend to become militant or unduly secretive, going to extremes in their espousal or defense of the Old Religion, while their British cousins take these matters more naturally and do not fight as hard to make their point of view known. By the same token, outsiders do not sneer at followers of witchcraft in England the way Americans often do. The British have always known that witches walk among them, and while they may shake their heads in puzzlement that anyone would want to be, and be called, a witch, or, if they are righteous followers of the Church of England, perhaps mumble darkly, “The vicar ought to do something about these people,” they do not get unduly steamed up over them, and the age of witchcraft persecutions is definitely over in Britain.


Foremost among the more colorful practitioners of the Old Religion in England is high priest Alexander Sanders, whose rituals I have attended many times. Sanders has somewhat replaced Sybil Leek in the public eye, probably because of his television appearances and, in no small measure, of two books, my The Truth About Witchcraft and another book about him written several years ago called The King of the Witches, by June Johns. As with any controversial figure in the limelight, Sanders has enemies and admirers. Among the more conservative followers of witchcraft he is anathema because he speaks freely publicly about his beliefs and practices. He has even been accused by some of exacting large sums of money from those desirous of becoming witches. I know of very little money changing hands in his classes, where he teaches the elements of Wicca to small groups of students, who come once a week and eventually become postulants for one of his covens. If Sanders were really swimming in money, I doubt that he would continue to serve as a superintendent of a modest building in London’s Notting Hill Gate section, living in a basement flat. By now he would have his own mansion complete with temple, at least two reception secretaries to take care of mundane matters, and be driven around in a Rolls Royce. That is at least how some Christian prophets and “bishops” of peculiar sects operate.


One of Alex’s people is a jeweler names George Alexander. He supplies witches and those joining a coven with appropriate jewelry, most of it handmade of silver. A look at his privately circulated price list shows little indication of great profits in keeping with the Craft tradition that one may not enrich oneself unduly from its practices.


Anne Slowgrove, an old friend of mine who is what I called a “Druidic witch,” though she herself does not use this term, has not always agreed with my interpretation of what I hear and see in witchcraft. “Tolerance and cooperation between all pagans is most important,” she said to me firmly, “especially as we have had different and individual experiences in the Craft. Even members of the Craft do not agree on their terms. We need some more words to separate the different traditions that do not insult the various factions. People are bound to value their own practice above that of others.”


Anne finds herself in close agreement with the editor of Quest, a mimeographed magazine-type quarterly newsletter published by Marian Green. Among the interesting articles in this magazine is one on “Consecration for Beginners” and one on the “Survival of the British Mysteries” by Anne Slowgrove. In addition to Quest, the same editor has also published two handbooks, or rather booklets, called A Hundred Questions on Ritual Magic Answered by a Practitioner of the Art and A Hundred Questions on Witchcraft Answered by a Member of the Craft. Since these booklets represent but one faction in the Old Religion, the information therein is not necessarily correct for one and all. But I found them valuable sources of present-day thinking on the subject of witchcraft as it is practiced in Great Britain.


The words “witch” and “witchcraft” seem to bother a few people who would like to practice the essence of the Old Religion without being called witches and thus escape the social stigma of being one of those persecuted for so many centuries. Since these people could not think of a more appropriate name for their newly founded cult, they chose the name “Regency,” implying that they were merely holding the place until the rightful leader came along and gave the cult its proper name. The Regency is the brainchild of an art teacher named Ronald “Chalky” White. Together with a friend, George Winter, a clerical worker, he was celebrating Halloween at a local pub when they decided to start a new religion. This was in 1966, and membership quickly flourished. The Regency has neither dogma, creed, nor real leaders. To them the gods are only an extension of one’s own psyche. If one suppresses part of that self, one offends the gods. Likewise, if you offend the gods, you really hurt yourself. Their main deity is the Mother Goddess, just as in witchcraft. Their meetings are held at what they call the “old times,” the times of the equinoxes, at Candlemas, May Eve, Midsummer, Lammas, Halloween, Midwinter, and Twelfth Night.


“We never went in for the witchcraft idea of taking our clothes off,” Chalky White explained when we met near his school in Hampstead, “but we do go in for rituals, prayers, dancing around the Maypole, and we do have thirteen main members at the big meetings.” To me, it appears that Regency is merely another form of Gardnerian witchcraft for those who want to eat their occult cake and have it too, socially speaking.


“What’s in a name?” When that name is witchcraft, a great deal. Gloria Ortega, an American of Mexican ancestry, lives at Hermosa Beach, California. She and her family had to move from her former headquarters because it went up in flames of mysterious origin. I drove down with a friend from Los Angeles to visit her in a two-story wooden house not far from the beach—a house filled with seashells, books, candles, statues of such diverse figures as Baphomet, the goat-headed god of the witches, and St. Jude. Gloria Ortega’s living room gives the impression of a tent from the Arabian Nights. Thick carpets cover the floors; a brazier stands in front of a main altar, ostensibly Christian. But mixed in with these seemingly normal objects—normal in any Mexican-American home—there are little telltale objects showing quite clearly that Miss Ortega belongs among the pagans. Quite clearly, too, she was careful at first because she did not know me very well. By the time we parted company later that afternoon, we were fast friends. I had heard of her originally through Martha Adler, priestess of a coven in Los Angeles.


“You used to have a shop called The Spell,” I began the conversation. “I hear it burned down. Was it an accident?”


“No, it was burned down purposely. I had received several threatening notes accusing me of being a witch. Finally this fellow burned down the house.”


“You know who did it?”


“Yes. He’s in jail right now.”


“What was destroyed at the time?”


“Everything. It was a total loss.”


“What did you have in the shop?”


“I had at least two hundred different kinds of herbs and oils, and things that I had collected for years and years, and keepsakes from my aunt. My aunt was a fortuneteller. I had books that are very hard to get, and books that she had written, also, in her own handwriting. Everything was lost in the fire. And the paintings, done of me by various artists. All of it went.”


“You are a native of Los Angeles?”


“Yes. I went to school here, too. And then I spent three years in a convent also.”


“Why did you leave it?”


“Because I found that it really wasn’t where I wanted to be, you know, spiritually. I’m more involved in the Far East teachings.”


“What do you do professionally? Do you teach?”


“No, I just help people and try to get them on the right path.”


“Do you work with the tarots?”


“Yes, I do.”


“What about rituals, rites, and spells, when necessary?”


“Small ones only because I believe that they can become like crutches.”


“Do you do any so-called love spells to help people?”


“Yes, I do.”


“I understand you will work one of those for us. What exactly will you do?”


“Well, a friend of mine named Maureen has had problems with a certain person named Jack. He left her pregnant, and she wants to draw him back to her. I will need certain things of his to make it work.”


“How are you going to get Jack back to Maureen?”


“First, I set up my altar. I will use different ingredients to put her mind in the right state. Some people need these ingredients.”


“What are they?”


“Holy thistle herb, and orrisroot, which is used for love. I put all these ingredients in an egg while I am praying. All I am doing is helping put her in the right frame of mind to work this thing for herself.”


“Why the egg?”


“Since I was a little girl it was something I was taught. I believe it’s like the beginning or rebirth.”


“You use a fresh egg?”


“Yes, and blow the insides out; and then I put in these herbs.”


“Do you put in anything belonging to the man?”


“Oh yes. Sperm, and perspiration from under the shirt—you just cut a piece out; and his picture, and some hair—anything you can get your hands on. Some girls say, ‘How do I get his hair?’ Well, on the bed—there’s always hair on the bed, you know.”


“What about anything from the girl?”


“A drop of blood from her left hand, from her little finger.”


“Anything else?”


“All the different herbs, and then we seal it up.”


“This prayer, is it any particular prayer?”


“I usually have them recite, ‘As this egg contains so shall your love flow unto me.’ All she has to do is call his name. Belief in your own power is what makes it work. You have to be in a certain state of mind. That’s why the ingredients are all used for the person, to set it up. When they’re burning incense and doing this ritual every day, and concentrating, I say just do it for five minutes a day, and he will come back to you. But remember, it’s not anything that I do; it’s your own mind calling him to you. And the strangest things happen, like the candle will flare up, or the candle will tip over, or it will bounce up in the air.”


“What are some of the ritual prayers that you use in connection with this?”


“We use a lot of prayers out of the book of Psalms, and I also use the rituals of the Marie Labeau book. She was a Negro spiritualist. It depends on how I think the person is going to react to this. Some people you have to show the book, other people you just tell them to say a certain thing. There isn’t anything that’s impossible.”


“Can you give me the wording of the incantation you’re using in the case of Maureen versus Jack?”


“The one that I am using for her is from the magick candle-burning book.”


“How does it go?”


“I have her put a root in a pot and grow a plant. It can be any kind of plant, and every day as she takes care of this plant, she recites ‘As this flower grows, so shall your love be turned unto me.’ And at the bottom of the pot she writes his name on parchment paper with the same little poem. I have friends who have pots all over the house with different names in them. Also, you take blood from your left hand, your little finger, and rub it on the man’s hair at night; he’ll never think of anybody else but you. I do different little things like that.”


“What do you do if the man and the girl are not together?”


“It doesn’t matter, because he will come.”


“What do you do when the girl and the man haven’t slept together?”


“Then you use a picture, or you use the mind. You can also work with the mind. The ingredients are all props. She can use the magickal candle-burning, too.”


“What is the magickal candle made of?”


“It’s a candle that is dipped in different oils, according to the purpose.”


“Do you know the candles made in the shape of a man or a woman?”


“Yes, I used to have those in my shop. If a person believes they work, they work.”


“What are some of the other rites that you might be able to perform for someone needing them, outside of the love rite?”


“There are different rituals to seek money, or to help business, if it is in bad shape. I never forget to have them say a little prayer to St. Jude. I have to sneak all those things in. I’m not going to tell anybody I’m a witch, and I’m doing this for you and I have all the power. All I can do is just show them the way to make their own mind work correctly. And if their business is poor, if they are in despair and they are on the verge of a nervous breakdown, I will give them guta cola, which is an herb, to take every day. It rejuvenates the body. They have to do it as a ritual so they won’t forget to do it. Then I also have them say a prayer to St. Jude, with their incense burning, and their candles, and sometimes I make them move their candles in certain directions, every day an inch one way or another, so that they’re doing this ritual and they’re praying to St. Jude. Actually St. Jude is the one that’s helping them.”


“I notice that you have a figure of Baphomet out there. How does that fit in with the rites?


“I just have it because somebody made it.”


“I notice you have a cross; are you basically Catholic?”


“I’m not anything. I was baptized a Catholic, but I just believe that all paths lead to God.”


“You are familiar with the waxen-image technique of ritual. Do you do that?”


“I have.”


“Does it work?”


“Again, yes, it does work if you believe it. I have one in my bedroom right now.”


“What happens if somebody comes to you and asks you to perform a negative ritual, to hurt someone?”


“I won’t do it, because then I will have to suffer all the bad karma for it.”


Is it possible to recall an earlier existence in great detail in this life in a manner that can be checked out objectively? In a recent book called Born Again: The Truth About Reincarnation, I have demonstrated that it is. There seems to be some indication that people who relate to each other in one lifetime may meet again in another one, although not necessarily in the same relationships. Quite possibly this has to do with the working off of old karmic debts. Of concern here is the possibility that someone might be an ordinary person today yet may have lived as a witch in an earlier lifetime. If that could be proven, it would, of course, not only help to establish the case for reincarnation on firmer ground, but it might also conceivably throw light on witchcraft as it was practiced in earlier times.


[image: image]


An Alaskan man kneels to accept the consecrated cup of wine that represents life, which is presented him by his high priestess.


With that in mind, I took somewhat more seriously than I might have otherwise a letter from a lady who lives in an average community in the Middle West, Omaha, Nebraska. Mrs. May S. had shown evidence of paranormal abilities over the years, and I have used some of her predictions in one of my previous books. But not until December 29, 1970, was I aware of her having any connection with witchcraft.


Mrs. S is a grandmother, though she is only in her middle years. Her husband is a baker, and they have seven children. She is not particularly extroverted or outstanding in any way, and her appearance, speech, education, and general knowledge belie a connection with the occult. She has certainly never sought it consciously.


On that day in December she apparently became conscious of a dream dealing with witchcraft. She thought it had to do with Scotland and that those who were gathered with her in some sort of ritual wore long capes and hoods that covered their faces. For some reason, she connected me in an earlier lifetime with this dream. Since Mrs. S. had read many of my books and apparently was a genuine fan of mine, I did not pay too much attention to this asserted connection. But if she had indeed had recollections of an earlier lifetime as a witch, she should have intimate knowledge of rituals and details inconsistent with her current situation. Consequently, I invited her to meet me in Chicago, the nearest point to her home town I would be at in the foreseeable future. In the company of her daughter Jennifer, she met me at the Oxford Motor Hotel in the Loop area, where I had a suite. After a few moments of small talk, we settled down to the business of finding out what undiscovered layers were underneath her present self and what connections, if any, her present person had with the witches of old. The date was February 13, 1971, and the time four o’clock. Outside the traffic in the Loop seemed somewhat muffled as we began to delve into Mrs. S’s past:


“When was the first time you had any inkling of having lived before?”


“Five years ago, when I was ironing, all of a sudden I saw this nineteen-year-old girl; she had a strange little cap and dress on. It didn’t seem to fit our times.”


“Where did you see this girl?”


“It seemed like a big picture in front of me; I was ironing and yet I wasn’t there. I was fully conscious. I knew that was me, and I knew she was nineteen.”


“Did you hear any voice telling you this?”


“No, I just knew it was near Boston, Massachusetts, and that there were five people that were hanged on that day for being witches.”


“Do you remember any family name or first name?”


“No, I didn’t get any names. I knew that I was only nineteen, and I knew children loved me, and I knew everybody thought I was a witch because I did things that were strange, things that people couldn’t explain.”


“Did this girl look like you physically?”


“Somewhat, yes. She had brown hair, light blue eyes, and was pretty much my size. I knew it was me I was seeing.”


“At the time when this occurred had you done any reading on witchcraft?”


“No, I hadn’t; I didn’t know anything about reincarnation or witchcraft.”


“Were there any other moments when you had visions of having lived before, particularly in relation to witchcraft?”


“Yes, there were. Once I saw a big iron pot over a fireplace, and I could see myself, and I’d go and look at a person who was sick. I would stand and I could see into the body, and I knew what was wrong and what to do. Then I would see myself go and get bark, or leaves, and boil them and give it to this person.”


“Did you look like you look now?”


“I had brown hair and blue eyes. But I was taller and thinner. I looked different.”


“How were you dressed?”


“I had a long dress on; it was kind of a dingy dress.”


“Did you ever see yourself taking part in any rituals?”


“Once in a dream; that was two or three months ago. There I saw myself with others, and we had these hoods on. It was all one piece, but it came around our heads and seemed to kind of tie with a drawstring and go clear down to our feet; it was of a graying color with white in it, like a charcoal gray. All we could see were the faces. We were outside.”


“What did you do?”


“Some kind of ceremony was going on, for some special occasion.”


“Did you ever see yourself die because of witchcraft, or being hurt because of your beliefs?”


“No. I had lots of enemies and people were trying to harm me, but they never did. But I didn’t live very long. I wasn’t very old when I died.”


“The vision you saw of yourself as the nineteen-year-old, and the vision where you saw yourself as a witch, do you think that was the same person? The same time and incarnation?”


“No; they seemed to be entirely different. The nineteen-year-old came much later.”


At this point, the subject was hypnotically regressed to an earlier existence. There seemed to be no difficulty in going under, or in reaching the deeper levels of hypnotic consciousness. I regressed Mrs. S. until she came face to face with another person; this happened almost immediately.


“I see myself. I’m a girl of fourteen.”


“What is your name?”


“Mary. I’m in Belfast, Ireland.”


“What year are we in?”


“Seventeen thirty-two.”


“I want you to come back a few years until you’re a grown girl, and you have become involved with witchcraft. Tell me, can you see yourself as a grown person, and describe yourself?”


“Yes, I see myself; I’m older; I’ve got dark brown hair; I have greenish eyes; I’m a rather strange person.”


“In which way are you strange?”


“I seem to have healing powers that are not the usual way.”


“What do people call you?”


“I’m married now.”


“Who are you married to?”


“Tim Olsen.”


“What work does he do?”


“He’s a tenor.”


“Where does he sing?”


“Oxford College.”


“What religion does he belong to?”


“There’s something that’s called Talesmen.”


“What does that mean?”


“A group that is hidden; nobody knows about it but the ones that belong.”


“How many are there in the group?”


“There are thirteen.”


“Who’s the head of it?”


“A man. I don’t like him too well.”


“What is his name?”


“He’s my husband’s brother. His name is Nils Olsen.”


“Is your husband a member of this group?”


“I don’t see him there.”


“How many are men, and how many are women?”


“There’s five men and eight women.”


“Who are the other women?”


“Well, there’s a Maria Olsen, too, there. I don’t like her too well either. And there’s a Hilda Bernstead, or Broomstead, something like that.”


“Where are they all from?”


“They’re from two or three places, scattered, little communities of houses.”


“How often do you meet?”


“Once a month.”


“On what day of the month?”


“Always when the moon is full.”


“What do you do when you meet?”


“We pay homage to the Supreme Deity, and ask that we be cleansed and purified of all misdeeds and thoughts.”


“How do you evoke that Supreme Deity?”


“They get into a circle and do some kind of weird dance. And they sing.”


“What do they sing?”


“They’re singing a song in another language?


“What language is it?”


“I don’t know.”


“Do you remember any of the words?”


“It’s just about love, and the beauty of nature, the freeness of the soul, happiness; but love triumphs over all.”


“After the song and the dance, what happens?”


“Well, by having this beautiful music and the dancing, it seems like something is stirred up, the power is far greater. Then we ask that we be cleansed and purified so we can do the work of this Supreme Being.”


“How do you call the Supreme Being?”


“Mother Goddess. That’s all.”


“What is the next step?”


“Those who have done something real bad must go before the high priest, and he does something to free them, but I don’t know what, because we look down at the ground and we don’t raise our eyes.”


“How are you dressed?”


“In a long cape.”


“Do you wear anything else?”


“No; that’s all.”


“Do you have any jewelry upon you?”


“I have something around my neck. Some kind of a silver cross. A heavy one, with a certain symbol on it. We all have them. They’re on leather, not a chain.”


“Who is in the center of the circle?”


“It’s where the high priest stands.”


“How is he dressed?”


“His cape is deep purple and silver, and he has some kind of a silver thing on his head.”


“What happens to the people who have come before the high priest to be cleansed of their sins?”


“He does something to their body, but I don’t know what.”


“Is there a priestess?”


“Yes, there is.”


“Where is she standing?”


“At the opposite end of the circle.”


“How is she dressed?”


“She has a green robe, and a silver thing on her head, too.”


“After everyone has been before the high priest, what is the next step?”


“Then there just seems to be much rejoicing.”


“How are they rejoicing?”


“They’re drinking something.”


“What are they drinking?”


“I think it’s red wine.”


“Then what?”


“Everybody’s very happy. We’re all free, without any sin, without anything weighing upon us. Some fall upon the ground and sleep there. In the early morning hours I go home.”


“Is there anything else you do as a member of this group other than meeting once a month in the outdoors?”


“I heal people all the time.”


“Do you ever use any ointment on yourself to create states of being out of the body?”


“I seem to drink things that are brewed, that taste terrible. They have real strong effects. They make me see things, and know things.”


“What about the church in the village? Do they know about this group?”


“We keep it all hidden.”


“Does anyone know about this group?”


“Some suspect, but they don’t really know. And they can’t prove anything. They try, but they can’t.”


“Now I want you to look for the girl with the strange cap. Can you see her?”


“Yes, I can see her.”


“Who is she?”


“The name I get is Marybeth—Rawlings.”


“Where does she live, and what is the year we are in?”


“She’s in New Boston, Massachusetts, in the United States of America. I can’t get a year.”


“Ask her who’s the president of the United States.”


“Seems to me like she says Woodrow Wilson.”


“What street does she live on?”


“Oxford Street.”


“And what number?”


“Nineteen-twelve.”


“What does her father do for a living?”


“I don’t see either a mother or father. She lives upstairs, above a shop of some kind. She seems to be all alone.”


“What sort of work does she do?”


“She was a child’s governess, but they caught her doing something. This little boy was very sick, and he was going to die, and she knew it, and they were gone, and she knew that she could heal him, and she did, and he lived, but they said she used witchcraft. She was seventeen then.”


“Is she a witch?”


“No, she’s not a witch. She has these powers. She’s very unhappy and confused because these things she does are natural things, and she doesn’t know what she’s accused of; she doesn’t understand.”


“How does her life proceed from then on? How does she die?”


“She lives two more years, and it’s August, and she is hanged.”


“She is hanged? By whom?”


“Oh, there’s two men; they put a black thing over her head, and something goes out from under her. But she doesn’t care. She doesn’t care at all. You know, they said—oh, this one man he’s so terrible, he says if you will renounce this devil that makes you do these things, that maybe there’s a chance, you know, that they might let her live. But she knows they’ll kill her anyhow, and besides, it isn’t a devil but God.”


After she had returned to full consciousness, I instructed May. S. to remember more and more her previous lifetimes. This is contrary to my usual procedure in which I suggest that the conversation between the hypnotized subject and me be forgotten. I wanted Mrs. S. to become conscious of previous incarnations in the hope that after we parted company, some additional material might come through either in dream form or as flash waking visions. It is a little like the loosening of the soil in gardening. Eventually, something will come up. After I brought Mrs. S. back to full consciousness, she remembered only that I had put her under. She felt rested and was quite her usual self. A little while later, she and her daughter departed to return to Omaha the following morning. On February 17, four days after our regression experiment in Chicago, May S. put down in great detail what had been dredged up from her unconscious. She now remembered clearly that she had been active in witchcraft under the name of Mary Gefuston, that her mother’s name had been Alice and her father’s George, and that they had lived in Sheffield in the township of Kent. The man she married, as already indicated under hypnosis, was named Tim Olsen, and his older brother was the high priest. The gatherings, always at the time of the full moon, were in a wooded area beyond a clearing. The scene was much clearer to her now than during the regression, as if I had managed to break open her storehouse of pre-natal memories.


When the group met, Mrs. S. explained, they had their capes on, but took them off and were naked when the ceremony got under way. Some kind of oil was put on them, then they were in a circle singing and dancing until they reached a state of ecstasy, after which the purification and cleansing took place for those who had done some wrong deed. She also saw herself drink out of a black iron pot, a drink that gave her great psychic powers and seemed to react upon the members’ sexual drive. There followed lovemaking, but everyone had to leave before dawn.


Sheffield and Kent are nowhere near each other on the English map, although there may be, of course, some obscure location by that name in Kent. Nor do the inconsistencies of Scandinavian names in Belfast and the shifting of location from Northern Ireland to England worry me too much. What is of concern here is the accurate description of witchcraft rituals. Mrs. S. has not read my book on witchcraft nor any other work dealing with the subject. I see no reason to doubt her word, as she has nothing to gain from lying to me. If indeed she has no knowledge of witchcraft rites from published sources and has not researched the subject, then her knowledge of details is remarkable for an Omaha housewife. From whatever source her information stems, it does seem to be accurate.


The heirs of Wicca treat their matrimony in various ways according to their own abilities and to the state of consciousness in which they as individuals find themselves. Some of those seeking to express the link with the deity within themselves through a genuine nature religion are as yet unable to shake loose some of their restrictions of modern society and the inbred puritanism, which prevents some of us from expressing ourselves completely freely. There is obviously room in Wicca for many schools and many forms of worship.


In this connection, it is interesting to note that one of the more controversial features of the revived Wicca religion, worship in the nude, seems to cause problems not only to unconcerned outsiders who see in nudity license and lust, but even to those who know better. If a woolen garment is worn, then some of the bodily energy is indeed neutralized. That is not a matter of opinion but a scientific fact. Body electricity increased during the ritual will be permitted to escape at a given moment in unison with the energies of others in the group. Unquestionably, other reasons for the shedding of clothes were present in past centuries. In general, I suspect the question of worshipping robed or nude hinges on convenience and the desire not to embarrass either timid members or neighbors.


That England’s “Druidic” witches like to dress up in black robes is not surprising since they are essentially an intellectual branch of the Old Religion. I am somewhat more surprised that “continental witch” Leo Martello also prefers man-made costumes to “skyclad” worshipping. In Arcadia, the Gospel of the Witches by Charles G. Leland, a collection of traditional writings of Dianic witchcraft in Italy that was first published by Raymond Buckland in 1968, we find some of the Italian incantations translated into ordinary English. Here, from Arcadia, is the conjuration of Diana:




I do not bake the bread, nor with it salt, nor do I cook the honey with the wine; I bake the body and the blood and soul, the soul of great Diana that she shall know neither rest nor peace, and ever be in cruel suffering till she will grant what I request, what I do most desire. I beg it of her from my very heart and if the grace be granted, O Diana! in honor of thee I will hold this feast. Feast and drain the goblet deep. We will dance and wildly leap and if thou grantest the grace which I require, then when the dance is wildest, all the lamps shall be extinguished and we’ll freely love! And thus shall it be done, all shall sit down to the supper, all naked, men and women, and the feast over, they shall dance, sing, make music and then love in the darkness, with all the lights extinguished; for it is the Spirit of Diana who extinguishes them, and so they will dance and make music in her praise.





To which the author, Charles Leland, remarks in the appendix, “The extinguishing of lights, nakedness, and the orgy were regarded as symbolical of the body being laid in the ground, the grain being planted, or of entering into darkness and death, to be revived in new forms, or regeneration and light. It was the laying aside of daily life.”


In The Green Egg, a pagan newsletter published in St. Louis, Missouri, a rather charming, simple prayer for those who work witchcraft alone is given. It is essentially similar to the blessings one finds in most Wicca rituals, except that it is directed to the person of the supplicant, something I have never heard in witchcraft rites. But in its simple and direct way, it seems to me like a model for a prayer for those worshipping in the pagan way when no one can help them perform a ritual, when they cannot take part in a coven meeting, or perhaps just because they prefer to do it alone.


Here it is:


“A self-blessing—the pagan way.


“This ritual is best performed at the New Moon, but it may be done at other times. Need, not time of month, determines the performance. There is real power in the self-blessing, it should be used in time of need, and not done promiscuously.


“The purpose of the ritual is to bring the individual close to the Godhead. It can also be used as a minor dedication or as a minor exorcism. It may be performed by any person upon themselves, at their will.


“Perform the ritual in a quiet place, free from distractions, and where the individual involved will not be disturbed. The ritual is to be done entirely in the nude. The required materials are:


“Salt—about a teaspoon is plenty.


“Wine—say, an ounce.


“Water—about half as much as wine.


“Candle—votive or other.


“When you are ready to begin, sprinkle the salt on the floor and stand on it. Then you may light the candle. Mix the water into the wine and meditate upon your reasons for performing the self-blessing. At this point you are ready to begin. The indicated lines are to be said aloud.




“‘Bless me, Mother, for I am thy child.’


“Dip the fingers of your right hand into the wine and water mixture and anoint your eyes:


“‘Blessed be my eyes, that I may see thy path.’


“Anoint your nose:


“‘Blessed be my nose, that I may breathe thy essence.’


“Anoint your mouth:


“‘Blessed be my mouth, that I may speak of thee.’


“Anoint your breasts (females) arms (males):


“‘Blessed be my breasts (arms), that I may be fruitful (strong) in my works.’


“Anoint your genitals:


“‘Blessed be my genitals, which bring forth the life of man, as thou brought forth all creation.’


“Anoint your feet:


“‘Blessed be my feet, that I may walk in thy way.’





“The result of this ritual is a feeling of peace, calm, and closeness to the Godhead. It is desirable that the participants bask in the afterglow so they may meditate and understand that they have called the attention of the Godhead to themselves, asking that they become more attuned to the Godhead.


“In cleaning up, let the candle burn out by itself. You may drink most of the wine left but leave enough to pour out upon the earth as a libation to the Mother.”


Cerridwen Fallingstar has taught classes in Wicca, magic, ritual, and personal growth for twenty-six years. She is the author of The Heart of Fire, a past-life novel about witchcraft set in sixteenth-century Scotland, as well as numerous articles, poems, and short stories. Her second past-life novel, set in twelfth-century Japan, will be published shortly.


Cerridwen and other members of her coven, The Eye of the Crescent, founded a pagan ritual group called Earth Rite in 1991, which offers seasonal celebrations of the Eight Sabbats in West Marin, California. The information line for Earth Rite may be dialed at 415-257-4120. All public rituals are open to men, women, and children, donation requested but not required. The rituals are both serious and playful and emphasize the balance of masculine and feminine, dark and light.


Cerridwen founded her first coven in 1975 in Los Angeles and her second in 1981 in San Francisco. Cerridwen worked with Starhawk and the Reclaiming Collective in San Francisco from 1980 to 1986, and was an early member of Covenant of the Goddess. She is a licensed Minister and Elder of that organization and is available to perform weddings, funerals, and coming of age ceremonies. She also offers individual psychic readings and trance-work (hypnosis). In addition to weekend workshops on a variety of topics, Cerridwen teaches a yearlong Apprenticeship Program, available to both men and women, which gives the participants a solid grounding in the creative art and practices of Shamanic Wicca. To contact Cerridwen Fallingstar for private sessions or classes, call 415-488-9641 or write to her care of P.O. Box 282, San Geronimo, CA 94963. Her book, The Heart of the Fire, may be ordered through any bookstore or directly from Cerridwen Fallingstar.


Morganna and Theitic are high priestess and high priest of Phoenix Rising Coven in Rhode Island.


Morganna was initiated into one of the earliest American covens in the United States, and she is believed to be the first initiated witch in the state of Maryland. Her daughter, Ayeisha, was initiated a year and a half after. Both made numerous appearances on TV, and were featured on radio shows and in newspaper and magazine articles. Growth of the Craft in the Maryland area was primarily due to their efforts.
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A member of the Phoenix Rising Coven in Rhode Island ritually prepares a room for a “wiccaning.”


After becoming a high priestess, Morganna met Gwen Thompson, high priestess and founder of the New England Covens of Traditionalist Witches (NECTW). Morganna received cross training in that tradition. She then founded the Keepers of the Ancient Mysteries (KAM), a network of Alexandrian based covens. Morganna says: “While we have always remained Alexandrian in our practices and teachings, Gwen’s influence is also apparent.” KAM was later incorporated in the state of Maryland as a “witchcraft religion.” The KAM newsletter was published for several years with subscriptions worldwide, and copies were available in public libraries. KAM hopes to make the newsletter available again in the future.
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Wearing royal purple to represent the purity of the lineage, members of the Phoenix Rising coven welcome their newest member in a wiccaning.


Morganna remained at the head of KAM until 1979, when she turned it over to her daughter who had by then also become a high priestess. Ayeisha headed KAM from that time until her death in 1998. Before her passing, she gave the responsibility for the mid-Atlantic KAM to Trivia Prager. Morganna is also an expert rune reader.
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High priestess Morganna blesses the chalice for a Wiccan communion.


In discussing how Morganna and Theitic came to know one another, Morganna says: “I believe it was 1990 when Ayeisha noticed an ad in The Green Egg magazine written by Theitic, who was searching for anyone who had been involved with Gwen Thompson in the early years before her death in 1986. We answered the ad and learned that Theitic was a high priest and historian of the NECTW tradition. Though he knew of us through Tradition records, he had no idea of where to find us and so ran the ad. We met with him and felt an immediate kinship. A close relationship resulted and Theitic was cross-trained in the Alexandrian Tradition. A few years later I moved to Rhode Island and with Theitic formed the New England KAM (NEKAM), now incorporated in the state of Rhode Island. Together we birthed Phoenix Rising Coven at Imboic of 2000.”


As the coven came into being, Morganna recalls: “We felt so fortunate to have several Alexandrian Elders attend our first coven initiations. One of these Elders was Jimahl, who authored a wonderful book about Alex, A Voice in the Forest: Conversations With Alex Sanders. Jimahl gave us a previously unpublished photograph of Alex as a gift. We honor and remember Alex in every circle, and this photograph is always prominently displayed.”


NEKAM/Phoenix Rising uses the three-degree system, observes the traditional eight Sabbats, and the New and Full Moon Esbats. The Sabbats are celebrated with seasonal rituals, magickal workings, stories, and feasting. At the Full Moon Esbats, the rite of Drawing Down the Moon is performed. The coven honors the Goddess and the God in all of its rituals. The Goddess in the Great Mother, Creatrix and Destroyer of all things. She is the Earth Mother, the Lady of the Moon, and the Star Goddess. In short, the very essence of all life and consciousness; life energy itself. Her God is Her Horned Consort, who is both the Giver of Life and the Lord of Death. He is that which makes all life fertile and brings the life energy into being. It is these energies that are the building blocks of all magickal workings. They believe and understand that magick is energy directed through intent. Some form of magick is done at every Esbat, and this is also a time when specific magickal training is given to initiates.


Phoenix Rising is primarily a teaching coven focusing its efforts on the education and development of individuals who seek a life on the Path. Non-initiates who contact us with an interest in learning about the Craft are invited to attend the coven’s Study Group. It is here that the history of witchcraft, its tenets, and basic esoteric ideas are presented to the students to lay a solid foundation for continued study after initiation. They consider this to be a very important process for both the teachers, who are initiated witches at an advanced level, and the students. Participating in the Study Group gives students the information they need to make an informed decision as to whether the Craft is, in fact, the correct Path for them to follow. The Study Group also gives the teachers an opportunity to evaluate the potential and level of commitment of each student.
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The broom, a powerful domestic symbol, is central to Wiccan spring rites.


At the First Degree level, more intensive training takes place and initiates are introduced to the rituals and oral traditions. Each initiate must show evidence of mastering the art of ritual, divination, and the planning and development of effective magickal workings before being elevated to Second Degree. At Second Degree, initiates delve deeper into the Mysteries. In line with Phoenix Rising’s focus on being a teaching coven and their belief that the Craft must ever survive, those individuals who wish to attain the Third Degree are given additional training in the Second Degree to develop teaching skills and other practical abilities required to assume the responsibilities to assume responsibilities of running a coven as a high priestess or high priest.


Circles and celebrations are closed events although occasionally other priestesses and priests are invited to attend as guests. The exception to this policy is Beltane, when the coven hosts an open celebration for initiates, families, and pagan friends. The Sabbat is celebrated with a May Pole, dancing, singing, and feasting. This event is open to non-initiates as a means of honoring this ancient tradition, and because most people can feel in harmony with the earth’s rhythms at this particularly magickal time.


The day begins with the preparation of the May Pole by the men. The tree, which has been carefully selected prior to the day and prepared with blessings and offerings, is cut and brightly colored ribbons are affixed to it. The women prepare a hole in the ground where the May Pole is to be placed. Once the hole has been dug, offerings of milk and honey are made in it. While the adults are busy cutting and digging, the children gather flowers and make a wreath for the Goddess. When all is ready, the men ceremoniously march the Pole to the hole; the women affix the wreath to the top of the Pole, and the Pole is then raised and planted into the ground by the men. The dance is now set to begin.
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Each spring, Wiccan covens celebrate the earth’s fertility by performing the Maypole ceremony. Men ceremoniously march the Maypole to the hole that has been dug for it.
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Women affix a wreath to the top of the Maypole.
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Men and women perform a traditional dance around the Maypole, weaving colorful ribbons in an age-old pattern. Energy created by the circular force of this dance is offered to the earth to ask for its fertility in the coming season.


Men and women rhythmically dance around and around weaving the colorful ribbons into a traditional pattern. The energy raised is directed into the Earth to ensure fertility of the land, and at times to the lives of the dancers. (It is not unheard of for some participants of the dance to find themselves expecting a child soon after.) As is the case with all coven activities, the Beltane celebration is a group effort. Each member contributes ideas, time, and hard work to ensure its success. Aside from working together at the regularly scheduled rituals, planning and sharing these additional activities enhances the coven’s cohesiveness. The bond that is formed this way returns three-fold and strengthens the ritual workings.


Each February, Phoenix Rising hosts an Alexandrian Tea. Alexandrian initiates throughout the New England area are invited to spend a pleasant Sunday afternoon meeting, greeting, reconnecting, networking, and sharing their lineage. Morganna explains: “This lends strength to our fabric and ensures that our fundamental teachings, traditions, and teachers are not forgotten.”


The coven makes “field trips” to expand their experience. These trips can include anything from attending a Craft-oriented festival to a day of gathering dandelions and making coven wine. In addition to all of this, they gather for special occasions throughout the year. These include celebrations of the Feast Days of Our Deities, healing circles for ailing loved ones, deaths, Handfastings, and the Wiccaning of a newborn child.


The coven’s first “Witchling” was Wiccaned on a Sunday afternoon in January with friends and family present. The circle was decorated with flowers, candles, and ribbons.


Unlike other religions, the Alexandrian Wiccaning Rite does not commit the child to any particular path. Rather the child is blessed and placed under the protection of the God and Goddess until he or she comes of age and can freely choose. The child is also presented to and acknowledged by the Lords of the Watchtowers. Celebration and feasting followed the ritual.


Phoenix Rising Coven is currently inviting serious and committed students to grow with them. As new initiates progress through their studies, others will be completing theirs and preparing to hive off to form their own covens, thereby ensuring the continuation of both the Tradition and the Craft. For information, contact phoenixrising@hotmail.com or call 401-884-0180.


When we speak of witchcraft in the United States, we cannot ignore the name of Gwen Thompson. She has been called the “Grandmother of East Coast Witchcraft” by Mountain Glory of The Church of All Worlds.


During the 1970s, Gwen was a prolific writer. Not only did she contribute to many Craft journals, such as The Green Egg, but she wrote to the publishers of The Crystal Well, Witchcraft Digest, Fate Magazine, and other papers of the time. Gwen was in constant contact with other Craft leaders of the time, such as Bonnie Sherlock, Leo Martello, George Patterson, Jill Johns, Theos & Phoenix, Mary Nesnick, and numerous other dynamic community members that helped shape the Craft movement of that decade.


When Gwen Thompson’s paternal grandmother died in 1946, in her 90s—or crossed over into the Summerland, as it is said—Gwen began to feel the strain of time tugging on her family’s Craft tradition.


Many of the older members of Gwen’s family didn’t have heirs to pass their Craft on to. And as the years passed, there was dwindling interest among remaining family members, and if the lore of generations was to survive a new “family” would need to be started. This new family would need to be strong and would be comprised of the most dedicated members of the community, people who would not crumble under the pressures of outsiders.


And Gwen set about doing it, initiating for the first time like-minded persons outside her blood family into the mysteries she knew and practiced, blending her pre-Gardnerian tradition with popular occultism into a movement she later called the New England Coven of Traditionalist Witches.


[image: image]


Gwen Thompson, the “Grandmother of East Coast Witchcraft.”


The “coven” soon became “covens,” for many sprang from the first, nd different branches grew from the NECTW tree, like Tuatha de Danann and Weilsh Rite Gwyddonaid, and still more pagan belief systems were influenced by her teachings—the New York Welsh Tradition, Georgian Tradition, the Keepers of the Ancient Mysteries, and the Starborne Tradition, to name a few.


Today, NECTW has active covens in several states across the country, with Providence, Rhode Island as its base. “Family” is still the connecting word, the link that binds. “As individual covens, we have specific methods and ways,” they say, “but as a greater family we share a heritage from our spiritual ancestor, always passing down each bit of wisdom and lore that she chose to share with us. Our root beliefs, magick, and faith remain the same while our individual covens have their own unique flair.”


NECTW maintains an informative website at nectw.org and the active elders who lead the covens are in frequent contact as part of Gwen’s “new” family, as her spiritual descendants.


But while each initiate to this day copies by hand the Book of Shadows, NECTW is a Traditional Craft with a living practice, changing and adjusting to the times but never straying from the truths and traditions taught by Gwen. Through the years they have added much information to their teaching materials, but the base wisdom remains the same. It is the foundation of what they believe.


Many of the priests and priestesses are now licensed in their states to perform weddings and preside at funerals, and their ministrations go far beyond the norm. Their priesthood has taken on a role of mentoring and coaching their people. In the world we live in, which is not as safe as we would like to think, it can be found that the enemies of the Craft can be many. NECTW’s priesthood is challenged with the task of holding together the fiber of their tradition to become a strong leader in the Craft directive. They wish to set an example for other groups by setting their goals high and fighting for their beliefs.


For example, in a tradition in modern times that dates back to World War II, on the days following the terrorism of September 11, 2001 NECTW witches across the country focused their work and prayers each day, to protect our country’s borders from further encroachment. They encouraged the country’s people to stay as united as the Craft tradition has remained united. Rituals were performed to seek out and thwart terrorists, of both the corporeal and spiritual ilk. Their visions and psychic dreams became helpful to officials in their battles to defeat the common enemy.


Yet, thanks to its adherence to tradition, to the “old ways,” NECTW has always been a place for strong and dedicated men and women to be trained as priests and priestesses of the Craft. They learn the ways of healing, astrology, herb lore, meditation, and divination. They teach those who find them; they do not seek out the student. The ways of the Wise have always been a hidden art.


The Wiccan Rede, which embodies the truth and wisdom of centuries in 26 couplets that are frequently reproduced, cited, and quoted in all the medium, came from Gwen, as they were passed down to her by her grandmother. “The Rede is our set of natural ‘laws’ or rules to live by. They guide the witch on his/her path to Wisdom. We do not follow any other religious ‘commandments’ as we feel all the truths of trust and love are expressed perfectly in the Rede. We mind the threefold law, which tells us to do no harm unto those who are not deserving of it.


The original 26-verse version of the Rede was first printed in a 1975 article authored by Lady Gwen in issue #69 of The Green Egg, and has since circled the globe. It became the foundation for other members of other traditions to build their own version of the Rede—all stemming from Gwen Thomspon’s original article.


The covens gather when the moon is full, and on the eight Sabbats of the Wheel of the Year. The Sabbats and Esbats are a time to celebrate the universal energies and the energies within. They are informal, joyous events complete with traditional songs, dances, wine, and cakes. At each full moon the priestess offers herself as a vehicle for the Moon Goddess to enter the circle so magick can be worked and “family” joys and concerns shared.


Coven members from across the country gather periodically, as it were—to reinforce spiritual and social ties, to share wisdom and to strengthen each other.


Everywhere in the world the heirs of Wicca, whether or not they use that designation, carry on in the old ways. Even in Russia witchcraft is far from extinct. A story from Moscow, published in the Los Angeles Times, deals with the accusations of witchcraft and the subsequent turmoil in a Russian village called Borodenki, near Moscow. A few decades ago the very thought of occult powers would have brought the Communist Party apparatus down on the villagers, and anyone suspected of psychic abilities, or any person practicing magick rituals, would surely have been dealt with by the authorities. But today even Russia accepts such matters without alarm. A commission was sent to the village to investigate the strange occurrences, determining that it was all just silly superstition and nothing to worry about.


What the heirs of Wicca have inherited from the past may not always be the full wealth of wisdom and ritual as it once existed. But even part of that knowledge, imperfect though it may seem to some by comparison with the days of the Old Religion, is worth preserving. Whether one calls it being in tune with nature, anagnorisis, or kundalini—there are many roads leading toward it—there is only one ultimate goal.
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