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PRAISE FOR A WITCH’S HALLOWEEN 

“This book should help the world to understand the ways of our Pagan ancestors and bring renewed respect for their traditions and beliefs.” 

—Ellen Evert Hopman, Druidess and author of 
People of the Earth: The New Pagans Speak Out 
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“Gerina’s delightful book brings you all the things you wished Halloween could be! As filled with magick as the witches’ cauldron of your imagination!”

—Rev. Paul Beyerl, author of The Master Book of Herbalism 
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“Well written, enlightening, and lots of fun.”

—Raymond Buckland, author of Buckland’s Complete Book of Witchcraft 
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“Gerina Dunwich has again proven herself to be one of the world’s pre-eminent authorities on Pagan history and lore. This little gem will join her other works as a must have for all serious students of Wicca and Paganism in general.”

—George Hiram Derby, Master Practitioner, former director of operations, Panpipes Magickal Marketplace 
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“Gerina Dunwich is at the height of her creative powers. The very best book of its kind available anywhere. A classic of its kind!”

—Lee Prosser, author of Running from the Hunter 
and Desert Woman Visions: 100 Poems 
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Preface 

On the last day of October, when the darkness of night drapes the sky like a shroud and the crisp air grows sweet with the aroma of fallen autumn leaves, magick and mystery abound. This is the night when the shadow realm beckons and the veil that separates the world of the living from the world of the dead grows most thin. The Great Wheel of the Year has once again completed its cycle, and the time of endings and beginnings has arrived. This is Halloween.

Known by many names—Samhain, Shadowfest, Old Hallowmas, All Hallow’s Eve, Festival of the Dead—this special night of the year is the most important of the eight annual Sabbats, which are holy days that revolve around seasonal transitions and agricultural observances celebrated by pagans and witches throughout the world. It is a time when the spirits of deceased loved ones and friends are honored, as well as a time to gaze into the world of things yet to come.

To the average person, the most common images associated with Halloween are monstrous and macabre. But it may surprise you to learn that to many modern-day witches and pagans, this jack-o’-lantern-lit night is the most sacred night of the year and a time to momentarily put aside one’s troubles and enjoy some good, old-fashioned pagan mirth and merriment.

If there ever were a “Season of the Witch,” it would have to be Halloween.

In the Middle Ages, Europeans believed that on Halloween witches took to the sky to celebrate their Sabbat until the rising of the sun. Hundreds of years later, modern witches and pagans still gather every October 31 to celebrate the holiday with rituals, chanting, song and dance, sacred bonfires, traditional pagan feasts, and various methods of divination—especially those of an amatory nature.

For pagans the world over, Halloween is, among other things, a night of ancestors, a harvest festival, a time of magick and mirth, and a New Year’s Eve celebration. Halloween’s roots are undeniably pagan; yet, Halloween and its celebration should not be restricted to witches and others who identify themselves as neo-pagans. Halloween is a festive holiday that can, and should, be enjoyed by all, regardless of age, cultural background, or religious point of view.

As a new era begins, the pagan path is shining its light on more and more people who are experiencing a growing spiritual need to reconnect with Mother Nature and the ancient ways. Individuals throughout the world are discovering that Wicca (an earth-based religion embraced by many contemporary witches) is a positive, nature-oriented spiritual path, similar in many ways to Native American shamanism. No devils are worshiped and no evil spells are employed to bring harm to others. Instead, most witches seek to live in harmony with the forces of nature and work positive magick to help, heal, and shape a better world for themselves and their children.

Halloween has always been my favorite time of the year, and I can remember as a youngster looking forward to this special day with far greater anticipation and excitement than I had for Christmas, summer vacation, or even my own birthday.  Although I was not fully aware at that time of its pagan origins or of its cultural and religious significance, I still sensed, and was intrigued by, its occult energies and otherworldly essence.  I instinctively knew that Halloween was more than merely a day devoted to costumes and candy.

It was in my teen years when I began to develop a serious interest in witchcraft and the world of the occult. As I matured I began researching, practicing, and, eventually, writing articles and books about the Wiccan religion and the spellcasting arts.  Halloween began to take on new meanings for me, and I have since celebrated it as a sacred day and a special time when magick abounds and invisible doors to other dimensions and worlds stand ajar.

Although I am a priestess of the Old Religion (or, in other words, a practicing witch), I designed this book for pagans and non-pagans alike. Within its pages you will find a treasure trove of history, folklore and myth, magickal spells, authentic witches’ recipes, divinations, a complete ritual for a Sabbat celebration, Halloween superstitions, and much more. It is also my sincere hope that this book will help put to rest the misconceptions that many people have about Halloween. It is not a Black Mass or a night of evil, and its origin, celebration, and symbols have no connection with the Devil of the Christian faith or diabolical rites.

May A Witch’s Halloween guide you well on your path to magickal mysteries and spiritual enlightenment, and may the gods and the goddesses of old bestow upon you their blessings of darkness and light. Craft thy magick with love, for love is the law of the Craft. Blessed be.




SHADOWFEST 

Moon of magick, 

Blood for fertility, 

Druid fires blazing bright.

Spirits roaming, wail of the banshee, 

Otherworld shadows drape the night.



Raven soaring, wings of sorcery, 

Eyes like darkness midnight gaze.

Silhouettes gather, moment of mystery, 

Born again the ancient ways.

—by Gerina Dunwich 




CHAPTER 1 
The Hallowed 
Beginnings

Halloween has a long and rich history, originating in pagan Ireland as the festival of Samhain (pronounced sow-in), and becoming All Hallow’s Eve in Christian times. A unique holiday, abundant in folklore and fable, as well as in magick and the mystical, it has survived the ages to become the multi-faceted holiday we celebrate today.

More than two thousand years ago, the Celtic people who inhabited France and the British Isles observed a calendar that began and ended with their New Year’s Eve festival every October 31/November 1. This festival was called Samhain (a word that means “summer’s end”) and it marked the “death” of the old year and the “birth” of the next. It was also regarded as a day of the dead, a night devoted to the practices of magick and divination, a time when fairy-folk and gods were especially active, and a festival to celebrate the harvest.

The ancient Celts believed an invisible veil existed that separated the worlds of the living and the dead. At sundown on the last day of the year, this veil grew to its thinnest point, allowing the living and the dead to make contact with each other.

ON OCTOBER 31, THE WORLD AS WE KNOW IT CHANGES FOR A BRIEF SPAN. TIME, THE FOURTH DIMENSION, CEASES TO EXIST, AND A DOORWAY OPENS INTO A FIFTH DIMENSION NORMALLY INACCESSIBLE TO MAN—THE SPACE THAT IS THE OTHERWORLD.

—Diana Ferguson, The Magickal Year 

Every Samhain, a deity known as the Lord of the Dead was said to gather together the souls of all men, women, and children who had died during the previous year, and had since been confined in the bodies of animals while waiting to enter the underworld. With their sins expiated, they would be set free to begin their journey to the Celtic underworld of Tirna-n’Og, whose open gates awaited them.

In addition, homesick spirits were free to roam the mortal world and return to their old earthly homes to seek the warmth of the hearth fire and the company of their living kin. Families prepared offerings of fruits and vegetables and hilltop bonfires, which illuminated the night sky with an eerie orange glow and served as a guiding light for the souls of the dead. These fires were kept burning throughout the night to frighten away any evil spirits that intended to harm the living.

DRUIDS AND SACRIFICIAL RITES 

In Ireland, the priestly caste of the Celts, known as the Druids, are believed to have performed gruesome sacrificial rites on the eve of Samhain. They constructed giant wickerwork cages in the shapes of men and animals, which were used to confine prisoners of battle and condemned criminals. The cages would then be set ablaze by the priests, and their hapless victims burned alive. Sometimes animals—especially horses and oxen—would be sacrificed in addition to the human offerings.

The Samhain sacrificial burning of horses (which were said to be sacred animals to the Celtic god of the sun) was practiced in Britain as late as 400 a.d. After the pagan temples were consecrated to the worship of the Christians’ patriarchal god, oxen were often led down the church aisle to the altar before being sacrificed, continuing the practice of ritual slaughter at the feast of Samhain. Evidence of this exists in a sixth-century letter from Pope Gregory the Great to Abbot Mellitus, which states, “that the sacrifice of oxen in pagan worship should be allowed to continue, but that this should be done in honor of the saints and sacred relics.”

The 1959 edition of The World Book Encyclopedia states that the Druid priests believed cats were at one time human beings who had been changed into feline form as punishment for committing evil deeds. And as a result, the Druids regarded the cat as a sacred animal and “involved them in their idol worship.”  However, according to Edna Barth’s Witches, Pumpkins, and  Grinning Ghosts, the Druids supposedly dreaded domestic cats because they believed they were human beings transformed into animals by evil powers. Each year on Samhain, the white-robed priests would round up as many cats and kittens as they could catch, lock them in wickerwork cages fashioned in the shapes of various animals, and cast them into the bonfires to be roasted alive.

The Druids’ sacrificial rites of Samhain possessed a twofold purpose: In addition to appeasing the Lord of the Dead, they offered the priests important omens of the future, both good and bad. These signs were said to have been read in the ways that the victims died, sounds emitted from the fire, shapes of the flame, the color and direction of the smoke, and so forth.

Interpreting the omens for the coming year was an important function of the Druid priests. It was traditionally carried out at Samhain because the psychic climate of the season was ideal, and the widespread fear associated with the approaching long, dark winter and its hardship demanded it. However, in later times the divinatory aspect of Samhain grew to be more personal, particularly for the purpose of predicting future marriage partners. (See Chapter 8, Divinations and Incantations.)

GOBLINS AND FAIRY-FOLK 

The inhabitants of pre-Christian Ireland also believed that Samhain was a time when a strange dark-skinned race of  goblin-like creatures with occult powers emerged from their secret hiding places. Resentful of the human race for taking over the land that was once theirs, they delighted in creating as much mischief as possible. Some were merely pranksters, while others were more evil-natured and regarded as dangerous.  According to legend, every seven years these creatures would steal human infants or small children and then sacrifice them to their god.

One theory asserts that these creatures were the Stone Age people of a wide area of Britain. When the Celts invaded their country from Europe around 500 b.c., they took to the forests and camouflaged themselves with green foliage, which may explain the myth of the “little green men.” They frequently raided their enemies’ homes under the dark cover of night to supplement their sparse rations and frighten and harass their foes. Many a fearful Celt resorted to leaving offerings such as bowls of cream and oatmeal outside their dwellings at night before going to sleep to keep those of the “conquered race”  from becoming spiteful and wreaking vengeance. In Scotland, a libation of milk known as the Leac na Gruagaich (“Milk to the Hairy Ones”) was poured on a special stone each Samhain as an offering to the fairy-folk. If this ritual were not carried out, the Little People would express their anger by injuring or killing a families’ livestock or beloved pet.

Because Samhain was a night on which the fairy mounds (also called the sidhe mounds or faery burghs) stood wide open, all manners of fairies, mostly baneful, were free to walk the earth. Also, any person careless or unfortunate enough  to step upon an open mound (at Samhain or any other time during the year) would fall victim to permanent enchantment by a fairy spell and either succumb to madness or waste away from a mysterious and incurable illness. However, according to Celtic folklore, on Samhain night, when neither human nor fairy needed any magickal password to enter, an open fairy mound could, like quicksand, pull an unsuspecting mortal into the world of the fairies, where he or she would be doomed to remain forever.

There were hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of different types of fairies who inhabited the ancient Celtic lands, but in Ireland (where it was once believed that all cats were actually fairies in disguise) it was the Pooka (or phooka) that was particularly feared on Samhain, when it took great pleasure in tormenting humans. The supernaturals of the night possessed the power to shapeshift, and they were known to often take on the disguise of a black horse with hideous features. It was important for farmers to gather all of their crops before October 31 because whatever remained unreaped in the fields was believed to be either destroyed or contaminated on Samhain night by the Pooka.

The Celts devised numerous charms to protect themselves against the Little People. The ringing of bells (especially church bells) and the hanging of iron horseshoes above doorways were two methods believed to be effective in keeping spiteful fairies at bay. Many people in various parts of the world still believe that iron is a metal that repels and protects against  all manners of fairies. It is commonly used in the making of magickal amulets and talismans for protection.

Possessing the power to bewitch or bedevil humans with their illusions, known as glamours, fairies gradually found their way into the myth and folklore of many European cultures.

Samhain was more than a night when spirits walked the earth. Like the other great festivals dominating the old Celtic calendar (Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnassadh), Samhain was also connected with the fertility of the earth and its animals. It was a time when the final harvest was celebrated and when farmers throughout the land brought their livestock down from the pastures and made preparations for the coming winter.

Witches have long regarded Halloween as the Third Festival of Harvest—the first and second being Lughnassadh (August 1) and the Autumn Equinox (approximately September 21).  The pumpkins, apples, and hazelnuts that play a part in so many of Halloween’s customs reflect this holiday’s early link to pagan harvest rites and fertility magick.

CLAUDIUS CAESAR AND THE ROMAN EMPIRE 

In the first century b.c., Britain and Gaul (as the country of France was called at that time) were invaded by Roman armies and forced to become part of the Roman Empire. The Romans had their own festival to honor the spirits of the dead  (called “Manes”), and it was known as Feralia. It was originally celebrated on the twenty-first day of February (the last day of the year, according to the old Roman calendar), and its main purpose was to give rest and peace to the departed. This was accomplished through the recitation of special prayers and the placing of offerings and gifts on graves.

The Romans also celebrated a festival each November to honor their Goddess Pomona, who presided over fruits, orchards, and gardens. Special prayers and rituals to give thanks to this beautiful Goddess for good harvests would be performed, followed by a joyous celebration that continued throughout the day and well into the night and included various games and races.

During the following four centuries that Rome ruled the Celtic lands, some of the customs from Samhain and the Roman festivals merged. But neither the Romans who chose to remain in the British Isles nor the conquered Celts seemed to mind very much.

In the year 43 a.d., the Roman Emperor Claudius Caesar outlawed the Druid religion and the sacrificial rites associated with Samhain. In the fifth chapter of The Twelve Caesars, the Roman biographer Suetonius writes, “He [Claudius] utterly abolished the cruel and inhuman religion of the Druids among the Gauls, which under Augustine had merely been prohibited to Roman citizens.”

In the year 61 a.d., under the command of Roman military governor Suetonius Paulinus, the Roman army invaded the  Island of Anglesey (in present-day Wales), which was a center of Druidic practice. In the bloody massacre that ensued, the Druids were slaughtered and their sacred oak groves burned to the ground. Although the history books teach that the Druids were completely eliminated, there are some people today who suspect that a small number of them managed to escape death at the hands of the Romans and went underground, where the Druid religion has been secretly active, in many different forms, ever since.

CHRISTIANITY VERSUS PAGANISM 

In the fourth century a.d., the Roman Emperor Constantine declared the new religion of Christianity to be the lawful religion throughout the Roman Empire, thus declaring a holy war on paganism and all of the rites and symbols associated with it.

The early Christians did not understand the old Celtic beliefs. They erroneously associated the Celtic underworld with the Christian concept of hell’s fiery pit of punishment and damnation, and believed that the Celtic Lord of the Dead was actually the Devil, despite the fact that the two mythos were not related in any way and shared nothing.  Because the old Celtic New Year was a day devoted to the dead, the Christians assumed that Samhain was the incorrect pronunciation of the Semitic name Sammael, which means “god of the underworld.”

It was no easy task for the Christians to convince the Celts that their gods and goddesses were evil, their beloved dead were ghouls, the fairy-folk were all demons, and the fertility religion they had practiced for many centuries was now the work of the Devil. The Celts, like many people, were slow to embrace the Christian faith, and many were simply not willing to give up their pagan holidays and folk practices, which clearly posed a threat to the new religion. Although their priests were gone, they continued to light their sacred hilltop bonfires each Samhain, divine the future, and welcome the returning spirits of the dead.

Although it was not uncommon for religious conversion from paganism to Christianity to be accomplished through violent means, the most effective method used by the Church to eradicate the rival practice of paganism was to Christianize it. This was done by giving new names and meanings to the old rites and symbols, including the cross—the very symbol of the Christian faith and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ—which, prior to the fifth century, existed as both a pagan religious symbol and magickal tool.

In the seventh century, Pope Boniface IV introduced All Saints’ Day to honor God and the early Christians who had died for their religious beliefs. This festival of the Catholic Church was originally observed on May 13, but in the year 900, Gregory III changed the date to November 1 in an effort to supplant the old Samhain festival of the dead. All Saints’ Day was also called All Hallows’ Day and Hallowmas (Hallow means “holy”), and the evening before it (October 31) was  therefore known as All Hallows’ Eve. Eventually it evolved into the word Hallowe’en (later spelled Halloween).

In England, All Hallows’ Day was abolished by the Reformation, largely due to its pagan overtones. Communion with the beloved dead and with other spirits was not, in the Church’s opinion, a practice suitable for good, God-fearing Christians. However, it was formally restored in the year 1928 on the assumption that the pagan practices associated with Halloween had long before ceased.

Along with other festivities, Halloween was largely forbidden among the early American colonists. (And, interestingly enough, New England Puritans also disapproved of the holiday of Christmas, and were effective in banning its celebration in Boston from 1659 until 1681.) But by the 1800s, festivals that marked the harvest and incorporated elements of Halloween began to develop.

IT WAS NOT UNTIL 1928 THAT THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND FORMALLY RESTORED ALL HALLOWS TO ITS CALENDAR, ON THE ASSUMPTION THAT THE OLD PAGAN ASSOCIATIONS OF HALLOWEEN WERE AT LAST REALLY DEAD AND FORGOTTEN; A SUPPOSITION THAT WAS CERTAINLY PREMATURE.

—Doreen Valiente, An ABC of Witchcraft Past and Present 

HALLOWEEN SETS S A IL FOR AMERICA 

The Irish Potato Famine (also known in Ireland as the “Great Famine” or the “Great Hunger”) played a key role in the establishment of Halloween as a secular holiday in the United States. Back in the nineteenth century, the potato was the primary food source for most of the population throughout Ireland. Therefore, when a devastating and widespread potato blight ravaged Ireland in the 1840s, it resulted in an estimated 500,000 to 1,500,000 deaths. This prompted over two million Irish people to flee their native country, which resulted in over 700,000 men, women, and children immigrating to the United States. They brought with them their old Halloween customs of jack-o’-lanterns, costumes, and mischief.

Finding pumpkins to be more plentiful in the autumn season than were turnips, the Irish immigrants adopted the pumpkin for their Halloween jack-o’-lanterns, and a new tradition began. Although the tradition of carving lanterns from turnips and other vegetables is centuries old in Ireland, Scotland, and England, the term “jack-o’-lantern” first appeared in the year 1837 in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s classic story, “The Great Carbuncle,” from Twice-Told Tales: “Hide it under thy cloak, say’st thou? Why it will gleam through the holes, and make thee look like a jack-o’-lantern!”

Needless to say, the distinctly pagan roots of Halloween ruffled the tail feathers of many religious groups after the holiday’s arrival in North America during the nineteenth  century. However, its popularity, especially among the young, outweighed the chagrin of its opposition, and all early attempts to have its celebration banned in the United States proved to be futile.

Today, Halloween continues to rule the thirty-first of October, casting its spell over young and old alike even though many of its original customs have long been claimed by the cobwebs of the past. It remains the most sacred night of the year for witches, modern-day Druids, and other neo-pagans, and perhaps the most entertaining one for children of all ages and cultural backgrounds.

What began long ago as a Druid festival may hold different meanings for different people, but one thing that most can agree on is the fact that no other holiday is as magickal and mysterious as Halloween.




CHAPTER 2 
Ritual and Revelry

Halloween did not find a place on the American calendar until after the great Irish immigration to the United States, which followed the potato famine of the 1840s. With the arrival of the Irish to the new world came the traditions of carving the jack-o’-lantern, performing love divinations, and guising (which eventually came to be known as “trick-or-treating”). They also brought with them their old Halloween folklore. Following are some of the myths, practices, and legends that are inherent in the celebration of Halloween.

TRICK-OR-TREAT 

Every year on Halloween, many children throughout the world dress up in costumes and go door to door in a ritual known as trick-or-treating. Dressed up as witches, devils, ghosts, and every type of monster imaginable, they collect candy and money and enjoy a night of spooky fun unaware that their innocent masquerade was actually the remnants of a Druidic religious practice from times most ancient.

The Druids believed that the spirits of the dead returned to the world of the living each year on the eve of November 1. Many of these spirits were mischievous in nature, while some possessed a genuine evil streak and delighted in bringing harm upon vulnerable humans. For protection, the white-robed priests who led the sacred rites of Samhain would wear masks upon their faces to disguise themselves as spirits. This would usually trick the wandering dead into thinking that they were of their number and not flesh-and-blood mortals. Safely camouflaged, the priests could then gather in the night without becoming the victims of ghosts, fairies, or demonic supernatural beings. The general populace, fearful of being recognized by the spirits of the ancestors, would also disguise themselves, often by wearing clothes belonging to the opposite gender. This confusion would prevent their ancestors from taking them back into the otherworld at the end of the night.
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