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  Unlike many authors of books on witchcraft, I do not claim to have been a student of Gerald Gardner, Alex Sanders, or any of the other so-called “Great Witches” of our time. Instead, I’m a typical run-of-the-mill witch who’s been deeply involved in the Craft for many, many years. But, it’s precisely because of the fact that I’m an average Wiccan that I decided to write this book.

  When I entered the Craft, my life changed in many ways. I enjoyed spiritual freedom, an understanding of who I was, and an appreciation for why I belonged. As a result of this newfound metaphysical rejuvenation, I became curious to learn as much as I could about every aspect of the religion. To this end, I began doing a lot of personal research into the areas of the faith that are often forgotten or overlooked. At the same time, I started to pump every witch that I could find for information about his or her individual practices, beliefs, and preferences. In a way, I guess that I had embarked on a quest to become the smartest witch that I could be.

  However, as time passed, I recognized that the more I learned about witchcraft, the more there was to learn. I also realized that it was actually difficult to compare various aspects of different denominations because there wasn’t a lot of precise information available. Sure, there were plenty of books on the subject; but they always seemed to leave out the intricate details. So, after being frustrated by one too many books, I decided that it would be a good idea to compile everything I’d learned into a single reference source. I hope the views, beliefs, and practices that I outline will help to shed some light on the difficulties that many people encounter when they attempt to understand the Craft of the Wise.

  The following book contains a plethora of general information relating to most of the denominations in witchcraft. In addition, it also features specific material about the customs, practices, and rituals of five widely recognized Wiccan traditions. However, before you proceed to sort through the information contained in these pages, I’d like to take a moment to point out a few key details that I feel will make it much easier to digest the voluminous nature of this work. In the long run, I believe that this will help you gain a better understanding of the faith.

  As a religion, Wicca is understanding, loving, spiritually fulfilling, nonjudgmental, and just about any other positive characteristic you can think of. Still, anyone who spends any amount of time studying the Craft eventually realizes that the secretive nature of the religion has created a quirky indecisiveness among the majority of its practitioners when it comes to deciding on a standardized way to perform spells, invocations, or even rudimentary rituals. In other words, even though most witches don’t like to admit it, Wicca’s one shortcoming is that its greatest asset, diversity, often leads to indecision.

  The most amazing aspect of this phenomenon is that it occurs regardless of how long a person has been a witch. In fact, when faced with a peer whom they believe to be more knowledgeable on a given subject, even longtime witches seem a bit uneasy about their expertise. And, in these situations, one of two questions is inevitably asked: “How do you perform this?” or “Am I doing this correctly?” Oddly enough, the person they’re asking is invariably asking the same questions of them. Thus, when discrepancies arise, the cycle of uncertainty usually continues because everyone assumes that the next person is correct.

  Now, I’m sure that a lot of witches just scoff at the notion that they’re uncomfortable about anything concerning their Craft; and, that’s fine. But, whether they admit it or not, the truth is that a certain degree of insecurity exists. This occurs for two main reasons. First, unlike Christianity, Judaism, or Islam, each of which has a specific holy book, a set standard for individual practices, and even uniformity within various branches, the Wiccan religion is an eclectic conglomerate, which often appears very complicated because of its diversity.

  If you doubt the veracity of this statement, think about the following example. Two Roman Catholic priests are holding Sunday mass. Regardless of whether one is in the United States and the other is in Australia, their words and actions are exactly the same because both are following a universal set of standards dictated by the Vatican. In comparison, two Gardnerian witches living twenty miles apart may be conducting the same rite on the same night; and they may even use the same wording. However, because there is no specific format that establishes the form or actions to be used, anyone viewing the two ceremonies would probably not realize that they were the same ritual. A second reason that usually compounds the situation is the fact that there are so many differing opinions that it’s difficult to tell old from new, conventional from unconventional, or even right from wrong.

  Although all witches and covens keep a religious diary, called a Book of Shadows, these books rarely match from one group to the next. Yet, without some type of standardized, step-by-step instruction, many people easily become intimidated by the complexities of the Wiccan rites. In addition, since society has shunned this religion for so long, thereby removing its unique phraseology from common usage, it’s only natural that some of its eccentricities are difficult for the average person to grasp without a thorough explanation. After all, unless someone explains what to do, it’s pretty hard to guess how to properly assume the Goddess Position, how to hold a wheel-dance, or what to do when a Brownie comes to your house.

  Therefore, the purpose of this book is to familiarize everyone with the essentials of witchcraft. It will also endeavor to supply that ever-elusive, step-by-step breakdown of the rites and beliefs of some of the most widely recognized traditions. However, in order to accomplish this task, I first have to provide you with a basic explanation of the denominations themselves.

  Gardnerian Wicca

  Gardnerian Wicca, which has been assimilated into more modern denominations than any other branch of the Craft, has undergone a wide variety of modifications in the years since Gerald Gardner first popularized it. Yet, almost all of these changes can be attributed to just a few causes.

  The foremost reason behind many of the alterations was that Gerald Gardner taught by example. And since he already knew what he was doing, there was no need for his personal Book of Shadows to be a clear-cut manual on how to be a witch. Unfortunately, this meant that unless you were among the lucky few who actually watched him as he performed his rituals, you ended up relying on secondhand information for every detail about his version of the Craft.

  Naturally, this resulted in a multitude of minor variations concerning almost every aspect of every ceremony. To confuse matters even more, because the contents of Gardner’s Book of Shadows could be copied only by hand, errors in copying allowed subtle changes to creep into the text. Although these small mistakes didn’t mean a whole lot at the time, when the discrepancies were eventually noticed, the efforts made to restore them to their original form served to cloud the issue even more.

  Finally, in fashioning his religious beliefs, Gardner had borrowed bits and pieces of information from a wide array of sources—Ceremonial Magick, Aleister Crowley, ancient texts, etc.—which some of his followers felt were either out of place or inappropriate. As a result, many parts of Gardner’s original text were rewritten, revamped or removed. For instance, most modern versions of the Charge of the Goddess often exclude the phrase, “At her altars the Youth of Lacedaemon in Sparta made due sacrifice.” Though the reasoning behind removing this sentence often varies, the fact remains that it’s a perfect example of one of the ways that Gardner’s original text was altered.

  The point I’m trying to make is that it’s very difficult to tell exactly which form of Gardnerian Wicca is authentic. For example, I once read two versions of the same invocation and discovered that they differed from one another. Yet both witches not only claimed that they knew Gerald Gardner, but that theirs was the original form. Since I had no way of knowing whether either one was really authentic, I disregarded both.

  And that’s my point. Because there was no way to be absolutely certain about the authenticity of any of the Gardnerian rites currently being practiced, the version I’ve given in this book is the one I was taught when I first entered the Craft. In certain places, such as the Charge, I’ve done my best to restore the text to the original form, though it’s possible that there are still some inaccuracies. Also, in places where newer versions have become the accepted form, I’ve done my best to supply both versions.

  Italian Wicca

  The rites and practices of the Italian denominations share the same divergence problems as those of Gardnerian Wicca. However, the reason that the Italian rites are so diverse has more to do with the historical roots of the tradition than with its followers. Unlike Gardnerianism, which has only been around since the early 1950s, Italian Wicca’s ancestry goes back thousands of years. Because of this long history, the various forms of Italian witchcraft altered according to the influences in their particular geographical regions. For instance, some areas absorbed a great deal of Roman and Greek culture and mythology into their beliefs, while the customs of other locations remained relatively unaffected by these two civilizations. In later centuries, Christianity, the Inquisition, and a variety of other factors also impacted beliefs.

  The result is a collection of Wiccan subgroups that are categorized under the general heading “Italian”; and therein lies the first problem. Although all the subgroups are technically classified the same, there are often vast differences in their rites, practices, and beliefs.

  A second difficulty that Italian witches face is trying to overcome incorrect translations of original passages. These usually occurred where the Italian language had multiple meanings for the same words and phrases. In these instances, separate translations often produced different versions of the same thing. For an example, refer to Charles Godfrey Leland’s book, Aradia: Gospel of the Witches. In Leland’s “The Conjuration of Meal,” the following line appears: “Quando i segreti della terra io sapró.” Leland translates this line to mean, “When Earth’s dark secrets are known to me.” In a recent translation in Aradia or the Gospel of the Witches, Mario and Dina Pazzaglini translate the same line to read, “When the secrets of the earth I will know.” While these two translations are similar, Leland’s use of the term “dark secrets” has the effect of conjuring up the image of wickedness. In addition to words with multiple meanings, regional slang also held different meanings from area to area. Therefore, because of outside influences and translation errors, various sects formed within the Italian Wicca tradition itself.

  Since there is such a variety within the Italian denomination, the rites contained in this book are primarily based upon beliefs from the Tuscan region of west-central Italy, specifically around Florence, which have been handed down through one family for more than four generations. In order to properly present them in their original form, my friend, who is a hereditary Italian witch, supplied me with a complete English translation of her personal Book of Shadows. She also gave me full details on how she performs each ritual. Although certain portions have been slightly modified for modern practice, taking into account language, safety, and health issues, the information contained in these rites remains consistent with that of its source.

  Saxon Wicca

  In regard to Saxon witchcraft, there are a few basic issues that must be understood. First, many of the Saxon practices in use today are the result of efforts by the renowned witch Raymond Buckland to resurrect the denomination, although Buckland titled his version Seax-Wica. By outlining Saxon-based rites and beliefs in his book, The Tree: The Complete Book of Saxon Witchcraft, Buckland felt he was doing justice to the Saxon Craft. And in 1973, when he wrote it, he probably was.

  Thirteen years later, in 1986, he published a far more comprehensive, though technically more generic, book titled Buckland’s Complete Book of Witchcraft, which contained almost all of the text from his earlier work interwoven with elements of Gardnerianism. This book went on to become a best-seller in the category of witchcraft.

  The trouble is that Raymond Buckland is, and always has been, a Gardnerian witch. Although he now claims to be eclectic, the fact remains that he was a student of Gerald Gardner. Yet a lot of people overlooked his original training and simply accepted that his version of Seax-Wica was, in a sense, the Saxon gospel. These same people also assumed that his 1986 book was merely a more “complete” version of the 1973 work. As a result, many of the witches who chose to follow this brand of “Saxon” Wicca ended up learning a blend of Seax-Wica and Gardnerianism.

  Furthermore, over the past thirty years, witches that felt Buckland had done a disservice to the Saxon denomination reintroduced whatever elements of authentic Saxon customs they could uncover. Unfortunately, their material simply merged with Buckland’s version and formed a new brand of witchcraft that is different from both its parents.

  Armed with this knowledge, I did my best to locate someone who could help me unravel the complicated puzzle that would lead me to the authentic Saxon culture. As luck would have it, I located a pair of witches who were able to do just that. With their help and a number of historical texts, I was able to assemble the Saxon beliefs that I describe.

  But, as I’ve noted, the Saxon denomination has undergone a great deal of change. Please keep in mind that the Saxon rites and beliefs contained in this book are those currently practiced by a modern coven located in the midwestern United States. While the standards may not be the same as everyone else’s, and while they’ll probably differ to some degree from the views expressed in Buckland’s books, they do represent an accurate picture of the religious views of a present-day Saxon coven.

  West Country Wicca

  Although all denominations of witchcraft started in rural areas, some of them retained far more of their “country” roots than others. Of these, North Country Wicca (originating in the area around Yorkshire, England) and West Country Wicca (originating in the areas around Devonshire and Cornwall, England) probably remained the closest to their roots. I chose to give details about these branches for several reasons.

  While not much has been written about either branch, they actually have quite a significant following. And because they’re so unheralded, these two denominations have escaped a lot of the scrutiny that the more publicized traditions encountered. This, in turn, has allowed their beliefs and practices to modernize with only minimal influence from cross-pollination, and without much outside pressure. I also found it very interesting that the beliefs of these two denominations mirror one another so closely. This aspect is so intriguing because it’s difficult to find similarities between sects of the same denomination, much less different traditions.

  But there’s more to their inclusion than simple curiosity. Ultimately, I outlined these denominations because I felt that the effort needed to research the two traditions would be worthwhile simply to allow everyone to compare these unassuming rites to their Gardnerian, Italian, and Saxon counterparts. Along these lines, I’d like to point out that I have continually used the moniker “West Country” in this book although the information is a combination of both traditions. Since they are not completely identical, in instances where they differ on a particular point, I either footnoted it or listed both versions.


  FUNDAMENTALS
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  Unlike Christianity, which began on the day of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the humble beginnings of modern Wicca can’t be narrowed down to a particular day. About the closest anyone can come is to say that Paganism is as old as mankind itself. Evidence of this claim can be seen throughout history.

  Sometime between 30,000-25,000 B.C.E., ancient artisans carved a stone figurine, known as the Venus of Willendorf, to honor the Goddess of Fertility. Around the same time, the Venus of Laussel was carved on the wall of a rock shelter in Dordogne. Still other Venuses—of Sireuil and of Lespugne—prove that Willendorf and Laussel were not isolated coincidences. Between 30,000 and 12,000 B.C.E., Paleolithic cave art depicts images of a naked Goddess and a Horned God. Mankind had begun to plant the seeds of Paganism.

  Within five thousand years after the last cave painting, around 7000 B.C.E., the first traces of Goddess cults, complete with Horned God consort, appeared as a recognizable religion. Three thousand years later, small farming communities were springing up in southeastern Europe, and for the first time in history, clay statuettes of a “Mother Goddess” started to appear regularly in households while clay tablets with magickal and ritualistic inscriptions became commonplace. But larger tributes were on the horizon.

  Circa 3000 B.C.E., the first megaliths were built in Brittany to honor Pagan Gods and, shortly thereafter, Stonehenge was constructed on the Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire. Fourteen hundred years later, 1600 B.C.E., the sky disk of Nebra was designed and built in the Unstrut Valley, Germany. Much smaller than the megaliths, but of equal importance, the sky disk depicted the constellations of the night sky and showed an oared, night ship carrying the Sun God on his journey from darkness to dawn. And for the first time in history, a motif that was common in ancient Egypt was suddenly transferred to Bronze Age Europe as a religious icon.

  By 790 B.C.E., well-organized villages dotted the European countryside, and people paid homage to their Pagan Gods and Goddesses for bountiful harvests and successful hunts.

  But the story of modern-day Wicca doesn’t begin at Willendorf, Stonehenge, or even in the little country villages. It doesn’t begin in 1899 when Charles Godfrey Leland published Aradia: Gospel of the Witches or in 1921 when Margaret A. Murray published The Witch-Cult in Western Europe. It doesn’t even begin in 1949 when Gerald Gardner first brought witchcraft, as a religion rather than merely an occult practice, into the public spotlight with his book, High Magic’s Aid.1

  The events that shaped the religion began long before Leland, Murray, or Gardner were ever born. So that’s just where this historical examination will begin, too. It will center on the events that caused the religion to fracture into so many different denominations, while focusing on the momentous historical circumstances that impacted the very roots of witchcraft, in an attempt to show the reasons that ultimately shaped the way witches practice their Craft today. However, while delving into the subject of ancient Wicca is important, it’s just as crucial to understand things from a logical perspective.

  The history of the Craft has been so muddied and diluted over time that it may be impossible for anyone to unravel the many lies from the few available facts in order to reconstruct an accurate picture of its ancestry. Time, jealously, and animosity have taken their toll on the truth. This predicament has been further exacerbated by three main things.

  First, while there have been many historical accounts written on the topic of early Pagan beliefs, the vast majority of these were compiled from records that were kept by ancient historians. No matter how unbiased these ancient writers attempted to be, they were still writing from the perspective of that period.

  Second, most of the records of ancient witches and their Craft are primarily contained in documents written about witchcraft prosecutions. Naturally, these facts are skewed in favor of the governing authority. Since the records of the Inquisition and later prosecutions were tempered to support the views of the prosecuting religion, a certain amount of skepticism must be automatically attributed to them. A perfect example of these warped ideas can be seen in allegations that witches were consorts of the Devil. Despite the fact that Hell and the Devil are Christian beliefs, they were, nevertheless, linked to witches.

  Third, because most witches of the past—discounting some sorcerers, ceremonial magicians, etc.—tended to be simple country folk, their level of formal education made it nearly impossible for them to keep accurate written accounts of their religious practices. And because the discovery of any such documents would mean death, the secrecy surrounding them through the centuries means no one can be absolutely certain about the actual history of the ceremonies and spells used by these early practitioners.

  Therefore, in order to try to make sense of the events that molded Wicca into its current state, this inquiry will look at three specific occurrences—the causes of the Inquisition and the Malleus Maleficarum, the antiwitchcraft movement in post-Reformation England, and the Salem Witch Trials— which not only directly contributed to the decimation of early witchcraft practices, but also amassed a vast amount of written information on witches. I hope this will give a clear explanation as to how the religion became so diversified, and why modern Wiccan practices are so varied.

  THE FIRST ANTIWITCHCRAFT LAWS

  Since the earliest days of man-made law, there have been witchcraft prosecutions of one kind or another, but they were generally few and far between. For instance, the ancient Egyptians (1560-1080 B.C.), though themselves a Paganistic society, sporadically executed witches under extreme circumstances. The early Greeks and Romans also occasionally executed witches, even though their religions were Paganistic. Since witches were so feared in both societies, these episodes were very rare. Still, in Rome during the fifth century B.C., the Law of the Twelve Tables exposed the practitioners of black magic to capital punishment, but left those practicing white magic free to continue doing so without fear of persecution.

  This odd distinction between black and white sorcery was due to the fact that Rome was filled with occultists who openly practiced their craft and who were welcomed into the highest circles. Emperors Augustus and Tiberius privately sought advice from astrologers and wizards concerning important matters, even as they publicly banished witches from their empire. These were not isolated examples, and witches enjoyed growing success and popularity.

  Thus, by the time the Roman Empire began to crumble and Christianity gained a strong foothold over the civilized world, every form of Paganism was widely practiced. Unfortunately, even though Paganism was so common, there was a movement taking shape against witches and sorcerers, and the reasons behind this trend had nothing to do with the witches or their religious practices.

  It is often difficult to separate true “witchcraft” from the perverted connotations that history has assigned to this term. What makes it so problematic is that witchcraft of the past was almost always linked to politics, feuds, or other situations that pitted powerful people against each other. Examples of this can be seen repeatedly throughout history and greatly contributed to the steady decline of the religion. A few of the most noteworthy instances are listed below.

  • In 583 A.D., in France, King Chilperic’s infant son was poisoned by Mummolus with poison he got from witches in Paris, prompting strict antiwitchcraft laws.

  • King Kenneth I of Scotland (844-860 A.D.), passed several laws stating that all witches and sorcerers were to be burned to death after friction developed between the king and his political rivals over the use of sorcery.

  • Starting in 924 A.D., and lasting for sixteen years, the laws of King Athelstan of France provided execution for any witch who cast a spell that resulted in death.

  • In 968 when it was discovered that several witches had attempted to kill King Duffus by melting a waxen image of him, they were quickly burned at the stake, and antiwitch sentiment was reinforced with the introduction of new antiwitchcraft laws.

  • In 1232, the Earl of Kent was accused of using witchery to gain favor with Henry III, thereby showing the need for more scrutiny of sorcery and witchcraft.

  • In 1324, John de Nottingham was the central figure in a plot to kill Edward II through the use of witchcraft. After the plot was discovered, the participants were arrested. Nottingham died in prison awaiting trial. This plot prompted a renewed scrutiny of witches.

  • Also during 1324, in Ireland, Dame Alice Kyteler and several accomplices were accused of plotting to kill her fourth husband, Sir John le Poer, through the use of witchcraft. Though Dame Alice escaped to England, her accomplices were convicted and sentenced to death.

  • In 1419, Henry V prosecuted his own stepmother, Joan of Navarre, for attempting to kill him through witchcraft. Joan was imprisoned for three years at Pevensey Castle until Henry’s death, after which she was released and lived in semiexile at Havering-atte-Bowe.

  • On May 30, 1431, Joan of Arc was excommunicated and condemned as a witch before being burnt at the stake in Rouen, France. This case is particularly telling since Joan was a strict Catholic who claimed to be following the word of God.

  • On October 26, 1440, Gilles de Laval, the baron of Rais, a French knight and a commander of Joan of Arc’s army, was convicted as an alchemist, witch, and practitioner of black magick, strangled and then burnt at the stake.

  • In 1441, Henry VI faced a witchcraft-based plot to kill him in which several important people, including the Duchess of Gloucester, were accused and convicted.

  • Richard III, who seized power in 1483, was a perfect example of a king using accusations of witchcraft to deal with his enemies. With simple accusations of witchery, he rid himself of his brother’s wife and her supporters, as well as the Duke of Buckingham.

  • In 1590, an enormous witchcraft conspiracy was uncovered in Scotland. It was discovered that on October 31 of the previous year, a coven of 200 witches, headed by Francis Stewart, the Earl of Bothwell, met at an old church in North Berwick in order to perform a ceremony aimed at wrecking the fleet that carried King James I.

  • Even the papacy was not immune from witchery. In 1663, Pope Urban VIII was the target of attempted assassination wherein sorcery and poison were to be the weapons of choice. Although the plot was organized by the nephew of the would-be pope, the connection with witchcraft was not overlooked.

  • Between 1679 and 1682, French authorities investigated more than 250 highly placed people for using witchcraft, poison, and sorcery to attempt to kill Louis XIV, the queen, the dauphin, and other high-ranking government officials.

  With such a long line of malevolence associated with witches, it’s no wonder that so much scrutiny was leveled against them. Laws were passed prohibiting witchcraft and a witch watch swept the land. But there were things that were far more damaging to witches than civil laws.

  INTERVENTION OF THE CHURCH

  Along with the assorted civil statutes aimed at wiping out witchcraft and sorcery, there were also a variety of ecclesiastical manifestoes handed down by the church. One of the first ever written, the Canon Episcopi,2 was the official teaching of the Christian Church against witches and witchcraft. This is an interesting document because, although the Canon Episcopi denounces witches, it does not claim them to be in allegiance with the Devil. As a matter of fact, it wasn’t until centuries later, when the church suddenly changed its policy towards witchcraft, that witches became the consorts of the Devil.

  The Canon Episcopi does, however, make note that witches worship “Diana, the Goddess of the Pagans” and that witches are deceived into believing that they “ride upon certain beasts with Diana.” In other words, this early proclamation declares that the church’s official stance was that witches were nothing more than deluded heretics. Unfortunately, this position would dramatically change in the coming centuries.

  Almost as soon as the church’s attitude toward witches shifted gears, a new form of decree, the papal bull, became the instrument of choice against witches and sorcerers. In essence, these documents were proclamations from the pontiff, concerning a specific subject, directing that particular actions be taken in the name of the God and the church. Furthermore, these papal edicts sanctioned whatever action was necessary to accomplish the given task. And, although somewhat rare, bulls against witchcraft were written throughout history.

  In 1233, Pope Gregory IX became the first pope to write a bull that specifically dealt with sorcery. Although this bull was mainly concerned with Luciferians who were practicing Satanism, it’s credited with introducing the first papal Inquisition. But the success rate of witchcraft prosecutions was apparently not good enough for Pope Innocent IV because in 1252, he authorized the use of torture to gain confessions.

  In December 1258, Pope Alexander IV issued a witchcraft-related bull to Franciscan inquisitors; and, in January 1260, he addressed a similar bull to Dominican inquisitors. According to Alexander IV’s two bulls, inquisitors should only prosecute cases of witchcraft if heresy was involved, otherwise the prosecution was to be left to civil authorities. Yet, although on the surface Alexander’s bulls seemed to offer a slight reprieve for witches, they actually promoted the belief that witchcraft and heresy should be continuously linked to one another.

  Pope John XXII was even more adamant in his ill will toward witches, mainly due to the fact that he lived in personal terror of them. In 1317, in an attempt to crack down on beliefs in the “Philosopher’s Stone” and the “Elixir of Life,” he issued an edict banning all forms of alchemy; and in 1326, he authorized a renewed Inquisition.

  Over the next 108 years, Popes Boniface VIII, John XXII, Benedict XII, Gregory XI, Alexander V, and Martin V all wrote bulls that denounced witchcraft and fueled the Inquisition, though none of these were particularly stunning in their overall effect. However, in February 1434, Pope Eugenius IV wrote the first of four bulls condemning black magic, which all had an impact on the Inquisition. And, in August of 1451, Nicholas V issued an antisorcery bull that was detrimental to Ceremonial Magicians.

  In June of 1473, less than two years after assuming office, Pope Sixtus IV published his first declaration attacking witchcraft and identifying it with heresy. Five years later, in 1478, intent on spreading the church’s influence across the whole of Europe, Sixtus IV authored two more bulls (in April and October) that specifically authorized the Spanish Inquisition—prior to these edicts, the medieval Inquisition had been restricted to mainly Italy and southern France.

  Yet even though this long line of bulls had been handed down over centuries, there was one on the horizon that would prove cataclysmic to witches and do more to harm witchcraft than all the previous fires of the Inquisition.

  WAR AGAINST WITCHCRAFT

  The Inquisition had been underway for more than 250 years by the time Giovanni Battista Cibo became Pope Innocent VIII. Despite this fact, he was still determined to make his presence felt. On December 9, 1484, he signed a papal bull that was to become famous because of the impact that it would have on the future of the Inquisition, as well as on witchcraft prosecutions as a whole.3 But this papal brief was only the first of a two-part series of actions by the pontiff. Along with his proclamation, Innocent VIII appointed two monks of the Order of S. Dominic—Fr. Heinrich Kramer and Fr. Jacobus (James) Sprenger—as general inquisitors for Germany and gave them far-reaching power in the prosecution of all matters relating to witchcraft. And he chose his inquisitors wisely. Frs. Kramer and Sprenger were not only well educated, highly motivated, and intelligent individuals, they possessed an unrelenting religious zealousness, which made them perfect candidates for the task that they were about to embark on.

  So it was not surprising that within a short time after assuming their positions, the two monks produced a manuscript—titled the Malleus Maleficarum or The Hammer of Witches—that thoroughly scrutinized and denounced witchcraft. Upon its completion, this manual became the primary source of information used by nearly all inquisitors in witchcraft prosecutions. In fact, because it contained so much detailed information about aspects of witchcraft that were largely unknown, the Malleus Maleficarum gained widespread acceptance and became the undisputed authority for all judges, both Catholic and Protestant, in witchcraft cases.

  Now, although laws punishing witchcraft had always been in effect, they were never enforced on a large scale until the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. In earlier times, witches had to become a threat, nuisance, or get themselves noticed for authorities to take action against them. But the Inquisitions changed all that. For the first time in history, even country-dwelling witches—the forerunners of modern Wiccans—who normally went about their lives in relative anonymity, suddenly came under fire for their beliefs. Healers were lumped into the same category as practitioners of black magic, just as astrologers and fortune-tellers were branded alongside all forms of diviners. Practitioners of witchcraft, and virtually all Pagans with Wiccan-type beliefs, were vigorously persecuted in an effort to annihilate anyone who had knowledge of the ancient Paganistic traditions; the side effect was that the few remaining survivors were driven into deep hiding. And this increasing hostility was all due to the concepts set forth by Kramer and Sprenger.

  A Manual for Witch-Hunters

  The Malleus Maleficarum is a thorough treatise detailing the beliefs that the Catholic Church of the 1480s accepted as true. It is divided into three parts, further broken down into fifty-seven questions and twenty-two chapters. The first part— “Treating Of The Three Necessary Concomitants Of Witchcraft Which Are The Devil, A Witch, And The Permission Of Almighty God” —is divided into eighteen questions. The most telling of these (Question I) concerns Kramer and Sprenger’s opinion that the belief in witches, and witchcraft, is an essential part of the Catholic faith. In other words, not to believe in witchcraft was considered to be heresy in much the same way as being a witch was heretical. This shows just how biased, and fearful, the authors were of witches. Yet, although they felt this way, they had to ensure that others would adopt their values and beliefs. Therefore, in order to assure that their opinions were readily accepted, the monks addressed subjects that were certain to frighten fellow inquisitors.

  For instance, Question IX asks “whether witches may work some prestidigitory illusion so that the male organ appears to be entirely removed and separate from the body.” After reading this passage—and keeping in mind that all inquisitors, bishops, and judges were men—it’s highly unlikely that anyone would ever exonerate a witch. But Kramer and Sprenger didn’t stop there.

  In the second part— “Treating Of The Methods By Which The Works Of Witchcraft Are Wrought And Directed, And How They May Be Successfully Annulled And Dissolved” —they went on to discuss how witches “Prevent the Power of Procreation” and “Deprive Man of his Virile Member.” These scare tactics definitely put the fear of God in the minds of men of authority and ensured that witchcraft prosecutions would proceed with vigor. Still, the pair weren’t finished yet.

  Since they didn’t want to leave anything to chance, Kramer and Sprenger added the third part— “Relating To The Judicial Proceedings In Both The Ecclesiastical And Civil Courts Against Witches And Indeed All Heretics” —which covered the entire judicial process, as they saw it, that was to be used in witchcraft prosecutions. This section set forth every aspect of witchcraft prosecutions, including the sanctioned method of initiating a claim against a suspected witch, defenses that were acceptable against such an accusation, circumstances surrounding the reliability of witnesses, methods of torture to be used during interrogation, and the types of sentences to be pronounced after conviction. In short, the monks made absolutely certain that anyone reading their manual would fully condemn witchcraft and carry out the punishments that they decreed.

  However, while it’s safe to say that no single book has ever done more to harm a religion, the overall value of the Malleus Maleficarum should not be quickly dismissed. The main reason for this feeling is that, although they didn’t realize it at the time, Kramer and Sprenger were providing future Wiccans with page after page of useful information about the beliefs of early witches. From the very beginning, the authors unwittingly supplied the careful reader with an enormous amount of interesting information, which can be plucked from the text. For example, they wrote about Diana and the belief that witches rode beasts across the nighttime sky with the Pagan Goddess. They described three kinds of witches— those who could injure but not cure, those who could cure but not injure, and those who could do both—and methods by which these feats were accomplished. They chronicled the infamous “witches’ flying ointment,” complete with the misconception that human flesh was needed for the concoction, and they made reference to feasts, waxen images, and even faeries. More importantly, they inadvertently described many ways that Catholic and Pagan religions readily intertwined.

  So, although Kramer and Sprenger were trying to exterminate all witches, and the religion itself, they accidentally preserved valuable information for future generations that might otherwise have been lost forever.

  Yet these two monks were not the last obstacles that witches would have to face. In other parts of the world, the stage was being set for the next chapter in the saga of witchcraft.

  WITCHCRAFT IN ENGLAND

  By the beginning of the fifteenth century, the Inquisition was in full swing and continental Europe was well on its way to being conquered by the power of the Roman Catholic Church. However, across a few short miles of ocean, England had not been consumed by this particular brand of systematic religious domination. Instead, the Reformation and Puritanism swept over the island nation. Unfortunately, these religions were no more tolerant of Pagans than their Roman Catholic counterparts. As a result, during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, England experienced an escalation in witchcraft prosecutions. These prosecutions lasted until the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries when they abruptly declined. And, although the English witch-hunts were not as bad as those on the Continent, nevertheless they set the stage for more and more persecutions.

  English Witchcraft Laws

  Although previous kings had instituted various decrees against witchcraft, the first English “statute” concerning witchcraft was enacted in 1542. Prior to that date, witchcraft prosecutions were carried out haphazardly, depending primarily on the ruling monarch’s stance toward witchcraft and sorcery. However, as was the case everywhere else in the civilized world, organized religion eventually came to hold that Paganism should be exterminated.

  The Witchcraft Act of 1542 was introduced to solve the problem of how to deal with the unwanted Pagans. By treating witchcraft as an ecclesiastical offense, which was punishable as a form of heresy, the government was finally able to exert control over witchcraft prosecutions. But five years later, in 1547, all the recently introduced Henrician statutes were repealed, including the witchcraft statute.

  For the next six years the country would be left with no antiwitchcraft laws, just as it had been prior to 1542. This meant that, with the exception of ecclesiastic authority, English witches were relatively safe from prosecution. But in March of 1563, urged on by well-known Calvinistic Bishop John Jewel, Queen Elizabeth I passed the “Act agaynst Conjuracions Inchantments and Witchecraftes,” which set forth the various witchcraft-related crimes and their punishments. In 1604, King James I (who authored the book Daemonologie in 1597) repealed the 1563 law and introduced his own version, which remained intact until 1736.

  Though historians generally view the 1604 statute as being far more severe than that of 1563, the penalties mandated for a particular offense were actually only harsher in three crimes. It should also be noted that some “white witchcraft” offenses, such as “attempting to heal a person by magical means,” remained solely within the jurisdiction of the ecclesiastical courts because they were never made part of the witchcraft statutes.

  The table below shows the crimes and their punishments. With the exception of “Injuring people or property by witchcraft,” “Fortune-telling,” and “Taking dead bodies out of graves for witchcraft,” the sentences in the two laws were identical.
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  While these laws marked the official beginning of the English witchhunts, there was still one glaring difference in the outcomes of English versus Continental prosecutions. The difference arose out of the fact that, unlike European or later American witchcraft cases, both the 1563 and 1604 laws safeguarded the rights of wives and successors of convicted witches. This meant that the land and belongings of an accused witch were not automatically confiscated.

  A further difference between English and Continental prosecutions— which eventually carried over to America—was that when a person was convicted of witchcraft and sentenced to death, the punishment was by hanging unless petty treason had been committed, in which case the person was burned at the stake. However, this was a rare punishment in England and mainly seen as a carryover from medieval times.

  Finger-pointing

  Witches in England had always been viewed as different from their Continental or Scottish counterparts. For instance, people did not believe that English witches could fly. Tales of witches riding brooms, wild beasts, or using flying ointment did not abound in England. English witches were also not known to hold large sabbats, which relieved them of the “orgy” stigma that had been attached to many other Pagan religious gatherings. More importantly, there were very few profits to be made by witch-hunters. Since laws protected the rights of surviving family members, there were no great fortunes to be gained from confiscating the property of prosecuted witches. This fact meant that there were meager, if any, incentives for professional witch-hunters.

  Finally, because the pope had no direct influence over England, the brutality of the Inquisitions that engulfed Europe could not be authorized. But this does not mean that no witch-hunters existed. In fact, some witchcraft indictments and prosecutions can be directly linked to instances where witch-hunters suddenly went on an offensive. A perfect example of this occurred in Essex County. From 1560 to 1680, court records show that the number of witch prosecutions remained relatively consistent. However, between 1644 and 1646, there was a sudden sharp spike in the number of people accused of witchcraft, as well as an increase in the amount of guilty verdicts handed down.

  Not surprisingly, this is the same period that two witch-hunters, Matthew Hopkins and John Stearne, appeared in Essex. A self-appointed “Witch Finder General,” Matthew Hopkins was one of the few witch-hunters who actually made money from his efforts. Pretending to have a commission from Parliament, Hopkins made villages collect special taxes to pay his wages. Eventually, however, his exploits drew official condemnation, and Hopkins was forced out of business.

  Another important point concerning the English witch-hunts is that, unlike witchcraft prosecutions in Italy, France, Spain, and Germany, blame cannot be placed on the Catholic Church. England had undergone the Reformation, as well as the rise of Puritanism. While the increase in religious activity in the 1580s and 1640s seems to have marked the highest periods of intolerance toward Pagans, it appears that religious fervor was not the main reason for most accusations. Instead, simple emotions such as fear, hostility, and revenge were the most prominent reasons for witchcraft charges and prosecutions. Evidence of this can be seen in the fact that most witchcraft accusations in England were made by people who lived within five miles of each other. Furthermore, many of these accusations were nothing more than the result of tension and jealousy between neighbors.

  Examples of the petty differences that could lead one neighbor to denounce another are contained in the records of many counties. For instance, the Essex County records for 1582 show that Joan Robinson, Anne Herd, and Margaret Grevell were accused of witchcraft by their neighbors. Joan was accused because she refused to sell a pig to her neighbor and because she refused to rent out one of her pastures. Margaret’s error in judgment was that she refused to give a hungry neighbor some mutton. And Anne simply made the mistake of removing a piece of wood that covered a muddy patch of ground in front of her house. But these minor misdeeds were enough to irritate their neighbors and have the women accused as witches. This became the fate of many innocent people and, from 1542 to 1736, slightly fewer than one thousand people were executed for witchcraft.4

  Judging Witches

  In order to find someone guilty of being a witch, evidence had to be produced showing that the person had engaged in witchcraft. Since most evidence tended to be unseen or seen only by the afflicted party, this was often difficult. Therefore, courts eventually adopted the acceptance of three degrees of evidence in witchcraft cases. There was “strong presumption” evidence, which when the presumptions were taken as a whole, might lead to conviction. Strong presumption evidence included being accused by a “white witch” or an accusation by a supposed victim of witchcraft combined with other proofs.

  The second form of evidence was known as “sufficient proofs” evidence, which included an accusation by a confessed witch, an unnatural mark on the body allegedly caused by the Devil, a “witch teat” used to suckle a “familiar,” or two witnesses who claim to have seen the accused make a pact with the Devil.

  Finally, there was “conclusive proofs” evidence, which included failure to sink when immersed in water,5 the discovery of pictures or images of a victim in the suspect’s house, the bleeding of a corpse when touched by the accused, or cursing followed by an injury to the person cursed.

  However, these are just a few examples of the various forms of acceptable evidence, as virtually anything an accused person did or said could be distorted and used against them. It should also be noted that, despite the fact that they were Protestant instead of Catholic, and although they didn’t use it to the same extent as their Continental counterparts, English judges often relied on the Malleus Maleficarum as a judgment tool.

  When charged with lesser degrees of witchcraft, “purging” was one way to prove innocence. This required the accused to produce three or more neighbors who were in good standing in the community to swear that the accused was not a witch. For this reason, it was important to have a good relationship with one’s neighbors. But purging didn’t always work because neighbors were often reluctant to assist even those they knew were falsely accused. In those instances, if the accused witch admitted the misdeed, a public penance was usually ordered as the punishment. After serving the penance, and paying a fine, the accused was then dismissed.

  Besides jealousy and petty differences, illness also factored into witchcraft accusations. And while there were no specific ailments attributed to witchcraft, it seems that long-suffering maladies were more readily blamed on witchcraft than any other type of illness. However, even when a sickness was linked to witchcraft, one of the three types of evidence was still required for a conviction.

  The Real English Witches

  One of the more interesting observations of the English witch-hunts is that while the majority of the accused witches were probably nothing more than unfortunate people who irritated their neighbors, various types of true witches seem to have been everywhere. This observation is backed by several historical facts.

  To begin with, it was common practice for average people to take precautions to avoid being bewitched. People surrounded themselves with magical objects, holy writings, magical plants, and even charms to ward off witchcraft. A common charm of the times was a form of Wiccan bottle magick whereby a bottle filled with magical objects was buried for protection. Animals, agricultural crops, or property, and even foods such as beer, wine, and butter were often protected by antiwitchcraft spells, too. In short, people used something they perceived as “white” magic to combat “black” magic. But in order to get these magical items and spells, they needed to seek the aid of a witch. The trouble with this solution was that because ecclesiastical law punished both black and white witchcraft— seeking the assistance of a witch was also condemned—this type of conduct placed many people in jeopardy. Yet its widespread acceptance proved that witches abounded.

  The second point that tends to show that true witches existed—or at the very least that certain people possessed an intimate knowledge of witchcraft—comes from the fact that in order to prosecute a suspected witch in the early 1500s, a “cunning man,” “witch-finder,” “witch doctor,” or “unbinding witch” was almost always consulted.

  While it’s obvious that some of these cunning men were nothing more than hired guns who profited from the political climate, they must still be classified as a type of “witch” due to their intimate knowledge and use of occult practices. Although they normally operated by using rumor, gossip, and other tricks of their trade to detect or defeat a witch, they also employed simple spells, charms, and various methods of divination—such as scrying mirrors or bowls of water—to help convince people of their effectiveness. Yet this fact means that they not only had a working knowledge of witchcraft, but that they used it. Eventually, ecclesiastical courts recognized that these people were witches and turned their attention on them, too. Nevertheless, until they were ultimately accused and prosecuted, these witches enjoyed quite a bit of success.

  Finally, the vast array of ancient Pagan sites scattered across Great Britain conclusively proves that various Pagan religions flourished throughout England. Roman armies brought Celtic traditions with them to Britain; the Druids left remnants of their earth-based religion; and a steady influx of ancient people deposited their beliefs on the shores of the island nation. When these details are combined with the fact that the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century population was so familiar with witchcraft, a final analysis of the English witch-hunts proves that witchcraft was a prevalent aspect of early English life.

  Compelling evidence of this is found in court records that contain case after case of average citizens seeking help from a witch. And some of these same documents show that run-of-the-mill people had their own limited knowledge of witchcraft, indicating that its usage was far more commonplace than originally thought.

  Since it seems to have been so common, logic dictates that there had to have been a large contingent of true witches. This theory is further backed up by Margaret A. Murray in her book, The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, where she first promoted the idea that the witches of antiquity were a highly organized Pagan cult rather than a loose collection of undisciplined individuals. Although historians like to point out that many of Ms. Murray’s ideas seem impossible because of the unorganized state of society at that time, the fact that the overall knowledge of witchcraft is so similar from area to area suggests an organized “witch cult” did exist.

  As the years passed, the Inquisitions gradually died out in Europe, and the era of English witch-hunts slowly drew to a close. But across the Atlantic Ocean, a new chapter in the bloody history of witchcraft was set to unfold.

  SALEM WITCH-HUNTS

  Prior to the 1692 Salem Witch Trials, there were only five executions in Massachusetts that were based on the charge of witchcraft. Also, prior to 1692, most trials on this charge were considered fair and impartial and even favored the accused since it was difficult to prove witchcraft. Another important pre-1692 fact concerning witchcraft trials was that, even in a conviction, death was not the usual sentence. For example, in 1652, a man convicted of witchcraft was only fined, while another man, who was convicted a year later, was simply given spiritual counseling and released. These lenient punishments quickly became a thing of the past.

  In late 1691, Salem, Massachusetts, was thrown into turmoil. Seemingly out of nowhere, several girls in the small community were suddenly struck by a mysterious illness unlike anything the Puritans had faced before. There was no cough or fever as with a normal cold, and tradition- al remedies offered no relief. Instead, the symptoms included uncontrollable violent muscular convulsions so strong that it took several full-grown men to hold down a teenage girl. Along with the convulsions, the girls experienced a prickling sensation in the skin, vertigo, headaches, vomiting, and diarrhea. They also experienced episodes of strong hallucinations. In some instances, victims reported having seen visions of wild animals or a black being with the body of a monkey the claws of a rooster, and the face of a man.

  When no worldly explanation could be found, the mysterious ailment was blamed on witchcraft. This not only panicked the Puritan community, it set off a series of accusations that resulted in the infamous Salem Witch Trials. During a nine-month period, 150 so-called witches were arrested and charged with being in allegiance with the Devil and bewitching people of the town. However, the first mention of witchcraft did not come from any of the afflicted girls.

  In March of 1692, frustrated that there was no apparent cause for the girls’ maladies, Mary Sibley, a neighbor of Samuel Parris—his daughter, Betty, and niece Abigail were both afflicted—instructed Parris’s servant, Indian John, to make a “witch cake” in order to determine whether witchcraft was the cause of the girls’ disorders.

  Under her direct orders, Indian John made the witch cake using rye meal mixed with urine from the afflicted girls.6 The cake was then fed to a dog. The process was performed under the assumption that the reaction of the dog would either confirm or disprove that witchcraft was to blame. Unfortunately, unknown to Mary Sibley, a fungus that had gotten into the rye meal, and which was also present in the urine of the affected girls, would cause the same effect in the dog as in the girls. Although no record of the dog’s reaction exists, the likely outcome was confirmation of the belief that witchcraft was the problem.

  Immediately after the introduction of the witch cake into the equation, the girls began stating that they were bewitched. They accused Tituba, a Caribe-Indian slave owned by Samuel Parris, Sarah Osborne, and Sarah Good of being witches and said that the three women were the cause of their ailments. On February 29, 1692, the three women were imprisoned, and by May 10, 1692, Sarah Osborne had died in prison without ever being tried or convicted of witchcraft. But this was only the beginning.

  Within a short time, there was a group of ten “afflicted girls” of various ages who claimed to be bewitched.7 Yet, while they all claimed to suffer from bewitching, not all the girls enjoyed the same status. Though not generally known, the group of afflicted girls was divided into two subgroups. The “inner circle” consisted of nine-year-old Elizabeth “Betty” Parris, eleven-year-old Abigail Williams, twelve-year-old Ann Putman, seventeen-year-old Elizabeth Hubbard, seventeen-year-old Mercy Lewis, and seventeen-year-old Mary Walcott. The “outer circle” was comprised of eighteen-year-old Susannah Sheldon, eighteen-year-old Elizabeth Booth, twenty-year-old Mary Warren, and twenty-year-old Sarah Churchill.8 Even more surprising is that, despite the fact that she was only twelve years old at the time of the witch-hunts, Ann Putnam testified in twenty-one witchcraft cases and was considered by many to be the leader of the afflicted girls.

  The worst aspect of the growing hysteria was that no one was safe from the accusations. George Jacobs Sr. was accused of witchcraft. Interestingly, prior to being accused, Jacobs was known to refer to the afflicted girls as “bitch witches.” Since Sarah Churchill, one of the alleged victims, was a servant in the Jacobs house, she probably overheard this slander and passed it along to the group, thus sealing George Jacobs’s fate. Simply put, Jacobs was likely singled out for speaking his mind. A former minister, George Burroughs, was not even living in the area—having moved to Maine—yet he was still accused.

  And, in a strange twist, Samuel Wardwell initially confessed when accused. However, when he later recanted his confession, he was hanged for denying that he was a witch rather than for actually being one. It’s also interesting to note that Mary Warren and Sarah Churchill were briefly imprisoned as witches themselves, but both were released when they continued to testify against others.9 Thus, within a short time, the situation got so far out of hand that there was no way to tell who would be the next person accused.

  On June 2, 1692, Sir William Phipps, the newly commissioned governor of Massachusetts, appointed the Court of Oyer and Terminer to deal with the mounting claims of witchcraft.10 This court sorted through the cases of 150 men and women and passed sentence on those who chose not to confess. Although confessed witches were eventually set free after reaffirming their faith in God, accused witches were imprisoned, starved, and tortured until they confessed. The punishment for refusal to confess was death. Of all the people that were arrested, nineteen were taken to Gallows Hill and hanged, one was pressed to death because he refused to stand trial, and four died in prison. From June 2 through October 29, 1692, the court would be directly responsible for the deaths of twenty people.

  In 1692, the following people were executed by order of the court:
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  To this day, the debate still rages as to whether any of these unfortunate people were witches. Also, the Salem Witch Trials are especially interesting because it seems that the religious authorities were unconcerned with the fact that the native Indians were Pagans. That fact lends even more credibility to views that the Salem witch-hunts were politically and financially motivated. Although financial reasons did not trigger the events, they most likely sustained them since most, if not all, of the central figures behind the persecutions profited in one way or another.

  For example, just prior to the witchcraft outbreak, there was a movement afoot to oust Samuel Parris from his position as minister. However, once the witch persecutions began, Parris gained extraordinary power and ample wealth. This was directly linked to the seizure of property from accused witches as well as innocent people who simply panicked when they were accused of being witches.

  Philip English and his wife were arrested as witches, but escaped from prison. Their estate, estimated at approximately £1,500, was seized by Sheriff George Corwin. Following the arrest and conviction of Dorcas Hoar, her estate was confiscated and sold for as little as £8. Edward Bishop and his wife also escaped from prison, only to have their money, goods, and cattle seized by Sheriff Corwin and forfeited. In short, there was more going on than merely cleansing the area of suspected witches.12

  Along with the executions, four accused witches died in prison while awaiting trial:
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  The cases of Ann Foster and Lydia Dustin are of particular note. On October 12, 1692, Sir William Phipps forbade any further imprisonment on the charge of witchcraft. His sudden change in policy came about after his wife, Lady Phipps, was accused of being a witch by the girls. Not only did he know the charge against his wife was false, but he was unwilling to have his status as governor jeopardized. Realizing that things had gotten out of hand, on October 29, 1692, Sir William formally dissolved the Court of Oyer and Terminer. But this meant that Ann and Lydia were still held in prison months after the court was disbanded. On May 25, 1693, a jury found Lydia not guilty of the charge of being a witch. Unfortunately, she’d died in prison two months earlier.

  Still, the 300-year-old question remains: Why were the people of Salem so ready to believe in witchcraft? An examination of the evidence reveals that witchcraft was relatively fresh in everyone’s mind. Although Puritanism was the predominant religion of the time, widespread Paganism was a fixture of the recent past. Beginning with the writing of the Malleus Maleficarum, witches were persecuted in Europe. In the 1500s, the persecutions escalated and crossed the English Channel. By the time the Puritans left England, the idea of witches and witch-hunts were already ingrained in their culture.

  Yet, this was only the tip of the iceberg. At a time when church and state were closely joined, it was important to keep the population in line. As a leading politician and minister in Massachusetts, Increase Mather knew this all too well, and, along with his son, Cotton Mather, became a driving force behind the witch prosecutions.13 And it was easy for the Mathers to make people blame witchcraft due to the presence of an unseen element that would remain hidden for hundreds of years.

  Mysterious Illness

  Much of the melodrama that took place in Salem was either exaggerated or faked, a point that was substantiated on more than one occasion.14However, there was also an underlying cause for the mysterious illness that went undiscovered for many centuries. It wasn’t until 1976 that Linda Caporael, a behavioral psychologist, began to investigate the Salem witch trials, looking for something that would explain the source of the ailments and hallucinations that started the claims.

  After a careful study of the records that still existed, including the actual witchcraft trial transcripts, Ms. Caporael saw a pattern emerging. Within a short time, she’d come up with the hypothesis that the Salem victims might have been suffering from ergot poisoning. But since this idea had never been explored, she had to start from scratch in order to prove that she was right. After exhaustive research, she finally pieced together several important points that seem to prove her theory.

  Ergot is a parasitic fungus that grows on grain. The fungus grows in and around wet marshy areas and needs warm, damp conditions to reproduce. So Caporael’s first mission was to determine if weather conditions during the 1691 growing season would support ergot growth. Although weather records weren’t routinely kept, she was able to unearth a clerk’s journal that established that the spring and summer of 1691 were unusually warm and damp. Furthermore, she discovered that several of the girls who made the original claims most likely ate rye grown in a group of particular fields; and these fields were bordered by swampy marshes. Since rye was a staple of the local diet, it was logical to assume that others within the town ate some of this tainted grain, too. This would account for how the poison became so widespread in the small community. In time, Linda Caporael pieced together enough data to theorize that the victims of Salem may have suffered from ergot poisoning. But this was not enough to end her search. She now had to find out if ergot poisoning would account for the strange symptoms that the Salem victims sustained.

  There are two distinct forms of ergotism. The first, gangrenous ergotism, as its name suggests, is distinguished by a dry gangrenelike condition of the extremities that can result in the affected areas flaking away or even falling off the body completely. The second form, convulsive ergotism, is primarily characterized by violent convulsions and includes all the symptoms seen in Salem, along with episodes of mania, melancholia, psychosis, and delirium. Since the symptoms of convulsive ergotism matched the Salem symptoms so closely, Caporael decided that she was on the right track.

  For the first time in history, the underlying cause of the witch-hunts had been discovered. On top of this, Caporael had stumbled upon an explanation for many of the witchcraft cases in Europe. In the course of her research, she uncovered evidence of other episodes in which a mysterious illness had been diagnosed as witchcraft. For instance, in the early 1580s, Alice Samuel, a woman in Warboys, England, was singled out as a witch after a young girl in the town became violently ill with convulsions, the sensation of crawling skin, and hallucinations—the same symptoms as found in Salem. When confronted with the allegations, Alice denied being a witch. However, after a year of prolonged torture, she finally confessed to the charges. As the law mandated, she was hanged for causing death to a human being by witchcraft. But now that ergot poisoning could be linked to the symptoms, an answer had been found that exonerated Alice, and other witches, from any wrongdoing.

  Salem Witches: Fact or Fiction?

  While ergot poisoning can explain the basic causes of the Salem trials, it also raises an important question: Was anyone at Salem a real witch? Although it’s difficult to be absolutely certain, of all the people accused in 1692, Bridget Bishop was most likely a practicing witch; and she probably practiced her Craft along some of the same lines as modern-day Wiccans. The assumption that Bridget was a true witch is often made because she already had a reputation as a witch, and she’d already been accused once before.15

  In 1680, Bishop had been brought before the Court of Assistants for witchcraft. At the time, she was acquitted of the charges. However, it’s widely assumed that her acquittal only came about because of the influence of a local minister, John Hale, who spoke on her behalf. She was also rumored to have insinuated that she had some sort of occult powers, and on more than one occasion she’d made magical threats toward a neighbor.

  Later, at her trial on June 2, 1692, John Bly Sr. and William Bly testified to finding several “popitts made up of Raggs And hoggs Brusells w’th headles pins in Them w’th the points out ward” hidden in holes in the cellar walls of a house that Bishop once owned. Since this is a form of magic that would have been used by a true witch, it’s fair to assume that Bridget Bishop was, in fact, a practicing witch.

  It is likely that Wilmot Redd was also a true witch. “Mammy,” as she was known, had been the town witch of Marblehead for many years and was well known for her spell-casting prowess. So it was not surprising that she was eventually accused and convicted.

  Similarly, on April 30, 1692, Dorcas Hoar was arrested and charged with witchcraft. And, like Mammy Redd, she was a practicing witch. Although Dorcas wasn’t known as a spellcaster or a healer, she was renowned as a fortune-teller who based her readings on a combination of palmistry and observation of her subject’s overall appearance. Yet, even though she’d been doing that for more than twenty years without incident, she was caught up in the hysteria of the time, and on September 9, 1692, she was convicted and sentenced to death. Dorcas, however, was not the only “witch-for-hire” around. Men such as George Burroughs and Roger Toothaker made money from their reputation for the occult and for being able to combat witchcraft with occult charms.

  Bridget, Mammy, Dorcas, George, and Roger were all Puritans with money and property. But what about non-Puritans? Tituba was an admitted witch who was first accused along with Sarah Osborne and Sarah Good. Yet Tituba never had to worry about being hanged. As unbelievable as it sounds, the witch-hunters could find no valid motive to hang Tituba. Instead, they decided to keep her as a living example that witchcraft existed. Similarly, Candy, a Negro slave from Barbados who produced evidence that she’d been a practicing witchcraft since her mistress, Mrs. Hawkes, made her a witch, never faced the death penalty.

  Another interesting point is that in the 1690s, a vast majority of the general population had some knowledge, however small, of witchcraft. The evidence confirming this basic knowledge of Craft practices can be found throughout the testimony of many witnesses as they allowed bits and pieces of this information to seep into their statements. For example, on June 1, 1692, in a deposition against several accused witches—including George Burroughs, Rebecca Nurse, Ann Pudeater, John Proctor and his wife, as well as others—Mary Warren stated that a “trumpet” was sounded and that the witches wanted her to go with them to a “feast” where they would eat “sweet bread” and drink “wine.”

  Throughout the witch trial, various accusers would repeat these statements over and over. Since it’s highly unlikely that so many people would randomly guess the exact components of a sabbat, these testimonials seem to be vague references to early Wiccan ceremonies, complete with music (trumpet) and a feast with food and wine. Another interesting comment made by most of the accusers concerned a “book” that they were instructed to “touch” or “write in.” Could these references to a feast and a book (of Shadows) be coincidental? Of course. But, at the same time, it’s clear that there were at least a few practicing witches in Salem. And beyond that, it’s even more obvious that the majority of people in Salem had some knowledge of witchcraft.

  MODERN WICCAN REVIVAL

  In the aftermath of centuries of witchcraft persecutions, the Wiccan religion was nothing more than a shell of its former self. Beyond the fact that so many innocent people had died, the worst side effect was the void of authentic Wiccan knowledge that survived. Centuries of ancient writings had been destroyed, temples and sacred sites had been demolished, oral histories had died with their possessors, traditions were forgotten or distorted, and age-old wisdoms had almost completely vanished. While bits and pieces of original witchcraft still existed in parts of the Old World— especially in the outlying areas of Italy—much of this lore was contaminated by aspects of Catholicism, Judaism, or religious beliefs brought by conquering armies. Mankind was on the verge of slowly forgetting its earliest religious roots. Fortunately, there were several people about to reverse this trend.

  Saviors of Modern Wicca

  • In 1824, Charles Godfrey Leland was born in Philadelphia. Fascinated by the occult, folklore, and magic, Leland moved to England in 1869 and began researching Gypsy culture in Britain. After living among the British Gypsies, he wrote several books on the subject of their language, folklore, and magic. In 1880, after becoming interested in witchcraft, Leland moved to Italy and spent the rest of his life in pursuit of knowledge of the ancient religion. By the time he died in 1903, he’d published more than seventy books. However, as far as witches are concerned, there are two books that rise above the rest. In 1892, Leland published his book, Etruscan Roman Remains. Up until then, no one even realized that witches still existed. Seven years later, in 1899, Leland published Aradia: Gospel of the Witches, which was to become the foundation for the reintroduction of Wicca. While this book did not fully ignite interest in witchcraft, it did have a lasting impact on a select few. More than that, it once again got people thinking about the religion of their ancestors.

  • Margaret Alice Murray was born in Calcutta, India, in 1863. As an anthropologist, and later as an Egyptologist, Murray became interested in ancient Pagan religions. This fascination eventually led her to investigate witchcraft. After much research, Murray published her first book, The Witch Cult in Western Europe, in 1921. Although panned by scholars, the criticism did not daunt Murray. Instead, it seemed to fuel her determination to prove her theory correct, and in 1933 she published her second book about witchcraft, The God of the Witches. Murray’s books served as a foundation for future research that helped propel witchcraft forward.

  • Gerald Brosseau Gardner was one person who really took an interest in witchcraft. Born in northwestern England in 1884, legend has it that Gardner was initiated as a witch in September of 1939.16 For the next ten years, he practiced and refined his views about witchcraft. In 1949, two years before the last Antiwitchcraft Act was repealed in Britain, Gardner published his first book, High Magic’s Aid, which was supposedly a fictional account of witchcraft. After the law was repealed, Gardner went on to publish several more nonfiction books on witchcraft, including Witchcraft Today in 1954 and The Meaning of Witchcraft in 1959. But because of his passion for the occult, he would eventually contribute far more than mere books.

  Gerald Gardner is the man widely credited with reintroducing witchcraft to the world, as well as introducing modern Wicca as a religion. The tradition of the Craft developed by Gardner, which is known as “Gardnerian Wicca,” blends knowledge that he allegedly obtained from the New Forest coven, aspects of ancient witchcraft, and information that he gained from his friendship with the infamous Ceremonial Magician, Aleister Crowley, to form what we acknowledge today as modern Wicca.

  Although Gerald Gardner is often seen as the father of Neo-Witchcraft, sometimes called the “Gardnerian Revival,” there are many other people who have also been noteworthy contributors. For instance, Alexander and Maxine Sanders were followers of Gardner until they decided to break away. They chose this path after forming the opinion that Gardner’s tradition needed some changes he was unwilling to make. After leaving Gardner, the Sanders became the founders of “Alexandrian Wicca,” which became widely recognized throughout Europe, though for some reason it never truly established itself in the United States to the same extent as Gardner’s path.

  Over the years, other Pagan denominations slowly came out of the shadows. Many of these have been aided by the emergence of new authors, such as Raymond Buckland {Seax-Wica Tradition), Laurie Cabot {Science Tradition), Janet and Stewart Farrar, Robert Graves, and Doreen Valiente,17 while other branches have been helped along by noteworthy pre-Gardnerian authors such as Dion Fortune, Sir James G. Frazer, and S. L. MacGregor Mathers. These people have not only contributed to the vast amount of information on the subject of witchcraft, but they’ve left a lasting impact on the religion and the way modern Wiccans are viewed by society. They’ve also reintroduced long forgotten aspects, and pioneered new approaches, in an effort to rebuild the true essence of the religion.
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  It’s extremely difficult to define all religions with a single thought because the values and concepts that make up one faith do not necessarily fall in line with another. There’s also the problem of deciding what distinguishes a true religion from a stylish religious movement.

  The only realistic way to define a true religion is to say that it’s a spiritual path based upon ecclesiastical laws and ideas that serve as guidelines to mold and shape its practices and practitioners. These spiritual principles explain the customs and beliefs of the religion and show the responsibilities and objectives of its followers. Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism fall within these boundaries. And as the oldest of the earth’s religions, Wicca is no different. It has its own set of ethical laws, customs, and beliefs that form a foundation for its convictions and practices. In conjunction with these, its followers are bound by moral responsibilities and objectives that serve as blueprints for the religion. To fully understand Wicca, one must first examine it from a philosophical perspective.

  RATIONALE

  Emotion and intuition, along with the collective unconscious, is what kept witchcraft alive in the hearts and minds of its followers even when they could not understand its underlying rationale. And it’s these motivating factors that combined to carry the beliefs into the twenty-first century. Without a coherent supporting rationale, the religion would have an increasingly difficult time attracting men and women of an educated society. Wicca is growing at a steady pace. So there must be something that’s convincing educated people that this age-old faith is worthy of their loyalty and trust. But what?

  Wicca, like all other religions, is based upon its own laws. While some witches say that there are as many as 162 of these, others feel that every- thing rests on a mere handful. And it’s this divergence in opinion that critics usually point to as a fundamental flaw in the faith. This contention is silly because it’s not the number of laws that is at issue, but rather the meaning of the word “laws.” However, instead of arguing over the question of who’s right and who’s wrong, it’s much simpler to examine both types of Wiccan law.

  The Theories

  The first type of laws is derived from Hermetic principles. Generally, this group consists of seven interwoven theorems that explain the workings of the physical and metaphysical worlds, as well as the interconnections between these worlds; different denominations believe in varying combinations of these principles.1 As a whole, these laws illuminate the Wiccan philosophy, affirming each being’s place in the natural order of the Universe.

  The framework of laws consists of the following: Theory of Motion, Theory of Levels, Theory of Polarity, Theory of Gender, and Theory of Cause and Effect.

  • Theory of Motion: In a nutshell, this theory states that everything, on every level, is constantly moving and vibrating at its own rate, and that nothing is ever at rest. The result of this movement is that all parts of all things are constantly active and thereby giving off energy. An interruption in this movement is a cause or remedy, depending on the circumstance.

  For instance, sickness is often the result of an imbalance in a person’s energy field (aura), and healing is accomplished by altering the aura so that it returns to its normal rate of vibration and rotation. An understanding of this theory is important to witches because it’s by manipulating this energy and motion that they’re able to accomplish various tasks.

  • Theory of Levels: From an early age, most of us have been taught to believe that reality exists on more than just the physical level. Different religions teach that reality exists on an ethereal, or heavenly, level. For instance, Christians, believe in the otherworldly concept of Heaven and Hell. The Wiccan Theory of Levels goes one step further. It states that a form of reality exists on many levels: physical, ethereal, astral, mental, and spiritual. In addition, while each of these levels has its own individual laws, the laws for all levels are compatible with one another. Their mutual and compatible resonance, or rate of vibration, thereby governs the interactions between levels.

  Witches, like modern scientists, have proven in practice that there is interaction between the levels. We know of situations where the ethereal level interacts with, and acts on, the physical level, or the mental on the astral, and so on. Now, while each level is constantly affecting the others, there are areas of interaction, from occurrences of mutual resonance, which are particularly strong and sufficiently defined, to be used in the Craft. The understanding and ability to draw from these areas of strong interaction is what witches call “working through the levels.” It’s this action of using the interaction of levels in constructive workings that constitutes the operational side of Witchcraft. Thus, the ability to make constructive use of this interaction between the levels is the aim of witches.

  Theory of Polarity: This principle states that in order to exist, all form and force require the reciprocal action of opposing pairs—positive and negative, light and dark, masculine and feminine, etc. —and that the resulting output is defined by its constructive or destructive application. In short, the law basically means that everything is composed of opposing parts, a concept in contrast to most traditional religions. But the contradistinction occurs only because most modern religions view “polarity” as the struggle between “good” and “evil,” and see everything as a product generated by the interaction of these two opposites. Witches see things differently. Wicca recognizes both good and evil, but unlike other religions, witches identify these opposites as components of a whole. Whether that whole then becomes a constructive or destructive application depends on its output rather than on one component conquering another.

  Theory of Gender: In a similar fashion, this theory states that all things contain a masculine and feminine component. Therefore, nothing is wholly masculine or feminine, but rather an equal combination of both genders. These dual forces, in continuous motion, constitute a creative force. This is an important concept for witches to understand. To become fully aware of the Universe and the forces within it, witches first need to become attuned to both their masculine and feminine components. Only after successfully mastering these dual elements are they able to factor masculine and feminine energies into creative work.

  Although everyone possesses masculine and feminine properties, there is generally one characteristic that dominates while the other remains mostly dormant. This is not always true. Witches who can recognize and express the dual nature of their psyche are more likely to be creative (in the sense of the Craft) than those whose perspectives are limited by their physical gender.

  Furthermore, even though one or the other component does not operate on the conscious level, a witch can learn to bring the unconscious component closer to conscious awareness. Then the unconscious component can act as a psychic guide for using the collective unconscious. Since all spells involve these principles, knowing how they operate, and being able to follow their guidance, can further a witch’s ability in terms of the Craft.2

  • Theory of Cause-and-Effect: The Hermetic principle that sets forth this theory is based on the premise that there is no such thing as chance that everything is caused by a preceding event, while at the same time being the cause of an event. In other words, there is no such thing as an individual who is unconnected to the rest of the Universe. And although it may not seem apparent on the surface, the actions of each person affect in the overall web of life, while the web simultaneously causes effects on the person.

  The Wiccan Law

  The second type of law (normally titled the “Law”) is a series of fundamental axioms regarding the Craft that are alleged to have been written during, or immediately after, the Burning Times of the Inquisition.3 Although most modern denominations disregard much of the contents as out of date or prejudicial, there is nevertheless a good deal of important information contained in its passages. In its entirety, the Law reads as follows:

  
    The Law was made and ordained of old. The Law was made for the Wicca, to advise and help in their troubles. The Wicca should give due worship to the Gods and obey their will, which they ordain, for it was made for the good of Wicca as the worship of the Wicca is good for the Gods. For the Gods love the brethren of the Wicca. As a man loveth a woman by mastering her, so the Wicca should love the Gods by being mastered by them. And it is necessary that the Circle, which is the Temple of the Gods, should be truly cast and purified. And that it may be a fit place for the Gods to enter. And the Wicca shall be properly prepared and purified to enter into the presence of the Gods. With love and worship in their hearts, they shall raise power from their bodies to give power to the Gods, as has been taught of old. For only in this way may men have communion with the Gods, for the Gods cannot help men without the help of men. And the High Priestess shall rule her coven as the representative of the Goddess. And the High Priest shall support her as the representative of the God.4 And the High Priestess shall choose whom she will, be he of sufficient rank, to be her High Priest. For, as the God himself kissed her feet in the fivefold salute, laying his power at the feet of the Goddess because of her youth and beauty, her sweetness and kindness, her wisdom and justice, her humility and generosity, so he resigned all his power to her. But the High Priestess should ever mind that all power comes from him, and it is only lent to be used wisely and justly. And the greatest virtue of a High Priestess be that she recognize that youth is necessary to the representative of the Goddess, so she will gracefully retire in favor of a younger woman should the Coven so decide in council. For a true High Priestess realizes that gracefully surrendering the pride of place is one of the greatest virtues, and that thereby she will return to that pride of place in another life, with even greater power and beauty. In the old days when witchdom extended far, we were free and worshipped in all the greater temples. But in these unhappy times, we must celebrate our Sacred Mysteries in secret. So be it ordained, that none but the Wicca may see our mysteries, for our enemies are many and torture loosens the tongue of men. So be it ordained that no Coven shall know where the next coven dwells or who its members be, save only the High Priest and High Priestess and Messenger. And there shall be no communication between them, save by the Messenger of the Gods, or the Summoner, and only if it be safe may the Covens meet in some safe place for the great festivals. And while there, none shall say whence they came, nor give their true names. To this end, any that are tortured, in their agony may not tell if they do not know. So be it ordained that no one shall tell anyone not of the Craft who be of the Wicca, nor give any names or where they abide, or in any way tell anything which can betray any of us to our foes. Nor may he tell where the Covendom be, or the Covenstead, or where the meetings be. And if any break these laws, even under torture, the Curse of the Goddess shall be upon them, so they may never be reborn on earth, and may they remain where they belong, in the Hell of the Christians. Let each High Priestess govern her Coven with justice and love, with the help and advice of the High Priest and Elders, always heeding the advice of the Messenger of the Gods if he cometh. She will heed all complaints of all Brothers and strive to settle all differences among them. But it must be recognized that there will always be people who will ever strive to force others to do as they will. These are not necessarily evil, and they oft have good ideas and such ideas should be talked over in council. But, if they will not agree with their Brothers, or if they say, ‘I will not work under this High Priestess,’ it hath ever been the Old Law to be convenient for the Brethren and to avoid disputes. Any of the Third may claim to found a new Coven, but they need live over a league from the Covenstead, or that they are about to do so. Anyone living within the bounds of the Covendom, and wishing to form a new Coven, shall tell the Elders of their intention, and on the instant avoid their dwelling and remove to a new Covendom. Members of the old Coven may join the new one when it is formed. But if they do, they must utterly avoid the old Coven. The Elders of the old and new Covens should meet in peace and brotherly love to decide the new boundaries. Those of the Craft who dwell outside both Covendoms may join either, but not both. Though, if the Elders agree, all may meet for the Great Festivals if it be truly in peace and brotherly love. But splitting the Coven off means strife, so for this reason these Law were made of old, and may the Curse of the Goddess be on any who disregard them. So be it ordained.

    If you would keep a book, let it be in your own hand of write. Let Brothers and Sisters copy what they will, but never let the book out of your hands, and never keep the writings of another. For if it be found in their hand of write, they may be taken and arraigned. Let each guard his own writings, and destroy them whenever danger threatens. Learn as much as you may by heart, and when danger is past rewrite your book if it be safe. For this reason, if any die, destroy their book if they have not been able to. For if it be found, ‘tis clear proof against them. And our oppressors know well, ‘Ye may not be a witch alone.’ So all their kin and friends be in danger of torture, so destroy everything not necessary. If your book be found on you, ‘tis clear proof against you alone, and you may be arraigned. Keep all thoughts of the Craft from your mind. If the torture be too great to bear, say, ‘I will confess. I cannot bear this torture. What do you want me to say?’ If they try to make you speak of the Brotherhood, do not. But if they try to make you speak of impossibilities such as flying through the air, consorting with the Christian devil, sacrificing children or eating men’s flesh, to obtain relief from torture say, ‘I had an evil dream, I was beside myself, I was crazed.’ Not all magistrates are bad. If there be an excuse, some may show mercy. If you have confessed ought, deny it afterwards. Say you babbled under torture, say you knew not what you said. If you are condemned, fear not. The Brotherhood is powerful, and will help you to escape if you stand steadfast. But if you betray any, there is no hope for you in this life or those to come. Be sure, if steadfast you go to the pyre, drugs will reach you and you shall feel naught. You go to death and what lies beyond; the ecstasy of the Goddess. To avoid discovery, let the working tools seem as ordinary things that any may have in their houses. Let the pentacles be of wax so that they may be broken at once or melted. Have no sword, unless your rank allows it. Have no names or signs on anything. Write the names or signs on them in ink before consecrating them, and wash it off immediately afterwards. Let the color of the hilts tell which is which. Do not engrave them lest they cause discovery. Ever remember, ye are the Hidden Children of the Goddess so never do anything to disgrace them or her. Never boast; Never threaten; Never say you would wish ill of anyone. If any person, not in the Circle, speaks of the Craft, say, ‘Speak not to me of such, it frightens me. Tis evil luck to speak of it.’ For this reason, the Christians have their spies everywhere. These speak as if they were well affected to us, as if they would come to our meetings, saying, ‘My mother used to worship the Old Ones. Could I, I would go myself.’ To such as these, ever deny all knowledge. But to others, ever say, ‘Tis foolish talk of witches flying through the air. To do so they must be light as thistledown. And men say that witches all be blear-eyed old crones, so what pleasure can there be at a witch meeting such as folks talk on?’ And say, ‘Many wise men now say there be no such creatures.’ Ever make it a jest, and in some future time the persecution may die and we may worship our Gods in safety again. Let us all pray for that happy day. May the blessings of the Goddess and God be on all those who keep these Laws. If the Craft hath any Appanage, let all guard it and help to keep it clear and good for the Craft. And let all justly guard all moneys of the Craft. And if any brother truly wrought it, ‘tis right they have their pay, if it be just. And this be not taking money for the Art, but for good and honest work. And even the Christians say, ‘The laborer is worthy of his hire,’ but if any Brother work willingly for the good of the Craft without pay, ‘tis to their greater honor. So be it ordained
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