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PART 1

Witchcraft and Druidic Lore of the Welsh Marches
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A CURIOUS BEGINNING

In the depths of a very cold October in 2019, I received a call from an old friend of mine who lives near the market town of Shrewsbury, on the borders of Wales and England. He is very fortunate in having recently inherited an old farmhouse in a beautiful rural area of Shropshire and rang me because he knows well of my involvement in the Druidic community and my interest in all matters occult.

I was intrigued to hear that during the recent refurbishments at his farmhouse he had discovered a strange collection of items that had been found plastered into a void behind a mantlepiece above an old fireplace in one of the downstairs rooms of the house. The small cache contained what he called a medallion, a piece of charred paper that was completely blackened with nothing apparently written on it, and a bundle of small bent pins, tied together with thin thread.

I am sure he knew before he rang that his unexpected find would pique my interest, and he was, of course, quite right. Although none of these peculiar objects made me think of anything Druidic, hidden items like those he described certainly have a place in the broader occult practices to be found in both England and Wales in days gone by.

Understandably, in light of the age of his farmhouse, he was interested to discover if his find had any significant financial value, but as he continued to describe the items in more detail, it became obvious that the greatest value that could be attributed to his find would be in relation to its cultural significance. I suggested he show his find to members of the local archaeological societies or the regional museum, as having lived in the town of Shrewsbury for a short time, I knew that both organizations were very active and had an enthusiastic following. With an audible sigh, he told me that he had already contacted both those organizations and had been told much the same, namely that while the items were locally interesting, they had no particular financial value and therefore maybe he should hang on to them as family mementos and as interesting talking pieces for his visitors.

All the same, I asked him to send me copies of photographs of his find, as I was still very interested in seeing them for myself. He said he would do better than that and, having sent the initial pictures, he packed all the items into a padded envelope and posted them directly to me. When the package arrived a few days later, I carefully unpacked the three small boxes, each containing one of the newly discovered artifacts. It was obvious from the outset that the items had been combined to create an apotropaic device, a collection of meaningful occult items intended to protect the farmhouse and its occupants from malevolent forces and influences. These types of protective tokens were not unusual in the Welsh Marches, along the border of England and Wales, around the time that the farmhouse had been built. There were, however, two very unusual aspects to the find: the first was the intended power and potency of the combined artifacts, suggesting a dire need for powerful protection against some now-unknown threat; the second was that within the small collection of artifacts were items and images that are representative of two, normally separate, occult traditions, one being that of ancient witchcraft and the other the lore of the Druidic tradition, both combined in a way that has never been witnessed previously.

Before proceeding any further with my exploration, I decided to consult two other well-known information sources, the first an experienced and knowledgeable Witch, steeped in the tradition of the Welsh Marches, and the second the curators of the archives of the National Museum Wales, where I knew there was a rich source of relevant artifacts and contemporary texts and manuscripts. The National Museum in turn connected me to a network of regional and local museums and societies where I was later to find a wealth of exciting and eye-opening facts. Having done this and established my research resources, I invited my colleague, the aforementioned Witch researcher, to join me in my journey of exploration and become my coauthor in this eventual book. And so the stage was set and our detailed work could begin, but first an initial meeting to examine in detail the items from the find and to plan our research methodology and a timetable to proceed.

In the meantime, I returned the artifacts to their original owner, asking him to look at the walls and woodwork surrounding all the entrances to the house to see if he could find any other marks of hidden deposits that seemed out of place and to let me know immediately if he were to find any.

Around two weeks later, I received another mysterious package from Shropshire. Inside I discovered fragments of birch bark and a short length of thorn branch, two more artifacts that, found secreted behind a lintel above a doorframe, were concealed protective devices, put there with the intention of warding off Witches and their familiars.

The fragments of silver birch bark were undoubtedly the dried and shriveled parts of a silver birch bark parchment curse that had separated into thin, dried-out strips. Though there was no visible script remaining on the fragments, there were faint traces of red markings, either text or drawings long since faded. There is a well-known tradition of Witches’ (and Druids’) curses being written on small squares of silver birch bark, a practice that gave the silver birch tree the country name of paper birch, and the small sheets of white bark used as paper being called scholar’s parchment (Welsh: memrwn ysgolhaig) in the Druidic tradition.

The short length of thorn branch was another common protective device hidden around the entrances of homes with the intention of warding off evil daemons and Witches. The sharp thorns from all sorts of thorny bushes and trees were thought to deter Witches, as they reputedly feared all sharp objects. On occasions, all the thorns but one were removed from a thorny twig, which then became a small pick known as a witch axe, which was used in the same way to warn away Witches and daemons. At other times, the individual thorns were removed from the branch and scattered on mantles or windowsills or even included in witch bottles with the same intention.
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Fig. 1.1. The fragments of silver birch bark and thorn discovered above the entrance doorway in the Shropshire farmhouse. (See also color plate 1.)

These latest artifacts served to further intensify our curiosity, and we began to finalize our plans to visit the various sites we had identified and begin our research in earnest. Our first efforts were to decode the amulet and interpret the sigils that formed the protective power it emanated.


A FIRST MEETING: A BRIEF PREAMBLE

Living in the west of Ireland is indeed a circumstance of mixed blessings. On the one hand, we consider living in one of the most spiritual landscapes in the world a great privilege. On the other hand, living in the most westerly region of Europe, just two miles from the Atlantic Ocean—with nothing but thousands of miles of open sea between us, Newfoundland, and the Americas—does bring with it a number of disadvantages: communication and travel present frustrating though not insurmountable difficulties. Unfortunately, during the crafting of this book these normally surmountable complications were compounded by the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic and the severe restrictions imposed in an attempt to suppress it. Fortunately, we began the initial research and our collaboration before the virus arrived, and as we were building on years of joint knowledge and experience, we were able to maintain the momentum of research and writing throughout the most difficult and restrictive period of the fight against the pandemic. But first we return to the virus-free period when we began our collaboration, a time when we were free to travel and meet people freely and without restrictions, the time when we began to define the parameters of our research and detail exactly what we were going in search of.

When we eventually met up, following a series of email exchanges, we quickly agreed that the first thing we wanted to define was the exact purpose of the book and what we were intending to achieve through the work. We knew that there was not only a treasure trove of untapped information relating to the ancient Druids and arcane witchcraft that evolved in the Welsh Marches but also a continuing, living tradition that represents a present-day manifestation of this ancient heritage. We knew immediately that we didn’t want to develop yet another book on Wicca, knowing that the subject is well covered and augmented with a continuous flow of new titles, as the practice of modern Wicca continues to develop. Neither did we want to produce a theoretical history of Druidic lore and witchcraft without including a means of describing the ancient traditions in a practical, hands-on way.

We began informally exploring the differences between our two traditions, soon finding that the similarities far outnumbered the disparities and that our goal lay in developing convergence, not divergence. The history of occult practice in the Welsh Marches was one of the convergence of two arcane traditions, one emerging from ancient Druidic lore, attested to by both the physical evidence of the landscape and the unbroken line of lore and practice extending back to the origins of the land and peoples of the region, and the other evolving from the cunning women and cunning men who, living within the natural habitat of the Marches, worked with the materials and energies they found surrounding them in their immediate environment. As these two ancient traditions continued to develop, sometimes diverging and other times sharing knowledge and experience, they produced a unique brand of magicians and occult practitioners that changed and influenced the entire world of Western mysticism. Practitioners like John Dee, Thomas Vaughan, and Evan Frederick Morgan, Second Viscount of Tredegar—known as the Black Monk and called Adept of Adepts by Aleister Crowley—translated many of these practices into the burgeoning arte of Western alchemy, while others incorporated the same traditions into modern Wicca, daemonology, and other forms of natural magic.

Both traditions left a trail of evidence testifying to their work, evidence that may be seen not only in the physical landscape and the interiors of the buildings, homes, and farms of the region, but also in the continuing practices that are still maintained by both traditions in the Welsh Marches.

We decided to explore the history of the Welsh Marches and in particular the aspects of that history that contributed to the unique occult culture that defines the region. We intended to reveal the evidence hidden in the landscape and a number of museum archives that defined the progress of both traditions throughout the history of the Marches. We fully expected that many of these artifacts and texts would provide indisputable proof of the workings of Witches and Druids and their numerous contributions to the local occult culture that has changed forever the view of natural magic throughout the Western world. Part of this strange and intriguing culture was the emergence of a number of unique occult practitioners, working in a great number of ways and with a wide range of artes. Exploring the practices of the regions sin eaters, eye biters, spirit hunters, and tomb guardians was an extremely exciting prospect.

Following this, we intended to seek out contemporary interpretations of witchcraft and Druidic lore that stemmed from these ancient practices in order to examine the similarities and differences between the two traditions. Our final aim was to amalgamate the aspects of the ancient and modern traditions of witchcraft and Druidic lore within the region of the Welsh Marches and synthesize them into a working grimoire, a new practical working text that is presented in an accessible language, providing precise instruction on the use of all the methods and techniques uncovered during our intensive research.

After filling the closing hours of our first meeting with the planning of our practical methodology and the division of tasks, we returned to our respective homes filled with enthusiasm and determination, fueled by the excitement of approaching our exploration of the fascinating subject of the Witches, sin eaters, and Druids of the Welsh Marches.
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THE WELSH MARCHES

The Welsh Marches define the ancient borderland between Wales and England, an area that has had a profound influence on the history of the British Isles. For millennia it has marked the division between the ancient tribal principality of Celtic Wales and the Romanized lands of the Anglo-Saxons that was eventually to become known as England. Populated by a bewildering array of fortresses, castles, hillforts, 
and ancient fortifications, the Marches have a potent history of conflict, 
change, and uncertainty that has bred a unique people and culture, establishing 
itself as a lasting repository for ancient witchcraft, Druidic lore, and occult practice.

On the one hand, we can see the oldest and most significant locations for early witchcraft, while on the other, within a few miles, we can see the largest wooden henge in Europe that once served as the region’s focal point for ancient Druidic practice. The entire area, a borderland running the entire length of the nation of Wales, is rich in occult history and mystical sites and has an uninterrupted legacy of esoteric practice. If we are to fully understand the influence that the region has had on Druidic lore and witchcraft, we should first take a brief look at the geographic location of the area and the part it has played in the history of Great Britain.

The people of Wales emerged from the amalgamation of the many individual ancient tribal societies that first populated the region following the retreat of the glaciers of the last Ice Age. It has long been the case that many, if not all, of the Welsh consider themselves, with good justification, to be a separate race to the rest of Great Britain, and like the populations of Scotland and Northern Ireland, they maintain that they have a separate heritage and culture that is still apparent up to the present day. With its own language, mythology, and belief systems, Wales has a unique history defined not only by the sea coast that delineates three-quarters of its border, but also by its only land border to the east, where it adjoins England along its entire length from Chester in the north to Newport in the south.

Originally a vague, ill-defined border, the area has been bitterly disputed by virtually every ruler of both countries until relatively recent times. It is generally accepted that the first real attempt to establish a distinct border was made by King Offa, the Anglo-Saxon king of Mercia, the English region that then bordered Wales. Around 770 CE, King Offa ordered the construction of an earthen dyke, sixty feet wide and eight feet tall, running the length of the border between the Welsh kingdom of Powys and the land of Mercia. Now commonly known as Offa’s Dyke (Welsh: Clawdd Offa), it became established as the official border between the two kingdoms but never effectively eliminated the constant incursions that continued uninterrupted. It did, however, have a profound effect on the Welsh population of the region, making it fair game for any Englishman to kill any Welsh person who deliberately or accidentally strayed across the border, with no fear of prosecution or retribution. The remains of the original dyke are still visible along the old border.

In 1066, William the Conqueror successfully invaded Anglo-Saxon Britain, and he, along with his successors, spent much of the next two hundred years attempting to subdue the Welsh with very little effect, finding them a resilient and resourceful people. The efforts of the Norman invaders in the Welsh Marches reinforced the belief that it was an active frontier between the Welsh and what by then was Norman England, creating a unique society and culture that persists to the present day.

During the following two centuries, hundreds of castles, fortified houses, and other resilient fortifications were constructed by the newly arrived Norman lords, charged with both establishing a broad Norman culture within the region and with defending the burgeoning England of the Normans from the uncivilized and rebellious Welsh. As a result of this intensive building period, the Welsh Marches contains the largest population of motte-and-bailey castles in the British Isles. These are castles with a wooden or stone keep located on a raised area of ground called a motte with a walled courtyard or bailey.
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Fig. 2.1. The Welsh Marches sitting in the borderland between Wales and England.

The building of this dense concentration of fortifications and the plantation of the Norman lords who occupied them did little to unify the diverse population of the region, and the Welsh Marches (Old Welsh: Marchia Wallie) developed into a semi-independent region, the Prinicipality of Wales (Old Welsh: Pura Wallia) with its bases deep within Wales, that was governed neither by the English monarchy nor the old Welsh princes or tywysog, as they were known.

In an attempt to raise the Norman lords to a greater status, they were given similar rights and authority over their subjects as the Welsh princes enjoyed within Wales, though they still maintained their allegiances to their Norman king. These Marcher lords (Welsh: barwn y Mers), their office officially known as Lord Warden of the Marches, were appointed as noble barons directly by the king and charged with protecting the borders between England and Wales. In return for their royal support, the king granted them independent rights that were elsewhere reserved for the Crown. This meant that each lord ruled his own lands by his own law, known at the time as sicut regale or “just as the king does.” This gave the Norman Marcher barons a unique authority, combining the privileges and power of a Norman lord with the ancient authority of the Welsh princes, which gave them the freedom to apply either English law or the much older Welsh law. Eventually, both these laws combined to become the Marches law, which was used to govern the region and settle any disputes for many years to come.

In 1284, Edward I of England conquered the principality of Wales and brought the lands previously controlled by the Welsh princes into the hands of the English Crown, at the same time creating the title of the Prince of Wales, which to this day remains the title of the oldest male heir of the English monarchy. Two centuries later, Edward IV established the Council of Wales and the Marches as the governing authority under the English Crown. Slowly, as the Marcher lords died, their lands reverted to the Crown. After the 1536 Act of Union and the introduction of the Laws in Wales Acts of 1535 and 1542, Wales was effectively adjoined to England under the legal jurisdiction of England and Wales, and the Marcher lordships were abolished and their powers returned to the Crown.

When William III (William of Orange) took the throne from James II of England (VII of Scotland) during the Glorious Revolution in 1689, the Council was finally disbanded, and both the Welsh and the English areas of the Marches were formed into the counties that we more or less see today.

The land and the people of the Welsh Marches have emerged from this turbulent history, fraught with conflict, change, and unrest, as a resilient and versatile culture with a distinct ability to adapt to changing circumstances and embrace new philosophies. Their history and worldview have included a singular acceptance of the occult and have depended upon an unwavering commitment to the pagan beliefs of the ancient Druids together with a dedication to the arcane lore of the old cunning folk, which has evolved into what we now choose to call witchcraft. The land itself holds the evidence of its ancient history and the continuous conflict that eventually bonded the inhabitants together rather than divided them. The numerous castles, manors, and fortified buildings that stand in various states of repair give evidence of the unsettled history of the region and still define the story of the changing borderland between Wales and England.
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MAGIC, RELIGION, AND 
RITUAL IN THE WELSH MARCHES

If we are to fully understand the purpose of the protective devices, curses, and other magical workings employed in the Welsh Marches, we must briefly return to the first principles of magic as we now know them.


THE PRINCIPLES OF MAGIC

In the context of our exploration, we may consider magic to be a means of influencing the mundane world by gaining access to and the assistance of the supernatural domain. Furthermore, we can see that it is often, if not exclusively, used in circumstances where the more normal, everyday methods are inappropriate, ineffective, or both. This typically means that magic is used in unpredictable, uncertain circumstances where a high degree of risk is present and seldom in situations where the outcome may be foreseeable or within the control of the persons involved.

The relationship between magic and what may be called the scientific world, where the expectation is the known, proven, and predictable, has varied over the ages, and generally our history is one of magic receding as science and physical experimentation progressing. Even so, we can also see that where science, medicine, and physics cannot provide the solution to a specific need, the focus on magic increases and takes their place.

We need not go too far back into history to find a time when many of our everyday events were not as well understood as they may be today, and each day was filled with natural events that were neither understood nor were their outcomes predictable. The changes of the seasons, the weather, and the influence of both on crops and livestock was poorly understood, and ritual magic was used in an attempt to both predict their progress and influence their effects. At the same time, magic ritual and folk medicine were, to all intents and purposes, the same thing, with people turning to magic ritual as often as they would to the herbal folk medicine. In fact, both were usually administered by the same cunning folk and wisewomen. At times of danger and high risk, the science of the age provided neither the protection nor comfort of the magic alternatives, and most travelers, men-at-arms, and pilgrims would have taken with them as many talismans and protective amulets as they would have herbal remedies. For countryfolk and farmers, magic played an indispensable role in protecting their homes, crops, and livestock, curing diseased cattle or blighted crops, and ensuring sufficient food to sustain their families throughout the changing year.

If we then go on to consider the other side of this same coin, magic was often used as a means to curse and inflict damage upon people in a way that natural methods could not. We know that in the natural world, poison, fire, and other physical means may well have been employed to inflict hurt or damage to people and property, but magic ritual and cursing was a common, everyday method of inducing maleficent influence.

Both these positive and negative aspects of magic have their place in the history of the Welsh Marches, together with the more complex use of magical devices, charms, and amulets to protect against the most negative influences when and where they have been deployed. To fully understand how each of these aspects of magic works, we must now focus on the basic principles of magic and ritual together with its application in the ancient borderland of England and Wales.

Magic, as an arte, has been practiced since the beginning of human history, and ever since its inception we have tried in vain to understand and explain it in a way that makes sense in the mundane world. Although there are many books, ancient and relatively modern, that explore how magic may be utilized and what rituals and invocations may be used, little has been done to explain the principles underlying its process. It was not until the early twentieth century that the first definition of the tenets of magic emerged with the proposal of the laws that underpin its application.

The first and probably the most profound of these laws is the Law of Sympathy, which, as its name suggests, proposes that a magical connection between substances, objects, or people exists whether they are in close proximity or far apart. This implies that magic transcends time and space and is equally effective at any distance and at any moment in time.

This fundamental Law of Sympathy may itself be subdivided into two composite parts: the Law of Similarity (sometimes called the Law of Correspondence) and the Law of Contagion (sometimes called the Law of Contact). These are the two laws that define the practical aspects of magic and give an understanding as to exactly how it may be utilized. More simply, they propose what type of magic is most effective in each circumstance.

The Law of Similarity can be seen in almost every ancient belief system, but it is most well known for its application in magical healing and alchemy. The idea that like produces like or that a result typically resembles its cause plays a fundamental role in the Doctrine of Similarity, which is the basis of homeopathy and many other schools of herbal healing dating back to antiquity, where herbs such as wound wort were used to heal wounds because the plants themselves have holes or wounds in their leaves, or that walnuts strengthen the brain because the seeds resemble the brain itself. The extension of this form of natural magic is a form of magic that has attracted a more negative reputation.

Image magic often involves making a representational image of a thing or living person to inflict harm or even bring about the death of the person it is meant to represent. Typically, this is done by cutting the image, sticking pins in it, burning it, or mutilating it in some other fashion, with the intention of inflicting the same consequence upon the individual or item it may represent. The most well-known example of image magic is the use of a doll or poppet as a representation of a living person with the intention that when wounds are inflicted upon the poppet the victim will suffer a related pain or injury as a consequence. Other more positive examples of image magic may be readily seen with the wearing of images with the intention of attracting good fortune or protection from evil and hurt. The Christian belief that wearing a crucifix, the image of Christ being crucified on the cross, around the neck offers protection against evil, or the image of St. Christopher as a form of protection for travelers, are both examples of an adapted form of image magic, as are the many protective images in the form of medallions, amulets, and talismans that are worn by followers of most belief systems around the world. Probably the most mundane of these is the charm bracelet, which is composed of a variety of protective images drawn from ancient magic and folk culture. This form of image magic has encroached into the realm of everyday fashion and status symbol.

The Law of Similarity is also the basic principle of every alchemical working, with the fundamental tenet of alchemy: as above, then so below. It is the intention of every alchemist that through his or her work the alchemist should mirror all the aspects of heaven here on Earth below.

The second of these laws, the Law of Contagion, states that when an object or person comes into contact with another thing or person it has an influence or effect upon it and that influence is retained even when the contact no longer exists, no matter what distance or time period lies between them. It is through the use of contagious magic that we see the phenomenon of the pilgrimage where pilgrims travel huge distances through extreme conditions in the hope of simply touching a religious relic and thereby attaching to themselves some form of benefit from the contact, such as a blessing or a cure. Another product of the Law of Contagion is the use of personal possessions and bodily excreta, such as urine, blood, hair, teeth, fingernail clippings and the like, in a magic ritual as a means of affecting the original owner. Included in these items are belongings like clothing, hats, and particularly shoes, together with other personal items that may have come into close physical contact with the victim, taking on his or her shape or absorbing the victim’s perspiration in the process. A more everyday example of this principle is the practice of movie-star fans collecting items of clothing or other personal possessions of their idol or of simply touching their idol in the hope of forming a personal connection or relationship. As a consequence of this belief, there are many accounts originating from the period of individuals taking great care not to discard hair trimmings, nail cuttings, clothing, shoes, and other personal belongings in case they are discovered by Witches and used to curse the individual or their home and possessions. We will see in chapters 6 and 14 how this influenced the use of witch bottles and other concealed protective devices from the early modern period (c. 1500–1800) to the present day.

Another aspect of contagious magic that is particularly germane to our investigation is what may be called transference magic. This maintains that if a person or item comes into contact with another person or item, the latter will attract or absorb any condition that the original may be suffering from and subsequently later transfer that condition to another person or item without being affected by distance or time. Alternatively, the transfer recipient may absorb the particular condition and hold on to it indefinitely unto themselves.

We shall meet all of these forms of magic again as we progress through our investigation, and we shall also discover that they are used equally by the Druids, Witches, and other workers of the occult artes we encounter in the history of the Welsh Marches.

In writing the above, we acknowledge that many readers may already be well acquainted with the principles and laws we have described, and we include them here in the pursuit of completeness and for the benefit of those new to the arte. Also, as these terms have been applied and interpreted in a number of different occult environments, it is necessary to establish a common understanding of each term in the context that we are using it here. To this end, it is also important that we establish a common understanding of a number of terms and concepts that we will encounter as we progress through the chapters that follow.




TERMINOLOGY AND INTERPRETATION

It would be impossible to explore the concept of concealed protective devices without coming across the term apotropaic, a word that has been used consistently throughout history to describe such devices. The word originates from the Greek apotropaios, which may be translated as “the turning away of evil” or “protection from evil influences or actions.” Apotropaic is used to define any action or object used with the specific intention of averting or expelling malevolent intentions. The expression may also be used to define devices or activities intended to attract good fortune, health, fertility, and wealth. Popular apotropaic devices include such things as the Christian crucifix and charms depicting popular saints such as St. Christopher, St. Jude, and so on.

Another much-used term used in relation to protective devices is superstition. The understanding of this word will vary substantially among individuals, depending on their particular religious code and worldview. Generally, we may assume that any interaction with the supernatural that does not fall within the rituals and beliefs of the mainstream religious institutions may be defined as superstitious. Superstition comes from the Latin word superstitio, originally meaning “to stand over” in the context of standing over something and staring in wonder or disbelief. Later, in medieval Christian Britain, it became a description for worshipping God (the Christian God) in an inappropriate or profane way. As a result of this usage it gained a negative connotation, associated with evil, fear, and, of course, the devil.

A term that has become firmly established in our everyday language is luck. It first came into common usage in the English language during the 1400s CE, at the height of the witchcrafting period, originating from the German word lucke, which may be translated as “good fortune” and was used as an everyday salutation that we still see in our culture with expressions such as farewell and goodbye. Typically, it has a mundane usage in that it is not associated with witchcraft and magic but is more readily understood as an outcome that occurs by random chance rather than by one’s own actions, whereas originally it was seen as an active force that operated beyond the individual’s influence for good or bad and that had its source in the supernatural.

The word magic may be used in a number of different (though related) contexts. As a form of visual trickery or illusion, it is most commonly seen in what may be called stage magic. It is broadly accepted that this type of magic is purely a form of entertainment and has no direct relationship with the supernatural, though this may often be implied in order to suggest that some form of inexplicable, supernatural force is used to cause an outcome. When used in its occult sense, it has been modified into a number of different spellings such as magik, majik, and magick to differentiate it from its more mundane stage use. Some of these adapted spellings have been promoted to establish a particular association with a specific form of belief, ritual, or practice, such as Wicca, Wica, and New Age paganism. In the context of our exploration, we use the word magic in its definition as a belief and ritual practice used to influence and manipulate both supernatural and natural forces and beings to produce a specific outcome, with or without the direct presence of the user. Although there have been periods of history where the ideas of magic, science, and medicine have merged to a lesser or greater extent, magic in our application can be seen as being independent from science and formal mainstream Western religion.

One of the most used and well-known devices of witchcraft is the curse, and we shall see this word used over and over again in the chapters that follow. In modern uses, the word has two principal definitions. More commonly it means the use of profane, offensive, or obscene words in conversation. But this meaning is a direct result of its use in witchcraft and the word’s other primary definition: the invocation of supernatural forces by a Witch or other practitioner and its projection by the invocator to his or her intended target to induce a specific result or outcome. Though that outcome may be good or bad, it was generally believed that Witches used profane language in their curses.

Curses may take many and varied forms and are not restricted by distance or time. They may or may not be closely related to the means and/or the materials used to invoke and project their influence and may be bound to a person, object, or place for an indefinite period of time, maintaining their influence throughout. In some (but not all) cases, they may be raised or removed by a countercurse, often closely related to the form of the original curse or working. They may be prevented or protection may be given to a potential recipient by the use of various protective devices, charms, amulets, talismans, and so on that counteract or inhibit the curse’s effectiveness. Curses are invariably invoked as a means of producing a maleficent outcome, causing hurt or harm to an individual and his or her home and possessions. A great deal of attention and effort was expended during the period of witchcraft we are investigating in devising means and materials to either protect against curses or lift their influence by countercurses and other workings.

The final expression that we need to define is the use of the phrase Witch’s familiar. This is most often used to describe any type of small animal that may accompany and assist the Witch in her magical workings. By essence, the familiar is typically an ordinary, unassuming animal such as a frog, toad, bird, or dog, but most often familiars are recorded as being cats. Occasionally, larger animals like a horse, donkey, pig, or cow have been known to be identified as familiars, usually because of their friendly nature and their closeness to their witch companions. Familiars can be used in a number of ways to assist the Witch in her magical endeavors, sometimes carrying spells and curses to their intended recipient, other times to venture to places where their witch companions may not go. The history of the Witch’s familiar is as old as the history of the Witches themselves, and it has been suggested that the elevated cultural status of many such animals stems from their original relationship with their Witch or magician colleagues. The theory of the Witch’s familiar seems to be intrinsically connected to the idea of daemonic possession, the notion of the Witch being possessed or physically and spiritually occupied by the devil as a result of a daemonic pact entered into for the mutual benefit of both parties. As part of his commitment to the pact, the devil also provided the Witch with his worldly representatives in the form of familiars to aid her in her devilish work. His familiars usually manifested themselves in familiar forms, such as cats, dogs, toads, birds, and even miniature horses and donkeys. Witches’ familiars often suffered the same fate as their human companions and were typically thrown onto the fire when Witches were burned or drowned if the Witch succumbed to her dipping.

We are given to understand that a Witch’s familiars were provided by the devil along with various other sprites and imps to assist the Witch in her work and accompanied her on every occasion. Records suggest that familiars were also sent on missions and tasks alone, following the instructions of either the Witch or, indeed, the devil himself. Being able to travel faster than the Witch and gain access to places and spaces that were too small and inaccessible for the Witch to enter, they were the perfect messengers for either of their masters. We shall hear more of these devoted familiars later when we examine the various protective depositions used to deter Witches and spirits from houses, farms, animals, and even common people.
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4

THE SHROPSHIRE AMULET

The task we had set ourselves was to interpret the meaning of the amulet and the significance of the images both cast into the original amulet and those scratched or carved onto its reverse side, and to determine just why the item was secreted within the fireplace of the farmhouse. What was the person who placed the amulet behind the mantle hoping it would achieve?

Although we had looked carefully at each of the three artifacts found at the farmhouse in our initial meeting, we needed to look much more closely at the amulet in particular to discover its source and significance and what it was intended to do.

We were able to asertain that the core of the existing farmhouse had been built in the early seventeenth century and subsequently enlarged around fifty years later. The mantle where the cache was discovered is part of the original building, and we could find nothing to challenge our belief that it was put into place when the house was first built and had remained there undisturbed for the last four hundred or so years.

We had established that the amulet itself was cast from pewter, a popular metal amalgam of the period, frequently used in the manufacture of tableware, goblets, and beakers, as well as in jewelery and decorative ornamentation. Although the surfaces of the amulet were well worn and a little distorted, remains of gold leaf were clearly visable in the recesses of the cast image, suggesting that the surface of the obverse side containing the cast image had been gilded with gold leaf either in part or as a whole.

The craftsmanship employed in creating the amulet was not inconsiderable, with both the design and execution being of a high standard. The carving of a suitable mold in which to cast the piece is a skilled craft, as is the casting of pewter itself, so it is reasonable to assume the piece was designed and cast by an artisan whitesmith, the guild name given to workers of pewter at the time. Each professional whitesmith was required by law to register his own hallmark, which identified the quality of the pewter, and also include his own identifying mark or “touch,” as it was called. Though we looked closely, we could find no such mark and so remain unable to identify the maker. Our opinion is that it must have been a local craftsman with an interst in the occult who did not want to be identified or associated with the crafting of such a piece. It remains the case that making the detailed mold needed to cast such a piece would only be done in anticipation of casting multiple repeat pieces, each exactly the same as the other. We can only speculate as to whether more than one piece was cast and, if so, how many more may be hidden in similar caches in other houses within the region.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.1. The front (obverse) of the amulet. (See also color plate 2.)

[image: image]

Fig. 4.2. Amulet reverse showing witch marks inscribed by the crafter. (See also color plate 3.)


DECONSTRUCTION OF THE SHADOWS OF THE SIGIL

The first step in decoding the meaning of the sigils cast into the amulet and those enscribed on the reverse as seen above is to interpret the images into schematic representations so that each individual aspect or shadow, as they are referred to in Druidic lore, may be separated from the whole and the meaning of each explained. This was a time-consuming task requiring both the coauthors’ examination and interpretation. One of the surprising outcomes of this analysis was the similarity of the ancient witchcraft and Druidic traditions. To discover that the two cultures shared many of the images and understood them in the same way was a revelation, and to further establish that both cultures put them to the same use was even more remarkable. 
At first glance the sigils on either side of the amulet appear to be relatively 
simple, as can be seen from the schematic illustration in figure 4.3. But once 
we began our deconstruction and came to an agreement about the various 
interpretations of each individual shadow, we discovered that, as they were 
reconstructed in part and then in the whole, the meanings became more complex as 
each was reinforced and amplified by the other. When the whole was once again 
reassembled, it became apparent that the whole of the image in the obverse was 
an extremely powerful enabling device, and the sigils carved crudely into the 
reverse of the amulet at a later date are without doubt a commanding apotropaic device containing a collection of well-known protective witch marks.

In the following paragraphs we shall follow the process of deconstructing the shadows and explain the meaning of each image.




ANALYSIS OF INDIVIDUAL ELEMENTS

Here we shall examine the shadows that unite to make up and empower the final sigil and the various individual elements that blend together to create the sigil. This is the whole, and we shall return to it once we have deconstructed each of its shadows.
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Fig. 4.3. A schematic illustration of the Shropshire amulet (obverse).

We begin at the beginning with the shadows known to ancient witchcraft and Druidic learning. First is the sigil of the Druidic sun, the male giver of life, the eternal light of knowledge and wisdom, and the symbol of the universal energy, the communal spirit, the major circle.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.4. The sigil of the Druidic sun.
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Fig. 4.5. The sigil of the Druidic earth.

Next is the sigil of the Druidic earth (figure 4.5). The embodiment of long life and security, the female nature. After that is the sigil of the Druidic spirit (figure 4.6), which symbolizes both male and female, and the symbol of the individual within nature and the personal spirit, the minor circle.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.6. The sigil of the Druidic spirit.
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Fig. 4.7. The hexagon of the harmony of the bee.

The sigil of the harmony of the bee is the hexagon (fig. 4.7). This is a symbol of unity, embracing the whole of the community and an image of order and dependency and represents fructivity and wholesomeness. Next are the universal sigil of the moon, the female Mother Nature and the universe, the symbol of gestation and birth, and the giver of nourishment and nurture (fig. 4.8) and the sigil of the sun, the male provider and giver of life (fig. 4.9).

[image: image]

Fig. 4.8. The sigil of the moon.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.9. The sigil of the sun.

At each corner of the hexagon is a convergence point; these are the six points or stations (fig. 4.10). Each represents a source of elemental energy. Each of the four major convergences embodies one of the major world essences (fig. 4.11). The upper two, air and fire, are the male, and the lower two, water and earth, are the female.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.10. The six convergence points or stations of the hexagon.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.11. The four major convergence points of the hexagon.

The hexagon displays the upper chevron of the male phallus, the power and force of fertilization and procreation, and the lower cup or chalice of the female vagina and the womb of creation. The two supporting pillars are knowledge and wisdom. The whole illustrates how the balance between male and female is maintained through the application of wisdom and knowledge.

[image: image]

Fig. 4.12. The upper and lower sections of the hexagon and their supporting pillars.

When the sigil of Earth is combined with that of the sun, we have the sigil of eternity, the symbol of longevity, ancient wisdom, and lore and the combining of the male and female (fig. 4.13). When the sigil of the Druidic spirit is added to that of the sigil of eternity, we see the image of the individual within the whole (fig. 4.14).

The minor sigil of the individual personal energy is within the major circle of the communal energy. This represents the individual’s position within eternity. The two intersecting horizons represent separation. The horizontal horizon separates the upper air and fire from the lower earth and water. The vertical horizon separates the day (left) from the night (right).
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Fig. 4.13. The combination of the sigils of Earth and the sun giving the Druidic sigil of eternity.
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Fig. 4.14. The image of the individual within the whole.

When the hexagon is superimposed upon the major circle (fig. 4.15), we see how all the elements of the hexagon are surrounded by the allencompassing major circle of the communal spirit: the sun in the upperleft (day, male) above the horizon (air, fire) and the moon in the lower-right (night, female) below the horizon (earth, water).

[image: image]

Fig. 4.15. The hexagon within the major circle.

Figure 4.16 is the wholly restored hexagon of the beehive (Yr Hexagon Cwch Gwenin) with all its complexities just as it appears on the obverse face of the amulet. The synergenic composition of the shadows of the hexagon amplify the vitality of each individual sigil, as each interact with the other to form the synergy of the whole. When we look at the compound sigil as it is cast into the amulet, we see two other aspects of the complete item: the first being the hanging loop at the top, assumingly included in order that the amulet may be hung around the neck and the second, a similarly cast extension at the bottom of the amulet (fig. 4.17).
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Fig. 4.16. The combined sigil as it appears on the Shropshire amulet.
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Fig. 4.17. A schematic illustration of cast Shropshire amulet.

At first this was confusing, as there seemed no need to have two hanging 
loops, one at the top and the other at the bottom. Following further research at 
the museum it was discovered that the bottom extension was a means of fixing the 
amulet to the top of a stave by means of a slot cut into the stave top to 
receive the extension, which is then secured by aligning the bottom loop with a 
similar-sized hole in the stave top and driving a wooden dowel through the hole 
and the amulet’s loop. The result created what may be called a stave of power, 
an object that displayed both symbolic and practical purpose, as we shall see in later chapters.

The next step was to apply the same analytical process to the witch marks scratched onto the reverse face of the amulet (fig. 4.18). The scratched image in figure 4.19, a witch marking, is an apotropaic device designed to confuse and entrap evil spirits within the labyrinth of lines and spaces. The group of concentric circles is another witch mark (fig. 4.20), an apotropaic device designed to entrap the evil spirit within the spaces between the decreasing circles.
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Fig. 4.18. A schematic illustration of the reverse of the Shropshire amulet.
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Fig. 4.19. Labyrinth witch mark.
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Fig. 4.20. Concentric circles witch mark.
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Fig. 4.21. The portal entry witch mark, designed to bar entry into a building.

The inscription in figure 4.21 is designed to prevent the entry of an unwanted evil spirit. The two vertical lines represent the upright portals or door jams, and the cross in between them is a very recognizable image preventing or baring entry. This is another witch mark typically seen carved into the wooden door frames or thresholds giving entry to farm buildings and homes.

Each of these witch marks is a powerful protective device in its own right and may be seen in many of the houses belonging to the same period within the Welsh Marches and beyond. To see three such witch marks used on a single amulet is a remarkable event and suggests there was a specific need for extremely powerful and robust protection, much more than either of us had previously encountered.

The amulet is a remarkable example of the syncretism of two belief systems into a new practical system, merging the tradition of beliefs from witchcraft and the Druidic traditions.
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5

WITCHCRAFT, CHRISTIANITY, 
AND THE WITCH TERROR

When organized Christianity first established itself in Great Britain in the sixth century, it was in the form of Roman Catholicism. Every church, monastery, and Christian institution was subject to Catholic doctrine. This is important because of the Catholic Church’s attitude toward Witches in particular. All across Europe and beyond, the Catholic Church showed an initial tolerance to the practice of witchcraft. It identified that many of the practices of witchcraft were common to their own rituals, and as with the earlier military conquests and land occupation by the Romans, the religious leaders were more concerned with keeping the conquered population subdued and in good order rather than needlessly imposing their politics and religion upon their new citizens in a forceful manner.
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