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What people are saying about


A Path through the Forest


A Path Through the Forest is a comprehensive and thought-provoking compilation of essays on subjects that have great relevance for Druidry today. With sections on Druid basics, environmentalism, metaphysics, history and ethics, this collection provides food for thought through the lens of one Druid seeker and is a valuable insight into a Druid’s philosophical exploration of their path.


Philip Carr-Gomm, author of Druid Mysteries


A wide-ranging collection of essays written by an Irish Druid that pokes jabs at modern Pagan dogmas and leaders, and advocates for the re-learning of practical skills and a life path that respects nature. The articles are at times complaining and cranky but always thoughtful, and filled with warnings about the state of the world. If you ever wanted insight into the mind of a practicing contemporary Druid, this book should be a pleasing read.


Ellen Evert Hopman, Archdruid of Tribe of the Oak, author of the Druid trilogy of novels, A Legacy of Druids: Conversations with Druid Leaders of Britain, the USA and Canada, Past and Present, and other volumes on tree lore and Celtic Herbalism


Luke Eastwood’s essays are thought-provoking. Like diving into any subject, you don’t have to agree with everything, but only open your mind to hear what is being said, and use that knowledge to expand your own view. These essays do just that: they approach the subjects from a personal viewpoint, combined with academic research and years of practical experience and offer a perspective on Druidry that is interesting and heartfelt. Some of the essays are a snapshot in time, that still resonate today, while others are more contemporary. All in all, this is a good collection for Druids who want to consider their own practice more deeply and who are looking for inspiration.


Joanna van der Hoeven, author of The Book of Hedge Druidry and The Path of the Hedge Witch


Luke Eastwood’s eclectic and thought-provoking book touches on aspects of Celtic and Druid culture from history and ecology to ethics and metaphysics. Throughout, Eastwood applies a critical lens to the landscape of modern Druidry, challenging practitioners to reflect on their own behavior and make improvements where possible. This collection will leave those involved in Druid or Pagan communities with many hard questions to mull over, and that can only be a good thing.


Logan Albright, author of Libertarian Paganism and Conform or Be Cast Out: The (Literal) Demonization of Nonconformists


In this down to earth book, Luke offers no-nonsense Druidic history, wisdom and logic relevant for today’s modern world. To learn how to live now and for future generations we need to understand our past, both sociopolitical and historical. This book offers guidance to do just that.


Emma Farrell, Plant Spirit Healer and author of Journeys with Plant Spirits


In A Path through the Forest, Eastwood invited us to join him on his life-long journey from his childhood to the present day. In this remarkable series of essays and articles, spanning a period of over a decade, Eastwood shares his experiences and learning as he continues along his personal path of learning. It is impossible to read this collection of works without admiring Eastwood’s tenacity, the breadth of his interests and the depth of his knowledge. The variety of topics addressed is noteworthy and one can only be inspired by the fearless way Eastwood approaches a variety of contentious issues, refusing to submit to the pressures of convention, whilst forging his own path through what can often be a confusing and disheartening landscape. This book is a must for all those committed to following a similar journey of spiritual and practical growth. There is no doubt that a great deal may be garnered from Eastwood’s insights and writings.


Jon G. Hughes, author of A Druid’s Handbook To The Spiritual Power of Plants and The Druidic Art Of Divination: Understanding The Past And Seeing Into The Future


I always find Luke’s books to be informative and engaging and this set of articles does not disappoint. As well as, on one level, these articles being well written, Luke has also done a lot of research on his topic — Druidry. On another level, Luke is sharing with us, his readers, his own personal journey and how he eventually became a horticulturalist / Earth Guardian. There are so many one-liners that stood out for me, making me stop and breathe that comment in. Two in particular stand out. 1. Morality is clearly part of our Spirituality & 2. There was once a garden and that garden was the world. Thank you, Luke for again reminding us of our own ‘inner garden’ of our Soul-Self and our responsibility to protect Great Mother.


Amantha Murphy, author of The Way of The Seabhean: An Irish Shamanic Path
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Preface


Planetary conditions continue to worsen as the awareness of danger increases — awareness outpacing what urgently needs doing and as urgently needs changing to protect evolutionary diversity and keep Earth habitable. We live in a time and place beset by cumulative historical trauma to human identity and the diversified integrity of biomass and biosphere. The dangers are real, looming large in the reality before us and are in pressing need of global address. Here is reality and here is necessity in the 21st century. Our species, humanity, is both instrumental and swept up in emergency, ever more increasing swept away intensifying catastrophes.


Pragmatic, practical efforts and developments in the counter direction of sustainable solutions come to the forefront and resist denial with persistent and serious focus. Behind the practical signals and assertions are deeper questions that conditionally demand to be asked, thought through, searched, researched, experienced, and imagined. These are connected to the long-term necessities of appropriate and inappropriate modes of life, values, and re-evaluations of functioning human presence within the dynamic, immense and intimate intricacies of overall biotic wellbeing, eco-systems, and Earth’s organic structures


This is not the place to delve into several of these profound and spiritually grounded inquires. Yet there is one such question that is at the heart of what I find to be Luke Eastwood’s intention in assembling this thematically unified collection of essays. I am referring to an authentication of the human image, which is to say a vibrant perspective and sensitive content that rings true as an identity, and perhaps even one definition of what to be a human being is or can be, at home within a context of vital relationships, not as a dominating superiority but a dedicated participant — one among many, among all.


Framed within the urgent necessity for Ecosophy (Earth Wisdom), an affirmation of how being human is compatible with balance and maintenance of planetary animism, we see that as a world society and international culture we are ingrained with images of acceptability — adjustment and respectability versus socially tabooed or outlier status. We look at the increasing failure of the images of the politician, the corporate CEO, the military hero, and pop culture star, and can and should ask what are the relationships of such models to crisis solutions and how reliable are they to be role played and followed? Many of us, perhaps, when the surface is scratched, a majority already know the answer to this question and disillusionment and distrust are widespread. Gray is not a colour native to the spectrum vitality, experiential playfulness, and value narrating extensions of our humanity. There is a spectrum of options outside of contemporary norms.


If we give credit to our intelligence capacity, we are left to wonder then, are dimensional limitations all that are possible, or only what is available in service to a set of values antagonistic to the natural functions of Earth? Is human truth found exclusively within the given “images” or is there actually a more fulfilling “and yet,” potentially accessible through experiments in a back-to-the future immersion? Are we evolved for intimate wisdom along with enchantment? Or are we no more than functionary automatons, eaters of the planet, shallow rooted by industrial displacement and without identifications outside of technology and the market pushing of gargets? Is the fossilizing ideology and false imagery of what is given the extent of our developmental possibilities?


The seeker in the role of retriever and pathfinder searches into the past to gain vision and perspective on what can be possible as an authenticating future. From that vantage, we should dare to ask, what of the Shaman, the bard, the storyteller and troubadour, who contain and continues the cosmology linked to an intimate sensuality of place, and a cultural heritage of intergenerational people? What of the Earth Keeper as an authentic image of grounded and integral human being, being consciousness and a presence in the encompassing all aliveness of this life giving and life affirming planetary home? Indeed, to come directly to author Eastwood’s essays, What about the Druid? Is this a compelling, trustworthy image and model to base our future human identity, species direction, and collective destiny on?


From the transpersonal perspective, there are sports teams, many with massive followings, and social clubs, why then can there not be clans, why not again tribes and such intentional communities as eco villages? These and the other questions asked here are not idle, rhetorical, superficial, or daydreams of groundless make-believe and escape from both boredom and desperation but emerge rather from a mutuality between various persons and the Living Earth. And yes, we are truly, at survival and spiritual levels alike, in urgent need of viable differences into Earth-appropriate identities (images) and eco-founded communities of Earth Wisdom.


Is it therefore foolishness to think, coalesce and plan small, or is small seeding an unfolding of profound instinct and intuition, pointedly considered since the disasters around and compounding against us are so immense, so apparently bigger than ordinary capacities to cope? Life is what it is on this planet of trauma and trouble, and the earnest search for alternatives is on. Luke Eastwood’s A Path through the Forest is one such search.


This book of essays is an author’s journey, spanning more than a decade of seeking and gathering. It is as such a vision quest, an interweaving exploration backward and forward in describing a path. No steps in the journey, no altars of insight along the way are passed over or left out. Like all such undertakings, the research within these pages is adventure for the mind, pioneering for the forlorn and craving modern soul. There is knowledge herein, framed in honesty, looking for something more, of more substance, perhaps of an unpretentious nobility of existence, that the author like all true questers understands is a back-and-forth process, sifting ancestry into the alchemic potentials of responsibility and connectiveness for the far and near workings of life. Which is to say, what was has been and recurs and in recurring is better than what was before.


Worth asking: Is it not within the human complex, the oft denied enigma of human life, that while facing into the dire and darkest doom some will show the grit and spirit to dream of renaissance? Then why not a rebirth of an education in enchantment? Of the audacity of re-enchantment at a time and in a place when an entire planet needs strong measures of courage, humility, noninvasive confidence, and nature invested magic? Magic, not a mind trip, not a floating world fantasy or angry wish for dark revenge, but magic of relationships with the miracles of what is given, circles and returns, encompasses, and penetrates the belonging sentience of existence.


As I approached this preface, I found myself recalling something learned decades ago from Ludwig Binswanger. Binswanger was one of the major founders of existential analysis and he identified a category of individual and social behavior he named “extravagance.” By extravagance Binswanger meant a condition, not only of mind, but the entire gestalt of the driving dynamic of a unit, which had concentrated its total external and internal resources into a single direction. And then when trouble came, and alarms sounded, life was out on a limb, as he put it, hanging over the abyss of disaster if not oblivion, because there was nothing remaining within the parameters of normalcy, the normalcy of exhausting and bankrupting extravagance to summons up, to reverse and undergo the transformations demanded for survival. Extravagance so understood provides a perspective on suicide, commitment to daydreams of holocaust, of apocalypse, and the final resignation of extinction.


But are we finding before this grim prospect that now and then, here and there, arise visions, emerge resources carrying potentials for alternatives? And if the pathfinding toward the alternatives is clarified through the touchstone of honesty, then the way that is pointed out may well deserve focused and inclusive attention.


That characteristic of honesty, for me, comes through powerfully in a middle essay — ‘Becoming the Person You Meant to Be’ — when Luke Eastwood writes of his vulnerability, his struggles and the tenacity required to maintain the quest. After all, he is in search of the legitimacy and authenticity of a specific human endeavor under the titles of Druid and Druid culture. It is there where he lays out the price in suffering and of recovering (and the work of and with and for spiritual advancement in this world of obstructions, enervating resistance, and hard stuff, is never without a toll). It is in this middle essay that the why and the “what for” of Eastwood’s seeking shine most humanly through.


In the essay which follows, titled ‘Druidry: a Force for Positive Change’ is a single quotation that epitomizes the core of Eastwood’s commitment. He writes, “Like author Thom Hartman, I believe that we are all connected in a cosmic consciousness and that great shifts in the way that human society acts have been achieved from small beginnings.” The remark is radiant, a touchstone of purpose, and it sheds light throughout A Path through the Forest.


A key characteristic at the core of a sentient human being is that of conscious-mortality. On this, I have a strong conviction that a vital component in an individual’s maturity is recognizing and embracing the spiritual desire of person-as-person’s need to connect with an entity or intimation of a greater, vaster other or otherness than the perishing small self. This awareness (inclination) and embrace is not merely a bulwark against anxiety, anguish, despair, but an innate generosity of liberation in the soul’s disposition to connect, to offer praise, wonder, and contribute to the endurance and empowerment of that specific, personally relatable other — a god, a goddess, sacred grove, holy river, a blessed island.


To read the words, engage thoughts and the aspirations of Luke Eastwood’s A Path through the Forest: Collected Essays on Druidry is not only to travel with the author among trees and tree lore, but it is also to walk a path through time and through the mist of time, and into the inspirational dreaming — the giving garden — of the human heart.


David Sparenberg author of Earth Spirit: Confronting the Crisis









Introduction


I’ve been interested in writing since I was young — at 15 I began writing (rather poor) poetry and by the time I was at university, in London, I had progressed to writing articles and reviews for the university magazine. It was the mid-1990s when I became seriously interested in Druidry/Druidism but I spent the next decade or more learning about the esoteric arts and Druidism in particular. By the early 2000s I had developed the confidence to write a few articles on the subject, meanwhile I was already writing on social and political subjects and on environmentalism from an entirely secular viewpoint.


For some time, I had been considering gathering the bulk of my Druidic writings into one place, but as with many projects, it ended up being put on ‘the long finger’, an Irish slang term that means it was put off indefinitely. Finally in 2022 I began the process of collating and sifting through what I had been writing over the last twenty odd years and putting it into some kind of sensible order.


This is not an exhaustive collection, I have chosen to leave some pieces out, for a variety of reasons that remain personal, but it does represent much of my thoughts on the subject. One thing that particularly concerned me immensely is the subject of ethics in magic, and within Druidry in particular. This is a subject I feel many writers are loath to tackle, perhaps because it is a minefield of disagreements and diverse opinions. Nevertheless, it is something that deeply interests me and so I have written extensively on this subject both in relation to Druidry and in a more secular vein, which, of course, is not included in this collection.


Another area of deep interest is environmentalism. I first got involved in conservation at second level college, as part of a conservation group attempting to control the Rhododendrons that were crowding the native species in the college grounds. In London I got involved in Greenpeace, Shell to Sea and McLibel, becoming a member of Friends of the Earth and, more recently, of Extinction Rebellion. Changing our interactions with this planet is an important goal and if anything I’ve done over the course of my life was worth-while I’d say this has to be the main one.


Of course, this is not a guide book, a teaching aid, or anything of that sort, but it is a kind of story, a story of one person’s path into Druidry and many of the things that have caught my attention or concerned me during that time. This is very particular to me, but I hope my words may be of interest or even of some use to those who are looking to take, or already are on, a similar path through the forest.


Luke Eastwood, April 2023









The Basics of Druidry









What Does It Mean to Be a Druid Today?


First published in Touchstone magazine, July 2006


From my observation those who describe themselves as Druids appear to often fall into one of two categories; these two categories I would describe as ‘Reconstructionist’ and ‘Revivalist’. These two categories appear to be at odds with each other but I believe the reality of modern Druidry is that elements of both are valid and indeed necessary for a viable and living spiritual path.


Taking the ‘Reconstructionist’ approach first — there are those who in the name of truth, purity and other lofty ideals reject anything that cannot be traced back to ancient Celtic society, this may also include exclusion of all information not originally in a Celtic language and people of non-Celtic ancestry. Whilst one must respect the ideals and single-mindedness of such an approach, I believe that it is somewhat impractical attitude and also not really true to the spirit of Druidry. For a start the ancient druids worked in their own tongue which at the time was a Celtic language; over time these languages have been unfortunately supplanted leaving English as the most common first language. It is documented that the Irish medieval bards spoke and wrote a dialect which had long since ceased to be in common use, hence providing a common tongue which all could work with is difficult. In this current age how many of us are able to comfortably converse in Irish, Scotts Gaelic, Welsh or Breton yet alone conduct a ceremony or compose a poem in an ancient dialect? Sad as the demise of Celtic languages may be, English is the common tongue for most Druids today and it would seem wise to use it, perhaps in conjunction with the native language where possible.


Looking at what we know of the Druidic system of learning, how many of us are in a position to take 12 or 19 years’ full-time to study as did our predecessors? In our current society such a thing is only possible for those who have no financial burdens to carry. Unfortunately for us patronage of poets by kings and nobility is no longer practiced; Druidic medical practitioners have long been superceded by Hippocratic medicine and eastern alternative methods and as a true sign of the times, various oracular/divination services are now available to the public at the end of a telephone line.


As for ritual and ceremony as practiced by the ancients, there are some clues given in ancient sagas (e.g. selection of the Ard-Rí) and classical accounts, however, these are only outlines and there are no known exact details of procedures as practiced by any of the Celts in the pre-Christian era. All of the ritual and ceremony that is currently practiced appears to be based on residuals from the Druidic era and extrapolations from medieval works, but at best they are like jigsaws where half of the pieces have been made to replace those which were missing. As far as my investigations have led me, I am as yet unaware of one verifiable unbroken link to the ancient form of Druidry either via literature or by a continuous verbal tradition.


With regard to the spirit in which Druidry should be undertaken, it is well known that the Druids were familiar with the Greek language in both written and spoken form. There would also have been considerable trading interaction between the Celts and non-Celtic neighbours and also occasional military alliances down through the ages (e.g. Dermot MacMurrough’s unfortunate alliance with the Normans). The Celtic peoples obviously attempted to rebuff destruction of their culture by aggressors but I can find no evidence of the ancient Celts adopting a totally isolationist stance, hence I feel that such an approach in modern times would not be in the Celtic or Druidic spirit. Most modern Druid orders encourage an attitude of respect and tolerance of other religions and variations within Druidry itself, surely if we are confident in our own beliefs such an attitude should not present a problem?


So far this all paints a very bleak picture for the ‘Reconstructionists’ however, although there are huge problems in trying to accurately recreate Druidry in its former likeness, taking this approach does encourage a ‘return to the source’ and reveals a vast treasure trove of literature which if not useful as a methodology throws considerable light on the history, mindset and culture of the ancient Celtic peoples. For that purpose alone I would consider serious study of the ancient literature an invaluable tool simply because it puts our modern practices into context.


Moving on to the ‘Revivalist’ approach, much of what is currently practiced is based upon medieval or later works. The Celtic revival of the 1700s onwards led to many translations of Celtic works into English and German, some of note and others highly suspect. Many translations of that era are Christianised or heavily edited — ‘awkward’ passages were altered for the social mores of the time or worse still, omitted altogether. The creation of Druidic orders inspired by the likes of John Toland, William Stukeley and Iolo Morganwg (Edward Williams) it could be argued were based on romantic notions of the time about Druids rather than actual historical facts and accurate translations.


I fear that for many who take the ‘Revivalist’ approach this is as far back as they will look, that is if they have made it beyond the myriad works on Druidry produced in the last thirty years. I am not trying to rubbish modern works but I think that in order to make a clear judgment about what Druidry actually is it is necessary to delve into ‘source’ material rather than blindly accepting second or third hand interpretations and opinions.


A common thread in modern Druidry is a ‘mix and match’ technique in following the spiritual path. Some Druids happily combine Tarot with Kabbalah, Yogic meditation, Ogham and Wiccan ceremonial methods and indeed some may also be Buddhist or Christian in addition to Druids.


I would not like to pass judgment on such people as wrong or misguided, but I would ask ‘is what you do really Druidry?’ After all, one cannot be both a Jew and a Christian or both Muslim and Taoist; to resolve this problem one must ask the question ‘is Druidry a religion or just a philosophy?’ Personally I regard Druidry as a religion, and although I have an interest in other religions and magical techniques, I am wary of diluting the Druidic path to the extent that it becomes a meaningless hotchpotch of other cultural values. In the end this is a personal choice and it would be intolerant and narrow-minded to condemn other Druids for incorporating non-Druidic practices into their work.


Although use of ‘authentic’ Druidic practices may be desirable it is obvious that various aspects of ancient Druidry are not viable in the modern world. For instance inducing the three blemishes on enemies, aiding tribes in war, imposing a geis on someone, sacrificial and divinatory use of animals/people, collection of dead enemies’ heads etc. poses difficulties in a modern context and hence such behaviours need to be either eliminated or altered for the world in which we live. Adjustments must be made but they should be made from a position of knowledge and understanding of the past and not a position of ignorance.


There is a definitely a tendency to ‘go with the flow’ or adopt any technique or method that ‘feels right’, which is not surprising given the increased interaction between different cultures in the last century. Whilst I can see the value of diversity, I think that this must be tempered with a respect for the ancient Celtic traditions and culture, underpinned by a genuine understanding of what this means. After all, if an ancient Druid had to sacrifice years of his or her life to the study of poetry, genealogy, divination, healing arts and Brehon law then surely simply donning a cloak and staff does not give one the right to confer the title of Baird, Fili or Drui upon oneself!


Druidry should be a serious business and if we wish to be taken seriously as a religious community it is necessary to maintain genuine continuity between the past and the present. I think that the extremist view of both the ‘Reconstructionist’ and the ‘Revivalist’ as I have described is flawed and those who take either path cannot be reconciled with those of the opposite path. I believe that the way forward is the combination of an experiential approach with continued exploration of the ancient roots of Druidry, only through sensitive application of both approaches can we maintain a spiritual path that is progressive and alive whilst remaining true to the traditions and culture of the ancient Celtic peoples.









The Druid Revival in Ireland


First published in Touchstone magazine, July 2007


Over the last twenty years there has been a slow and steady increase in Paganism in Ireland which has gathered pace in the last few years. This article is an examination of that re-emergence of Paganism and a look at what direction it might take in the future.


The seeds of the Pagan revival in Ireland were sown not here but in the UK after the repeal of the Witchcraft act in 1951. Following this repeal two strands of esoteric thought emerged into the mainstream via two men who have become very well known in magical circles.


The first person was Gerald Gardner, author of several books, most notably Witchcraft Today which blew the lid off what had until then been a religion practiced in total secrecy. It was Gardner who coined the term ‘Wicca’ and almost single-handedly created a new form of the ancient Pagan religion that existed throughout Europe up until the middle ages. It is from Gardner’s foundation that the Wiccan religion has grown, evolved and spread throughout the western world.


The second person, who led the other main strand in neo-Paganism, was Ross Nichols. Nichols was a contemporary of Gardner, the two men knew each other and some say that they were in fact good friends. What is definite is that Ross Nichols was chairman of the Ancient Druid Order (a Freemason like Druid order) however, he left the order and established the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids (OBOD) which was set up as a vehicle for returning to Celtic spirituality.


OBOD fell into chaos for some time following Ross’s death, however, his successor Philip Carr-Gomm eventually took up the reins again in 1988 and has continued the process of exploring Celtic spirituality in a modernized form of Druidry, gradually moving away from Kabbalistic and Masonic forms of ritual.


This re-emergence that took hold in Britain transferred to Ireland to some extent, although this process was to some degree hampered by the much later repeal of the Witchcraft Act (1983) in the Republic. Subsequent to the British Pagan revival, which is largely focused on British traditions, the Irish revival has gathered pace but seems to have taken place in a slightly different way to in Britain.


Wicca has become very popular in Ireland, but as elsewhere it has subdivided into several strands such as Faerie and Celtic Wicca. As with the original Wicca these are primarily based on a combination of Kabbalah based magical systems (originating from Jacobs Ladder, Key of Solomon etc.) with elements of Celtic and Neolithic goddess worship. The Celtic/Faerie Wicca strands would tend to incorporate somewhat more of the native Celtic elements than Gardnerian/Alexandrian Wicca, however, they still operate within the basic semitic magical tradition.


The Druid revival in Britain could be described as pan-Celtic — it draws on the traditions of Wales, Scotland, Cornwall, Northern England, Brittany and Ireland. England itself, where the revival seems to be strongest is the country, which is least Celticised, due largely to the influence of the Romans and later on the Saxons and the Normans. Ireland, in contrast to England, despite conquest and many attempts at cultural genocide has retained the bulk of its Celtic cultural heritage and still retains the native language in pockets round the country (an Gaeltacht).


As a result of the strong cultural heritage in this country the Druidic revival in Ireland seems to be split to some degree. There are those who take a nationalistic or purist approach to Druidry and those who are somewhat more eclectic in their approach.


The main ideological difference it seems would centre around the magical systems employed. Most of western esoteric tradition has its roots in Kabbalistic magic, which originates in the middle east, however, this is not the case with Celtic magic. The Druids and Shamans of the pre-Christian period had a system that shares some of the concepts found in Kabbalistic magic, Alchemy and Witchcraft and also in Hellenic and Vedic culture. However, the expression and practice of these concepts is often quite different from what we know of Druidic culture. A basic example of this would the elements, kabalistic magic has four, Chinese has five and Celtic magic had three — sky, sea and land.


The divide between the pan-Celtic and eclectic Druid is not clear cut, it is more of a continuum with Druids appearing at any point between the two extremes and in fact peoples’ ideas and beliefs are prone to change over time as their knowledge and experience changes.


At one end, the purist is hell-bent on preservation of Celtic practice to the exclusion of all else, those who take this approach often have extreme political beliefs as well, which is clearly demonstrated in the alliance between Celtic purists and those on the political far right. At the other end there is the ‘anything goes’ Druid who like a magpie will absorb or assimilate anything that they find useful, even if it flies in the face of the tradition that they have chosen to follow.


Fortunately the bulk of Druids in Ireland seem to fall somewhere in the middle, they have a respect and reverence for the ancient traditions of the Irish Druids and a genuine desire to rediscover Celtic wisdom, however, they realize that in the modern world respect and tolerance for other spiritual paths is essential.


There is at present some conflict between the two camps, with derision being heaped on ‘eclectics’, foreign traditions and those who follow non-Celtic paths by a small but extremely vocal and politically motivated minority. The bulk of Irish Druids it would seem do not wish to be involved in this conflict and wish to just practice their beliefs as they see fit. It may be the case that their practices are a synthesis of several different traditions, but at the end of the day we have to ask ourselves if intention is of lesser importance than technique? I personally would have more time for those of pure intention who lack skill and knowledge than I would for the erudite but arrogant bigot!


The world has become a very small place, no-one can live in total isolation any more. While I value and wish to protect Celtic culture from being overrun by other cultural values, I think that it is essential that we remain tolerant and open minded, as I believe that failure to adapt and partake in exchange with other cultures eventually leads to cultural death.









Druidry — The Union of the Spiritual and Practical


Originally published in Touchstone magazine, February 2007


Like most Druids (so I believe) I see Druidry as a spiritual path, a belief system that guides my actions in each world. In truth it is as much for me a practical path as it is spiritual; in fact the two are as inseparable as the two strands in DNA, or put another way, they are like yin and yang — perfectly complementing each other to make the whole.


As a typical Aquarian some people see me as “away with the fairies” or “not quite the full shilling”. I am aware of this ability to be ungrounded in myself and to become lost in dreams and thoughts — this is where the practical path comes into its own! Practical actions and skills act as an anchor, they give manifestation to thought and help focus the mind; they can also be meditative as well.


If we take a brief look at the skills our grandparents began forgetting, our parents forgot and that we are largely or completely ignorant of — these skills might well nowadays be considered to be Druidic. For instance, when out walking if you become lost but you know that to your west is a road, by day or night how do you find it without a compass? If you’re in a woodland and have a sudden headache, could you find something that might give you some relief? Suppose you found some juicy plums but had no pockets and no bag with which to carry them, could you devise something to carry them home? The answers to these and countless other questions were common knowledge not so long ago — not just among Druids or cunning folk but to almost everyone. Sadly in today’s de-skilled world even country people often lack this basic knowledge of how to interact with the natural world.


These skills and knowledge are immensely practical but mankind has obtained it through millennia of experience and a bygone perspective of the world that was in far greater spiritual harmony with the land. This is where the practical path meets the spiritual — the practical actions and knowledge being an outward manifestation of the inner spiritual attitude to life. I would see the practical and spiritual paths of Druidry as synergistic — they benefit each other and the sum is greater than the constituent parts.


An example from my own life is the creation of my stone circle and grove of trees that surrounds it (in my garden, Co. Wexford Ireland). This grove is practical in that it provides food and habitat for wildlife, reduction in air pollution etc., but I also find it a valuable aid in my spiritual work — it is a place where I can find peace, connect with nature and occasionally share with my friends too.


As I’ve worked more and more directly with the land it has led me to begin studying horticulture so that I can eventually change profession. I find the subject fascinating, but as well as gaining a deeper understanding of the plant kingdom, in working outside I gain exercise, stress relief, mental space, fresh air and a healthier and more productive garden. Working with the natural environment has many lessons to teach us about life on many different levels.


More than anything I find that practical action brings form, structure and greater understanding to ideas, feelings and urges that I’ve gained on my spiritual journey but which may have remained internalized. This can be summed up by the Chinese proverb “To see is to know, to do is to understand” or by the Celtic triad “The first three parts of understanding: to see what is, a heart to feel what is and a boldness that dares to follow them.”


As well as bringing things into focus, a truly practical approach has the added benefit of manifesting our spiritual work on the physical plane. Surely, there is nothing more encouraging that to see the seed of an idea take root and sprout in the world around us — it serves as a reminder of what we can do with belief and also serves as a great example (and hopefully inspiration) to others. Given the present state of our beautiful world such an outcome can only be a good thing!









Exploring a Spirituality of the Past, for a Better Future


First published in Watkins’ Mind Body Spirit magazine, May 2012


Most of us are aware of the Druids, even if the image in our minds is somewhat obscured and our perception is that of a religion shrouded in mystery. Most people would regard Druidism/Druidry as a long dead, primitive spirituality that met its demise as Christianity spread across Europe. However, the truth is hugely different and far more complicated than most people expect.


I became seriously interested in Celtic culture and more specifically Druidry, nearly twenty years ago. At that time my understanding of what Druids did was very limited and I was not aware that they still existed in any serious sense. I have long had an interest in religion, stemming from my Catholic upbringing and my introduction to Buddhism as a teenager, plus a fascination with mythology.


As I looked more deeply into the roots of Christianity, I became increasingly aware of the legacy of Celtic Paganism that has been absorbed into Christianity to a surprisingly large extent. Having also developed a great interest in ecology, social/political issues and creativity, I was pleased to find that these areas are of no small significance within Druidry — hence this path seemed an obvious choice for me.


After some years, studying the Druids of old, encountering many stumbling blocks, I eventually joined a Druid grove in Ireland and also joined the international Druid order the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids (OBOD). Of course, the modern path has dispensed with the more violent and undesirable aspects of the ancient path, nonetheless modern orders I have encountered generally aspire to the principles and spiritual wisdom, of what is perceived as the original form.


Through the course of my own study and study with OBOD it was clear to me that much of the original source material that has inspired the modern Druid movement has fallen into obscurity and what exists is widely scattered among the literature and lore of the past. I have also become increasingly aware that almost all of the modern texts on Druidry focus on the Welsh traditions, with other Celtic nations remaining in the background.


I felt that I could perhaps throw some light on the obscured roots of the modern Druid path, particularly many of the beautiful and extensive traditions of Ireland and Scotland. I also wished to demonstrate that Druidry is a highly practical and relevant spiritual path for today’s world — uniting our heady spiritual aspirations with a deep love and respect for the natural world.


The book (The Druid’s Primer) starts with a brief history of Celtic culture, a chapter defining what Druids do and a compendium of the major deities. I felt it important to lay an honest and detailed foundation before moving onto more complex ideas such as cosmology or the annual seasonal observances.


I’ve structured my book so that each chapter stands alone but builds on the content of previous chapters. In all cases I’ve drawn from verifiable sources from Wales such as The Black Book of Carmarthen and The Mabinogion, Irish texts such as The Scholar’s Primer and The Book of Invasions and more recent Scottish texts such as Carmina Gadelica. I’ve also consulted the works of most of the major writers on Druidry from the 18th century revival onwards.


I’ve blended my own personal insights from experience with the core aspects of Druidic thought and practice with the intention of giving a more picture of what Druidry is. I hope that this proves useful to the would-be Druid, but in truth I wrote it as much for myself as anyone else.


In compiling this distillation of Druidic knowledge the process of writing crystallized my own understanding and conception of what it really means to be a Druid in the modern world. As I understand it, Druidry is not really about magic, creativity or being an environmentalist; indeed it may incorporate all of these things, but primarily it is about forging a connection to the divine in a very direct way. Having much in common with Taoism, Druidry is about becoming more in touch with the world, with the rest of humanity and in doing so, discovering your true self and the spark of divinity within us all that exists throughout all creation.









The Re-emergence of Celtic Druidry


First published in The Cauldron magazine, May 2012


Druidry or Druidism no longer exists in its original form; unlike some forms of Paganism or other religions, the continuity through successive generations was broken. However, this happened in some countries at a much later date than one might expect. In Gaul and most of Britain the Druids were obliterated by the Romans: in Gaul Druidry and the native language were lost by the 5th century AD, in England and Wales it may have survived a little longer, although rapidly declining with the supplanting of the Celtic church by the Roman Catholic church in the early 7th century.


In Ireland there was a gradual transition after the arrival of Patrick in approximately 432CE. Far from being an instantaneous conversion, archeological evidence from burials proves that Celtic Paganism and Christianity co-existed for at least two hundred years. In Scotland, Christianity made inroads after Colm Cille (Columba) was exiled to there in the mid-6th century, from Ireland.


Despite a formal switch of allegiance to Christianity the royalty and nobility retained most of the structure of Celtic and Druidic culture, largely unchanged. Apart from the religious functions, Bards, and (O)Vates in Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Armorica (Brittany) and Cornwall continued to perform secular functions with many of the Druid class becoming Christian monks or priests, although some may have continued their own religious practices informally.


This situation continued unbroken until the arrival of the Normans in what is now England in 1066. The Normans quickly consolidated their initial success by invading Wales, northern England and then Ireland. Attempts to conquer Scotland met with occasional success but they were unable to retain control for significant time periods. The Normans saw the indigenous cultures of the British Isles as a threat and so did their utmost to Romanize their new colonies, hence as well as military and political domination they imposed cultural domination on all of their territories.


The result of this cultural domination was a gradual erosion of Celtic culture in first England, Wales and eventually Ireland. In Ireland it took several centuries to colonize the majority of the country, however, in 1607 the ‘Flight of the Earls’ dealt a hammer blow to Gaelic culture, in particular the Bardic schools that received patronage from nobility until this time. In Scotland a similar system with Bardic schools existed, but after Scotland lost its independence in 1707 the Gaelic culture collapsed.


So from this potted history, one can see that Druidry and Celtic culture in general declined gradually, but going into free-fall from the baroque period onwards. Strange as it may seem, it was in England that the seeds of the modern Celtic revival were sown. Irish born philosopher John Toland is credited with beginning the first Neo-Druid order in England. An Druidh Uileach Braithreachas or The Druid Circle of the Universal Bond, later becoming the Ancient Druid Order, is claimed to have begun in 1717.


This order, and other subsequent orders were heavily influenced by Freemasonry and were often run by Freemasons whose ideas were of the Romanticist Movement, which tended to idealize and romanticize the ancient Celts. In the early 18th century, most of the early Gaelic and Welsh texts had not been translated into English, archaeology was in its infancy and the remnants of oral Druidic culture remained solely with the downtrodden and poverty-stricken Celtic speaking peoples of the British Isles. So one can easily believe that the early revivalists based their ideas on fantasy mostly and otherwise on the writings of the Greeks and Romans. After the publication of the mostly forged Barddas by Iolo Morganwg in 1862, a Welsh element to the revival developed, although originally part of the anti-monarchy Welsh nationalist movement.


It is only really from the second half of the twentieth century that any serious attempts have been made to reintroduce genuine Celtic culture into the centre of the Druid movement. This process began in earnest with the departure of Ross Nichols from the Ancient Druid Order and his formation of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids in 1964.


Since then, various other orders around the world e.g. in Britain, France, North America and Ireland have continued Ross’s work of re-Celticizing Druidry. It is indeed unfortunate that the last of the genuine Celtic Pagan remnants in Scotland and Ireland seem to have vanished with the demise of the Irish Triads (three members) and the Gáidhlig bards in the Scottish Isles, given the renewed interest in Celtic survivals. What has been happening though, is a re-invigoration of the Celtic languages amongst the Druid communities, a re-discovery of the Gaelic literature and a renewal of the traditional knowledge in music, art, herbalism, mysticism and religious observances.


Sadly, due to a huge loss of Druidic lore and wisdom this process remains difficult. However, widely reduced and scattered as it is, there is still a considerable amount of genuine Celtic remnants in both the early literature, folklore and cultural survivals. Neo-Druidry is finally re-establishing itself as a genuine Celtic spiritual path and moving away from its somewhat misguided and romantic beginnings. This process is far from complete as various groups and orders differ in ethos from strict reconstructionist to pan-theological revivalists, meaning that there is no unified approach to the evolution of Druidry.


However, regardless of these differences, the general trend seems to be towards an honest re-evaluation of the roots of Druidry in an attempt to give it the continuity and credibility to take a distinct role within the more general Pagan revival. Whilst it is important to remain open and respectful of all other spiritual paths, I see it as an enlivening and necessary step for the future of Druidry that it continues to redefine itself in terms of its ancient Celtic past.









My Journey with OBOD


First published in The Golden Seed (Slippery Jacks Press), 2015


I was interested in history and mythology from an early age, something that my father also had a great interest in and easily transferred to myself. This interest didn’t translate into anything concrete until my late teens — I regarded all of those as fascinating curiosities of an ancient past.


It was from my mid-teens that I really began to question modern western values — the vast inequality, constant expansion, devouring of the natural landscape and the elevation of financial success to a godlike status (very evident in the Thatcher years of my youth).
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