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What People Are Saying About


Sabrina


This is a deeply personal invocation of the natural history, mythology, and Spirit of Britain’s greatest river, with a strong strain of practical magic. It is exciting, absorbing and endearing.


Professor Ronald Hutton, historian and author of The Triumph of the Moon, The Stations of the Sun and Queens of the Wild


By pulling on the threads woven across myth, lore, poetry, history, and literature, Brett Hollyhead has painted a glorious image of the Goddess Sabrina rooted within her own complex cultural context. A Goddess of the in-between, with a history and lore as convoluted and contradictory as her waters are deep and mysterious. And yet, this book has managed to explore these themes in an accessible and enchanting format. Brett has guided the reader on an epic adventure along the flow of the Severn, where they will learn of a Goddess who was perhaps born of a giant’s tears or began her life as a poor drowned soul. Packed also with hands on practical exercises for the aspiring devotee or magical practitioner. All who read this will feel a deeper connection not only to the Goddess Sabrina, but also to the adjacent lore found within the cultures of the various peoples who live along the Severn’s banks and beyond. A beautiful, poetic, and well-researched read. This book is a treasure, a gift that I’m certain many will find useful for many moons to come.


Mhara, Starling, author of Welsh Witchcraft: A Guide to the Spirits, Lore, and Magic of Wales


I encourage everyone to take Brett’s hand and dip into the waters of the Severn with him as he guides you along the beautiful winding journey the river takes. It will lead you to one of the most fascinating goddesses, the elusive but alluring water nymph Sabrina. The book honours Sabrina in the most charming and wonderful way, you won’t be disappointed.


Rachel Patterson, Witch and bestselling author of thirty books including Gods & Goddesses of England, The Triple Goddess and The Cailleach.


A wonderful and much-needed exploration of the myths and magic of the Severn, one of Britain’s greatest rivers, and the goddess which bears its name. Delving into the history and lore of Sabrina, the author suggests some practical methods of working with this neglected deity and her region. Invaluable.


Liz Williams, lecturer and author of Miracles of Our Own Making: A History of Paganism


Pagan Portals - Sabrina is a fascinating look at not only Sabrina, the powerful figure connected to the river Severn, but of the stories written in the landscape and the endless cycles of the river. Blending history and myth with personal experience through a poetic writing style, this book speaks to the soul as much as to the mind, educating and enchanting. A must read for anyone interested in river goddesses or anyone drawn to the magic of water.


Morgan Daimler, author of The Morrigan and Brigid
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To the great Goddess herself who’s river I had the privilege of growing up next to. Diolch o galon for always watching over me and for imbuing me with your wisdom and inspiration in the process. Forever and always, this book is dedicated to you Sabrina, Duwies yr afon, mam y gororau.


To my beautiful partner, Moss Matthey, mein herz gehört dir.


And lastly this book is dedicated to Cylch y Sarffes Goch, for your infinite guidance and for making life more magical by the day. Llawer o gariad i gyd.
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Introduction


There is a gentle Nymph not far from hence


That with moist curb sways the smooth Severn stream.1


Wild swimming has always held my heart. Whenever the need for the water calls, I am compelled to answer, plunging myself into the rhythmic tides of the River Dee in Llangollen. Time is erased, the pressures of society halted, and I am free to immerse myself in a beautiful, luminous realm where dragonflies dance upon the surface and the touch of the curious, over hanging willow trees brush my skin. Peace ensnares me…. that is until something slimy touches me and makes my soul want to leave my body.


For many, swimming is a past time or a way to get fit, but for me it is an escape, with every stroke a passage into the liminal where the stress of the everyday world cannot touch me. Here, in my regular swimming spot, my very sense of self dissolves into swirling waves of cosmic energy, connecting me to my wider surroundings and the aquatic source of life itself. Yet, while swimming across the river, enclosed by the watchful gaze of the Horseshoe Mountain pass of North Wales, I cannot help but feel a deep nostalgia for the River Severn. This waterscape is flooded with the innocence of my childhood memories and lies at the centre of my practice as a witch. Unknown to many, there resides within this serpentine river an immortalised deity who embodies the remnants of ancient Celtic, Roman, and Medieval belief, as well as fascinating stories of spiritual transformation.


This deity carries a variety of names, including Sabrina in English, and Hafren in Welsh, but her nature cannot be contained in any singular epithet. Goddess, God, Land spirit, Guardian, Virgin, Nymph, and Specter, Sabrina has embodied them all. Just like the element that forms her course, she can never be contained, for she is ineffable, constantly changing and flowing past restrictive dichotomies and labels, refusing to ever be truly categorised. However, she is perhaps best known today simply as Sabrina, and that is the name I will use to refer to her throughout these pages.


First Encounters


Originating from high up in the dark, marshy, Cambrian mountains of Wales, the River Severn is the longest river in Britain. Sabrina’s waters travel for 220 miles, winding through the ancient towns and villages of the Welsh Marches. She begins her journey on the slopes of the Pumlumon mountain range, cascading down through Powys to Shropshire, Worcestershire, Gloucestershire and finally ending up in the Celtic Sea via the Bristol channel.


I was born next to Sabrina and grew up alongside, as she travels through my childhood homes. Both in Shropshire with my mother and in Wales with my father, I spent many happy summers submerging my feet in her cool, inviting waves. No matter how far I strayed, the Goddess would always call me home. When I was young, I would often visit the dingle, a sunken garden located in the middle of the hustle of Shrewsbury town life which sits adjacent. To me this was always more than simply a garden.


The dingle is a floral masterpiece bursting with colour and fragrance, enticing any who visit Shrewsbury to explore the beauty it holds; a sanctuary of flowers that I eagerly explored. My first visit is one I will never forget. Whilst running along its circling paths I was stopped in my tracks by the sudden appearance of an astonishing statue which I had never noticed before. In a rare moment of silence amongst all the excitement, I examined the statue before me; a beguiling woman of stone resting upon her side, lifting her hair, and gazing at her reflection in the pool surrounding her. Though she appeared calm and dignified, I was overcome with a feeling of sorrow that hung heavy in the air between us. I asked my mother who she was. This was the Goddess Sabrina, she told me, drowned at an early age, and forever bound to this river as its guardian. We had finally met in flesh and stone.


Riverine Creator


Before we delve any deeper into Sabrina’s lore, it is helpful to take a moment to contemplate water. Throughout history, rivers have been venerated as the embodiment of the divine. Existing in the liminal state between the tangible and mythological, they have provided the heart of many practices and beliefs. Within them the forces of regeneration, revitalisation and destruction coalesce to form the essence of water’s magic and potential. Sabrina’s waters, as with many other river deities, have tended the ebb and flow of life, death, and rebirth since the beginning of time. Within both scientific discovery and sacred narratives across the world, the genesis of life is increasingly linked to the primordial waters from which we emerged. During the evolution of the earth, scientist’s hypothesise complex molecular life began upon the ocean floor at hypothermal vents that initiated chemical synthesis to build the foundations of life.2 These waters of creation can also be seen in the many cultural beliefs and mythologies of the celestial bodies arising from the depths of the aquatic domain.3 This is often, but not exclusively, personified as a feminine figure who governs the gestation of the world, birthing it into existence just as humanity develops within the amniotic fluid of the womb.


Sabrina, like many other water deities, is polysemous by nature, meaning she embodies a wide range of differing and sometimes contradictory attributes all at the same time. She is healer, destroyer, protective, emotional and animalistic as well as ordered and peaceful. In addition, she is also often linked to the concept of the ancestral source. This is not simply an archetype that arises in the collective unconsciousness but refers to something deeper – an ancient presence that is the beginning and end, where all life comes from and must return.


Where there is water, there is the reminder that we are its children. Even our bodies are composed of around 60% water.4 We seek its nourishment, its ability to cure and to clean, and our spirits yearn to be connected to its intimate presence. We are conceived in liquid, we leave this world through liquid as we decay, we bleed, we sweat, we cry and urinate as complex fluid bodies. When we approach a water source like the River Severn, feelings of peace seem to wash over us, unable to be captured by words, for water speaks the language of the heart. Sabrina is experiential. In each droplet we feel the Goddess, caught in her currents that remind us of our constant connection to her.


Rivers have even been described as the veins of the earth itself, depositing nutrients, and minerals to the wider ecosystem by mingling salt and freshwater.5 While Sabrina is the embodiment of this parental instinct, creating a home for a variety of flowers and wildlife as well as acting as a boundary protectress, she is not without ambivalence. Rivers are depicted as life givers, but their roles are balanced by their ability to wreak devastation. The Welsh Marches has often been on the receiving end of her rage with Sabrina claiming many bodies of those unfortunate enough to have drowned in her waters; a constant reminder of her ability to bring death. But this does not mean that the Goddess should be feared, for she merely expresses the teachings reflected within all nature. There is always a balance. This is especially evident when her destructive forces have extended beyond her banks and flooded my homeland on countless occasions, yielding a greater crop in the year that follows. This balance gives any who wish to work with her extra reason to be respectful when engaging with her elemental teachings.


A Turbulent Past – A Hopeful Future


While water may often appear to be peaceful and calm, the history of the Goddess is far from an image of tranquillity. Sabrina has seen multiple epochs of brutality to which her waters still retain a collection of blood-stained memories. The land of the Goddess, referred to as the Welsh Marches, is a terrestrial and cultural hybrid forged between two nations whose interactions with each other were not often peaceful, going through various stages of warfare, conquest, and political fragility. To understand the disputes from each side of the river is to understand Sabrina herself, for her identity is tied to her dual affinity for the people of Celtic and Saxon heritage. Sabrina forges the intermediary bridge between the present and violent past, and to this day she continues to challenge the demarcation of borders and their arbitrary definitions of what it means to belong to a specific group. The Goddess herself beautifully expresses this paradox.


Many claim she is Celtic, and rightly so, for her source lies firmly in the heartland of dragons. Others claim she is English as she runs through the English countryside. Neither are incorrect, yet both are insufficient to capture her essence.


The Marches are the result of cross pollination of language, customs and traditions that have created a distinct landscape. Even today the so called “English” counties she runs through have always remained unique in their identity due to their proximity to the border and their once Welsh past; a past which was not properly incorporated into England until the 16th-17th century. Fluid exchange of control between England and Wales has, as a result, produced a land piece that will always remain independent and coherent in its Anglo-Welsh identity with Sabrina as its sovereign queen, the ruler of the in-between.


Sabrina’s river also boasts of the second highest bore in the world. This is a striking, natural phenomena caused by the union of the River Severn estuary’s narrow channels and the entrance of the rising tide which generates a surging wave reaching heights up to two meters. Onlookers observe both in awe and in terror with the bore reputed both as a perfect spot for surfers and a mass force of destruction, taking the lives of those who fall victim to its grasp. According to the 9th century Welsh monk Nennius, the River Severn bore formed part of the Wonders of Britain as Dai Ri Hafren, the Two kings of the River Severn.6 Contained within the masses of foam, the two kings collide like battling rams over and over with each wave, combining the elemental powers of Sabrina’s waters and representing the incompatible histories of their kingdoms as they contend for the river’s affection.


However, Sabrina’s River today faces more challenges, for she has been taken for granted in the modern age. To our ancestors, the river would have been ever-present, irrigating their crops and quenching their thirst. They could not have ignored its power even if they tried and if they did, they would know the consequences of mistreating water. Modernity has changed this immensely. Exploited, poisoned, polluted, and rendered as a dispensable commodity, the distance between us and the divinity within our rivers has been slowly increased by capitalism, industrialisation, and consumerism. But in the age of awareness towards our environment, the sanctity of water and our dependence upon it is being recognised and appreciated once more. We are being called home to the Goddess and to rejoice with her and all that she governs.


Regardless of our spiritual beliefs, when we approach the various waterscapes that meander through our everyday life, there is an ache of familiarity that is both inspiring and demanding of reverence. It is my hope that this book speaks to that ache through the magic and mythology of Sabrina. It explores her cultural connections and beliefs that have grown around her to help those who want to initiate a relationship with her or who simply want to learn a little more. This book is an introduction and a personal love letter to Sabrina, and by extension, to my home. Through its pages I will shed light on her stories, sharing with you a Goddess who has been with me my whole life and continues to guide me and many others. Sabrina is there for everyone who wishes to dive into her watery realm and explore her role in some of the most beautiful and important mythology in Paganism.


No matter where you are in the world, or whether there is a flowing water source nearby your home, her water connects all things. We are a part of her through the water in our blood and through the air we breathe. We are never separated no matter how many urban walls, skylines or buildings are built between us and the Goddess. Our spirits can always connect with her from the weather worn summits to the swirling sapphire magnificence of the ocean.









Chapter 1


Beloved Nymph


What exactly is Sabrina’s origin story? Is she a river Goddess attested in ancient sources and archaeological evidence? Is she a relic of a lost oral tradition? Or is she perhaps a fanciful figure, invoked to personify the River Severn for entertainment? Unfortunately, as with many deities across Britain, Sabrina and her beginnings in ancient history remain obscure. Yet approaches towards uncovering the Goddess have often been reductionist, assuming the form we know her as today existed unchanged many years ago within ancient communities. But water continuously changes, flowing through the land as a representation of nature’s impermanence. Her origins are complicated and contradictory, yet combined they give us a clear picture of the Riverine Goddess. Just like the River Severn contains multiple tributaries that flow into the river to give it form, so too does Sabrina contain many origins, names, and beliefs. Within my own practice, Sabrina is a deity that expands beyond one singular definition and encompasses a vast assembly of divine sources, stories, and customs that connect all people past and present to her waters.


Through an examination of etymology, literature, and cultural correspondences, I have attempted to reveal the corpus of lore that comprises Sabrina. It’s important for me to note that this is not to prove the belief in the Goddess in antiquity but to reveal Sabrina’s presence and the joy that comes to those who wish to forge a relationship with her today. The notion of divinity is complex especially since each one of us will have a unique perception and understanding through our own encounters. But these personal revelations we experience with the Gods captures their essence and allows us to form deep and meaningful connections with them, even when the foundations of their origins have been eroded by the river of time. For the Gods are meant to be felt; to be experienced with the heart and soul. To me, Sabrina is the ruler of the living body of water that is the River Severn, with autonomy and vibrant personality that shifts through the seasons. Like many others who grew up with her, I know all too well her temperament; one day providing nourishment and destroying it in fits of rage the next. I still don’t know to this day how she didn’t drown me as a little boy after all the times I secretly relieved myself in her waters while swimming. Since she has affection for infants, I’d like to think Sabrina forgives childhood naivety; a mistake that I wouldn’t dare make as an adult.


The stories and myths attached to her throughout this book are not fabrications of the mind or irrational tales as modern society would have us believe. They are expressive narratives that form and enrich the world we live in by giving meaning and significance to the relationship we have with the Goddess.1 Each one can be viewed as a sacred reality that informs values and community connections caught in Sabrina’s story.2 Although Sabrina’s true origins cannot be put fully into words, her beauty, her influence, and her profound wisdom give meaning to the Welsh Marches and the history that is recorded here. As Kristoffer Hughes states ‘The Gods act as skeletons that form the bare bones of tradition and mythology’.3
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