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Introduction


Readers of the Coarse Witchcraft series are aware of the story behind the trilogy. How the authors were unhappy with the proposed ideas for publishing the first book as humour instead of the polemic typescript they had originally proposed. They finally agreed for the text to be given to me (as a fellow Old Crafter) to ghost-write and Coarse Witchcraft: Craft Working was duly published – provoking more good natured laughter about British witchcraft than we could have expected in our wildest dreams.


Even esoteric author and long-time chum, Alan Richardson, said of the book: ‘Coarse Witchcraft made me laugh out loud in more than a few places. In fact, I think it is the first book of its kind; although it pokes fun at modern excesses and can laugh at itself, it still manages to teach the real stuff at a very high level.’


There was almost enough material left from the first book to launch a second: Coarse Witchcraft 2: Carry On Crafting, with plans for a third. It was dedicated to all those Crafters who believe that reverence should be tempered with mirth and merriment – and was as equally well received as the first.


For reasons that will become apparent, the third (and last) title, Coarse Witchcraft 3: Cold Comfort Coven has been a long time in the writing. Despite the popularity of the books, the original authors decided to hand all copyright back to the ghost-writer who had created the series (with the proviso that the real names of the characters should never be revealed), and retire from the scene.


Cold Comfort Coven is written in the same vein as the previous titles, and in its own way continues the unexpected, but true, story of the Coven from the numerous notes supplied by, and lengthy conversations with, the original members. In its own way, I think the Coarse Witchcraft Trilogy represents a small but important capsule of Craft history that we have been lucky enough to preserve for the next generation of witches.


As I once wrote about another book, there’s always a worry when you’ve been entrusted with someone else’s material that the end product may not meet with their approval. So, you may ask, why presume to undertake the creation of someone else’s work? In answer, I would draw on Dion Fortune’s sentiments: ‘The task is not of my seeking, but as it has come into my hands, I will do my best to discharge it honourably …’


I hope I have.


Mélusine Draco


Glen of Aherlow – 2012










PART ONE: CRAFT WORKING 
RUPERT PERCY AND GABRIELLE SIDONIE











Prologue


St Thomas on the Poke is a small market town, as yet still unspoilt by the march of progress despite its close proximity to the south coast. And, despite an even closer proximity to the New Forest, the Coven lays no claim to any hereditary association with the legendary Dorothy Clutterbuck or the ‘New Forest Witches’. The Coven has been in existence for many years prior to the birth of its current members and will no doubt continue long after their deaths. Our family has farmed the land for centuries and, although that future can no longer be guaranteed, our branch of Old Craft will survive simply because we prefer to remain in the shadows and keep our teaching pure.


In spite of our ‘privacy’, our own small group is often beset with problems and difficulties of both a personal and magical nature, just the same as any other close grouping of people. Although head of the Coven, mine is not a blood-right. Three years after my mother’s death, father re-married; a year to the day his new wife was delivered of a son and promptly died. Some say the child was so ugly that the poor woman died of embarrassment. Be that as it may, as a result of this brief interlude, my father acquired a second son and a mother-in-law who was to be the bane of both his life and, subsequently, mine.


Local people never understood why ’Squire (as my father was known) married Elizabeth Jay but I can now answer that question in all honesty, since it is no longer of importance. Like Jacquetta, the old Duchess of Bedford who snared Edward IV for her daughter, Granny Jay is a witch and, although she’s never actually admitted it, she used those powers to get Elizabeth into my father’s bed. In fact, Granny introduced most of the local children to the Old Ways (including my wife and myself), weeding out those who had a natural aptitude for careful nurturing when they came of reasonable age.


On my return from agricultural college following the unexpected death of my father, the old lady (whose personal habits and hygiene had always been questionable but now resembled those of an incontinent ferret) announced that I had been chosen to succeed the dead ‘Man’. Since Roger, my step-brother, was of her blood, I felt the honour should go to him but Granny muttered that the boy was a moron who couldn’t find his own arse with a road map and a flash-light. She wasn’t, she added, having that sort of person messing up a hundred years of tradition. Despite her unprepossessing appearance, Granny was (and is still) not a force to be trifled with, as many of her neighbours have discovered to their cost. Mine was not to refuse.


Our Coven at present numbers the traditional thirteen although we have, in the past, had many more and often many less. Apart from my wife, Gabrielle, who serves as Dame and myself, there are our children, Richard and Philly, who are currently trekking around India during their gap year from university. (The Old Witch saw to it that they were introduced to the Old Ways at a very early age, even though I threatened to personally strangle her when I found out.) Guy and Gerry run the esoteric shop cum art gallery in the town centre and serve as our specialists in herb-lore. Priscilla and Adam at Bramble Cottage who, apart from keeping everyone supplied with honey and helping out with the livery stables, act as the Coven’s instructors. Then there’s Helena, our seer and diviner, whose jams and preserves are legendary within WI circles – but unlike Granny, hers is a tranquil madness.


Newcomers to the town, Madeleine and Robert were discovered like rare blossoms at a pub moot when Pris and Adam were forced to attend, due to Roger’s emergency hospitalisation for haemorrhoids. (Granny unsympathetically observed that the doctors had obviously found a way to shut his mouth and give his arse a chance!) There’s Gordon, our stable ‘lad’ – an absolute marvel at animal healing and, finally, of course, there’s Granny herself.


Our real difficulties arise from Roger who, despite his grand-mother’s unflattering pronouncement, formed his own coven in a neighbouring village. This means that Granny migrates between the two and although she disapproves of Roger’s modern approach (i.e. to let anyone and everyone ‘have a crack at the priesthood’) she spends most of her time with his group keeping an eye on things. ‘In case the daft bugger goes and kills somebody!’ The Old Witch also enjoys the atmosphere of seething hostility because Roger’s High Priestess is not his wife, and his wife disapproves of the one he’s chosen – for obvious reasons. Granny, of course, encourages Roger’s extra marital activities, and since Roger will roger anything with a pulse …well …the added spice (for Granny at least) is the fact that Roger’s brother-in-law is also the local vicar!


Although preferring to remain ‘private’, we do not work in isolation and are regularly in contact with other Old Crafters all over Britain. Because of my step-brother’s more liberal approach to craft-working on our doorstep, the members of the Coven felt that we should become more aware of what was going on in what is generally referred to as the ‘pagan scene’ at a more local level. Admittedly in doing so, we have added two new and valuable members to our group – so the effort was worthwhile. Nevertheless, while we prefer not joining anything on a regular basis, we do make an effort to interact with the various goings-on in the area. This book is the result of the many conversations we’ve have, scenes we’ve witnessed, gossip we’ve exchanged and the experiences we’ve undergone, all in the name of Old Craft.


The names of the Coven members are those by which they have chosen to be known for the purpose of the book, for our true identities are no concern of anybody but our own. Neither will you find us in the telephone directory for we prefer not have our lives disrupted by the idly curious. Those who wish to have an understanding of our ways will seek us out when their time is right.


Rupert Percy










Chapter One


Joining a Coven


Pris hoisted her skirt up over her hips, toasting her buttocks in front of the log fire while Rupert poured a generous helping of Famous Grouse. ‘The bloody Craft gets more like amateur dramatics with each passing year,’ she complained.


Although I’m Dame of the Coven, I prefer to leave Craft spin-doctoring to Pris and Adam. She’s a striking looking woman with a slight Gothic bent (which she’s gradually growing out of), and there’s no one can swirl a cape quite like Adam when he’s going for maximum demonic effect. Rupert’s trouble is that he’s a bit on the conservative side. He’s more than likely to mutter, ‘Have you got any idea what you look like?’ when an eager neophyte turns up to the pub moot in full fancy dress and sporting a pentagram suitable for picking up radio waves from the Voyager space probe.


Until Pris and Adam volunteered to act as proculators for the Coven, the envoy was selected by the drawing of straws. This meant, of course, that the senior members, who actively loathe public affairs, used their magical powers to push the short straw onto the less experienced. (Of course it was unfair, but there’s little point in having witch-power and not using it!) Needless to say, it was quickly realised that the least likely people were acting as the public face of Craft. An hour of Gordon pontificating on the various methods of cause and cure of colic in horses can produce a glazed expression on the politest of people. Pris reckons he did it on purpose, so that he wouldn’t be asked again because he’s perfectly articulate when working in the stable yard. Granny was not an option. So here we sat, waiting for the latest report on the changing face of eclectic, generic, multi-faceted, seasonally shifting paganism.


Having made the wrong response to a telephone invitation, Pris and Adam had found themselves included in an introductory evening for wanna-be witches. Observing the usual custom of never going anywhere empty handed, they arrived to find the party in full swing with five people sitting in animated silence! They handed over their bottle of wine and a generously portioned pizza – simple but plenty being the order of the day on these occasions. The pizza hastily disappeared into the freezer but before the wine could be spirited away, Adam reached for the corkscrew and poured himself and Pris a large glass each. Being seasoned campaigners they can read the signs a mile off.


After the introductions and the invitation to help themselves to food – a plate of Hobnobs, a bowl of crisps, cheese and a bunch of grapes – Pris found herself next to a woman whom she’d not met before but who was obviously not a ‘beginner’. Pris was promptly inspected from head to foot before being informed that her fellow guest didn’t believe in ‘dressing up’ to meet new people. She peered closely at Pris’s flawless make-up and remarked that she was glad she didn’t need to plaster her face with the stuff. In the next breath Pris learned that her companion was the Southern Counties star of TV and radio on the subject of Craft – in short, a dreaded Media-Witch.


As Pris said, it quickly became obvious that the five guests were there in the supporting role of awe-struck spectators. The real stars of the evening were the Media-Witch and the Host (so named because he elevated himself above all others), who were cast as Duelling Egos for the delectation of the visitors. Desperately vying with each other for mouth-space, they dredged up every interview they’d ever given, bandying producers’ names around like a Who’s Who of popular entertainment.


Pris and Adam tried valiantly to engage the three would-be witches in conversation but they’d all developed a vacant, slack-jawed expression brought on by acute boredom and were incapable of forming a sensible question. Time dragged painfully by and at twenty-past nine, Adam had kicked her ankle for the third time. All the talk about himself had injected the Host with all the compelling fascination of a road accident. It was almost impossible not to watch him, explained Pris. His physical jerks and twists with his head had a sort of hypnotic effect, like a ferret performing its macabre hunting dance.


‘His hair stood away from his writhing head in huge tufts, not exactly ‘retro-punk’, more a sort of ‘recently escaped’ look. His mouth had a horrible bewitchment – two rows of tombstones complete with lichen; tiny blobs of spittle that sprayed out with every ‘s’ huddled together for safety at the corners of his mouth. Oh, the fascination. It wasn’t anything to do with the drivel he talked, more the dribble that accompanied it,’ she added.


Having put away three-quarters of the bottle of wine, Pris went off in search of the bathroom to while away some more time before making their excuses to leave. The Media-Witch seized the opportunity and followed, continuing to bombard her with a monologue of self-promotion. Nervously Pris eyed the space between the lavatory and the wall, fearing at any minute that she was going to be ‘hag-tracked’ as she sat.


She escaped and returned to find Adam incoherent with desperation, making excuses about having left the cats out and that it was drizzling! The other three took this lifeline and were last seen scrabbling for coats and car keys as they disappeared into the night.


‘I bet that pizza lasted him a month,’ said Pris as we went through into the kitchen for supper.


‘And I bet none of the new ones will ever be seen again,’ I added, pulling a large pot-roast out of the Aga and nearly tripping over the dog.


Rupert assumed his place at the head of the table. ‘It’s time some of these people were shown up for what they are,’ he said firmly. ‘Isn’t this chap the one who believes that if you’ve read a book and understand what it means, then you don’t actually need to practice magic to qualify as a witch!’


‘Ummm,’ confirmed Pris, her mouth full of hot, fresh bread.


The Host had been around for a while but there are dozens like him lurking about on the periphery of Craft; people who adopt the outward trappings but who possess little or no practical magical ability. The real problem is that these are the contacts seekers were coming across when they tried to find out more about genuine post-medieval traditional British Old Craft.


There wasn’t any harm in the Host. He wasn’t predatory or anything, except that he did tend to lean over Pris in order to stare into her cleavage whenever he got the chance. By the end of one evening they resembled twin Towers of Pisa until Adam had pushed a barstool under his wife’s rear end before she fell over backwards.


‘People prefer the play-acting,’ said Adam quietly. ‘They want someone who looks the part and they’re not interested in whether it’s a complete and utter prat, just so long as they talk the talk. Criticism is only seen as sour grapes.’ He doesn’t say a lot but when he does, it’s usually pretty profound.


‘But they haven’t got a yard-stick to measure anything by,’ I protested. ‘Publishers are now accepting an author purely on face value and the book lists have hundreds of different titles giving out this airy-fairy drivel. As a result, the play-actors don’t need to know any more than what’s in the books, providing they can keep one step ahead of those who know nothing. As long as they can cast a Circle and recite an invocation, it’s considered to be witchcraft and the newcomer knows no different.’


‘I don’t think they really believe in the magic, either,’ said Pris sadly. ‘It’s like coarse fishing; it’s seasonal; anyone can have a go; there aren’t any rules; they can make up their own little rituals; it gets them out of the house for a few hours on a regular basis, and it doesn’t actually have any practical purpose other than personal gratification.’


‘Coarse Witchcraft,’ said Rupert, spooning an unhealthy amount of mustard onto the side of his plate. ‘A damned good title for a book. It could contain a worm’s eye view of what passes for Craft among the uninitiated and warn the wannabes to be on their guard against the poseurs.’


We spent the next couple of hours making suggestions about who and what should go into this fictitious book. We got merrier and sillier. And then forgot all about it …


‘Gerry thinks the book is a great idea, providing we stick to fact and only include real-life situations,’ said Pris over the telephone next morning.


‘What book?’ I responded, forgetting my grammar in my confusion.


‘Coarse Witchcraft.’


‘Pris,’ I said patiently. ‘It was a joke. A bit of fun. That’s all.’


By the time Rupert came in for lunch she’d nobbled him on the mobile. ‘Pris and Gerry think we should go ahead with the book,’ he said tucking in to a large slice of cheese.


Rupert is appreciative of fine food and his outdoor lifestyle means that he can enjoy a good scoff, without losing that ‘small and beautifully made’ look, despite the fact that he’s now over fifty. That ‘we’ was the most ominous sound I’d heard for a long time, particularly as I’m the one who earns my living with the pen.


‘It’s libel, darling,’ I said firmly, trying to head him off at the pass.


‘Do you honestly think anyone’s going to hold up their hands and confess that the idiot on the page is them? Besides, we’re not going to use names, and the instances won’t necessarily be people of our acquaintance. We can go further afield …Josh is always good for some gossip.’


Cynically referred to as the ‘Witch of the North’, we’re never sure whether she attracts the comedians, or whether there’s something in the water in that part of the country. Whenever we speak to her, there’s always been some hilarity or histrionics to report. Like the instance of the neophyte who managed to almost sever an artery when he was taken out into the woods to cut his staff. He was so afraid of the Magister shouting at him that he didn’t mention it until he’d almost passed out. This same lad later set light to his robe setting up the Circle – everyone noticed but declined to say anything.


Of course, there’s always a depressing up-surge of interest in Craft whenever a programme appears on television. Which is surprising, considering that the media-junkies (or ‘munkies’ as we prefer to call ’em) parading around in the contents of the local theatrical costumier don’t exactly flatter our beliefs. Or demonstrate a lot of integrity either.


Over the years some rather impressive names have been persuaded to appear on film, making complete idiots of themselves for the benefit of the camera. Some can even be relied upon to skip around the bonfire invoking all manner of peculiar deities, having cobbled together strange rituals for the programme-makers who know no different – but, in their defence, at least they’re not giving away Craft secrets.


‘Munkies’, on the other hand, have no shame in flaunting their ignorance – which is faithfully recorded in print and on film for posterity. Like the silly old fool who appeared on television performing a love spell for two people already in love. This was worked at the wrong hour, on the wrong day, on the wrong phase of the moon, using someone else’s hair (because it was only symbolic!) to bind the dolls – which were consecrated by appealing to Mars instead of Venus. It was a total magical travesty from an absolute beginner but the ‘munkie’ soon became a celebrity and appeared regularly on radio and television as a result of this performance.


Everyone has their own favourite performance by the PaGan Tips brigade, but as Pris commented the last time: ‘No wonder the media has such a low opinion of us – so had I after watching the latest offering of pagan theatre. Why do even the well-known names continue to leap willingly into the humiliation trap? Or is it true – we are all barking? Couldn’t someone go on television looking sharp, smart and intelligent for a change?’


The answer, of course, is ‘no’ because it doesn’t make for ‘good television’. As a result, this sort of media exposure always backfires and the contingent of new hopefuls at the next pub moot usually arrive in full regalia, only just stopping short of having ‘WITCH!’ tattooed across their foreheads – just in case the barman misses the point.


On the plus side, the moots ensure that we get to hear from newcomers about what’s going on further afield, usually relating the story about a ‘friend’ who has fallen for the spiel of the charlatan. Like the variation on initiation – of a contemporary nature it can best be described as à la Bill Clinton. To attain initiation into the Craft one lass was informed that she would have to perform oral sex on her tutor as ‘this is the way magical power is passed on’.


‘I hope the poor, misguided girl remembered not to inhale,’ Adam had commented dryly to the person telling the tale. The crimson blush confirming that the ‘friend’ was indeed fictitious.


‘I’ve read a lot of books and performed a few spells but have never got any results. Can you introduce me to an experienced practitioner so I can get initiated?’ asked one young man, wondering why Gerry’s response was far from encouraging.


In our branch of Craft, no one can be formally accepted until they are at least 28 years of age – and that’s the way it’s been for as long as anyone can remember. Although our own offspring, Philly and Richard, are accepted as being part of the Coven, neither will be allowed to take their initiatory oaths until they have turned 28 despite their experience.


The cavalier attitude to magical practice is frequently demonstrated by Gerry’s customers, who are always calling into the shop and asking to be bailed out. ‘I’ve done a bottling spell to get back at a neighbour and now I’ve changed my mind. I’ve emptied the bottle into the river, so that it’s no longer in my house. Will that stop the spell or do I need to do something else?’ asked one.


‘You can’t stop it,’ snapped Gerry in italics. ‘Once a spell is cast, it’s cast, it’s working. It would be like trying to stop a bullet once you’ve fired the gun. You can’t just throw it away and pretend it doesn’t exist. And having thrown it in the river, you’ve no means of retrieving it. Inexperienced people shouldn’t be messing around with spell casting.’


The customer didn’t like this less-than-subtle criticism of her magical prowess and answered sniffily. ‘Well, if I’m so inexperienced that means the spell won’t work and I don’t need to worry, then?’ There was a long pause. ‘Is there any chance of the spell rebounding?’


Gerry went into full witch-mode. ‘Murphy’s Law works in magic, too, so I’ll bet you a pound to a pinch of witch-powder that if you carry out a working and then wished you hadn’t, that one will work exceptionally well. And, there is always the danger of a spell rebounding,’ continued Gerry warming to his subject. ‘That’s one of the chances you take if you go off half-cocked.’


‘But there must be some way to stop a spell.’ A slight hint of panic was detected in the voice.


‘Only if you can remember every detail and perform the exact mirror opposite. But even then there’s no guarantee that you’ll be successful. Next time, think about the consequences before you start slinging stuff around,’ Gerry had replied in best imitation of High Priestess mode, hoping that the spell-caster might have learned a lesson.


I hear the horse box in the yard and the rattle of steel on cobbles that means Pris has bought her horse. It’s hardly a prepossessing animal, but Rupert’s not looking displeased so despite appearances it must have a half-decent pedigree. I hesitate in joining them because Granny’s just pulled up in her battered Volvo and Rupert, Pris and Gordon are jockeying for position in order that none of them have to stand down-wind. That battered old wax coat and hat will probably have to be removed with a blowtorch when she dies.


I hastily make the coffee and take the mugs out to the tack-room since Rupert refuses to allow Granny in the house after the incident with the Aga. It had been a bitterly cold morning and so Granny pulled up her skirts and coat to toast her behind (I’ve often wondered where Pris gets the habit from). The kitchen was suddenly enveloped in the ‘rankest compound of villainous smell that ever offended nostril’, as Shakespeare aptly put it. Whatever malodorousness lurked beneath those garments was exposed to the warm air and the rest of us turned green. Pris swears she caught sight of a large and knicker-less, wrinkled bottom; not to mention an ancient snakeskin garter held up by varicose veins!


Rupert’s a fastidious soul and a Virgo to boot. This being the final straw, Granny found herself barred from the house without the chance of a reprieve. The strange thing is that she seems to accept Rupert’s treatment of her without rancour and actually respects him – probably because he’s not frightened of her. Unfortunately, his sense of humour is sadly lacking in Granny’s direction, whereas her antics can reduce the rest of us to hysterics.


She slurped noisily at her heavily sweetened coffee. ‘There’s some young Turk doing the rounds who we’ll need to keep an eye on,’ she announced having settled herself on a bale of straw. ‘He’s got an impressive pedigree which I suspect he’s written himself but Roger’s fallen for it, like the bloody fool he is. You …’ she said, prodding Pris with her stick, ‘…will enjoy this. Get over there next full moon and see what you can find out.’


‘What have you found out so far?’ I asked, knowing the old girl wouldn’t be quite so much in the dark as she would have us believe.


Her insipid blue eyes twinkled. ‘Cheeky blighter asked if he could touch my garter in homage but his hand rested a bit too long on my leg for my liking.’


Rupert shuddered noticeably; no doubt the vision of gnarled varicose veins at the forefront of his mind.


‘What did you do?’ asked Pris.


‘Gave the bugger a good clout with m’ stick,’ she grinned showing an amazing set of white teeth. ‘Now, be serious. Calls himself Alan Wicca, would you believe? Probably because he creeps around his betters with an unctuous manner, hoping some of their aura will rub off on him. Didn’t get the impression there was anything there …’


She trailed off but we all knew what she meant. What people don’t realise is that a genuine witch can spot another a mile off. We’ve tried to analyse it on a rational and scientific level but we’ve never been able to explain it even to our own satisfaction. Perhaps because a true witch is judged by his or her works and keeping silence. They don’t find the need to go around proclaiming their antecedents to all and sundry but they will defend their corner when they see fit. Which is exactly what Granny was doing by mobilising her troops. She might have stood down as Dame of the Coven, but she’s still sound in her judgement and we respect her opinions.


Granny had met the chap at Roger’s last open moot and he’d walked straight over to her, taking both of her hands in his and saluted her as the Lady. No doubt that had gone down like a Jesuit at a Beltaine bash with Vanessa, the High Priestess. Apparently Granny reminded him of his own grandmother, a Hereditary Witch from Norfolk who had some mysterious link to none other than the legendary George Pickingill. And of course, out came that tired old cliché that it was his dear old, white-haired grandmother who’d initiated him into the Craft.


‘The bugger’s lying but let’s let him run for a bit.’


‘How do we recognise him?’


‘Tall, not a bad looking chap, fifties. Smartly turned out for a change. Told me he’d been in the SAS but I suspect his credential there won’t stand much scrutiny either. Best let Gerry know ’cos he’ll be in the shop sniffing around before long. D’you want a lift back?’ she asked Pris.


‘Er, no thanks, I haven’t finished here,’ answered Pris, gagging slightly at the thought of the half-mile journey in the close confines of the Volvo.


To put no finer point on it, Granny’s car stinks …there’s a sinister and permanent damp stain on both front seats and we’re not too sure whether Granny herself is responsible, or whether it’s her decrepit old sheepdog. Either way, no local will ever accept a lift in her car, especially as the windows refuse to open to let in any fresh air. Her kitchen is just as noxious with its ancient Rayburn belching out fumes and heat in equal quantities. Not to mention the bone-idle ‘entire’ tom cat that occupies an armchair central to that sulphurous stench and contributes his own brand of vileness when the weather is too bad for him to go out.


The real source of Granny’s own individualistic odour is Baggins, a rather handsome billy with a thick black and white coat. He’s the only thing in that fetid dwelling that is immaculate – her pride and joy. Baggins is a Bagot goat, a breed that was brought to Britain by the Crusaders in the 14th century. The animals lived semi-wild at Bagot’s Park until the Rare Breeds Survival Trust took over the management of them and no one knows how Granny managed to get hold of this thing. The animals have long shaggy coats, shot through with a variable amount of black, stand about 30 inches at the shoulder and sport an impressive set of curved horns. Baggins is mostly black which, together with his slit amber eyes, gives him a highly sinister appearance.


Rupert loathes goats, maintaining that they’re dirty, smelly, destructive creatures and in all fairness, there’s nothing quite like the smell of an un-neutered billy goat to foster ill-feeling between neighbours. Baggins lives in the old washhouse adjoining the kitchen but we suspect that he’s allowed inside the kitchen after dark in case someone steals him.


‘Or shoots the bloody thing,’ commented Rupert, having learned of the animal’s latest escapade of demolishing an entire greenhouse of potential prize-winning chrysanthemums that were being lovingly tended for the County Show.


Despite his appearance he’s a friendly old thing (Baggins, I mean – not Rupert) and has caused more than his fair share of amusement when Granny was asked to prepare a blend of incense by one young lass who was desperately trying to impress.


‘I want to invoke Pan,’ she breathed. ‘I want to experience the true Presence.’


Granny made the incense from goat droppings and it took weeks before the family could get rid of the smell. ‘Can’t get truer than that,’ commented the Old Witch with a grin.


True witches, of course, use witch-power for everything connected with daily living (including finding parking spaces and queue-less tills in supermarkets) and no doubt Rupert and Pris engaged in a little bit of unscrupulous working when bidding for the new horse. There’s a preparation they conceal in the hollowed-out end of a walking stick that will cause a horse to act like a ‘bad ‘un’ in order to discourage other buyers and keep the bidding down.


Is it immoral? I don’t think so. After all, the animal has come to a good home and will live here in comfort for the rest of its days. Could the same guarantees be made with someone else buying it? Personally, I believe the end justifies the means when a creature’s well-being is at stake, although those from the town will often disagree with a countryman’s definition of ‘well-being’.


Old Craft isn’t about pretty little Nature ceremonies at seasonal times of the year – it’s having a completely different perspective on life. It’s an alternative morality, if you like, which endorses the ‘eye for an eye’ philosophy of Biblical proportions. Those who are only interested on a superficial level will be uneasy with many of the tenets of Old Craft. We don’t turn the other cheek; we don’t advocate universal kinship and we don’t extend ‘perfect love and perfect trust’ to a mere acquaintance just because they lay claims to the eco-pagan ideal.


What we do teach is respect for the natural order of things in their own time and place. We believe in shielding our own, young and old, from outside interference and prejudices; and in using witch-power to protect ourselves when threatened. We value knowledge and treasure the gift of shared ‘secrets’. Above all, we honour the ‘gods’ as the fount of all knowledge, wisdom and understanding, but whether Old Craft can be looked upon as a religious practice is questionable. Certainly we believe in the powers we call down to do our bidding and we have faith in our abilities to channel that power but religion – personally, I would say not.










Chapter Two


What Witches Do


A large proportion of the work witches are called upon to perform outside their own immediate circle comprises healing. Several weeks after their encounter with the Media-Witch, Pris fielded another boundary when the phone rang with a request for some help with a healing spell.


Apparently the Media-Witch had found herself with a problem she couldn’t sort. Her ‘personal journalist’ and ‘novice’ [sic] was worried about his wife’s health since the doctors couldn’t find anything wrong. Pris made vague consenting noises out of politeness, mentally outlining a plan to arrange absent healing, then make sure she and Adam were watching television at the appointed time.


Media-Witch, however, took this vague consent by the throat and announced that she’ll be over in forty minutes. Mind reeling …forty minutes! Help – Mother, please have a heart attack – now! Better still, I’ll have a heart attack – now – thought Pris, who hates being caught out with no make-up and her hair a mess.


‘Then I thought sod it. At the ‘do’ the other week she told me she wasn’t into make-up and girly things. She won’t notice.’


Adam dashed off to shave and change his shirt, the two cats were ordered not to moult and before the whirr of the vacuum died away, Media-Witch and a man impersonating a grizzly bear were on the doorstep.


Now if there’s one thing the Coven is extremely hot over, it’s coven etiquette. You don’t invite yourself to a stranger’s house, unexpected, requesting their magical help and turn up bearing nothing but a large drum and an even larger accomplice. In they swept, Media-Witch’s gold emblazoned cowboy boots setting off her skin-tight jeans. Smiling sweetly at Adam, she coyly accepted a seat, batting her immaculately made-up eyes at him and tossing a tendril of glossy curl over one shoulder. Handing over her jacket, she daintily smoothed the black plunge-line top over her curves.


Bitch, thought Pris seething inwardly. However, the combination of having lank hair, no make-up and an expression of boiling hatred were guaranteed to give her the appearance of an extra from Buffy the Vampire Slayer, so she beetled off to the bathroom to repair the damage. Through the door she could hear the journalist enthusing about Bramble Cottage, the fire, the beams, the atmosphere, the olde worlde charm. How soon could he come back; could he feature them? Real working witches in their charming country cottage – yeah, great, just what they needed!


By the time Pris came back, Media-Witch had brought all this enthusiasm down to earth with a sniff, conceding that it’s okay if you liked that sort of thing. Personally she preferred her windswept maisonette on the edge of the salt-marsh, because it was so atmospheric and handy for her clients (Oh, I bet it is darlin’ – muttered Pris under her breath). The journalist hardly glanced up since he was hanging on to his mentor’s every word as she expounded her vast knowledge of just how healing spells work.


‘I was having a bit of difficulty getting into the right frame of mind but I thought sod it,’ Pris continued. ‘I don’t even know the stupid bag who’s daft enough to let her husband trail all over the country drooling over this silly slapper, but she deserves to be ill. My emotions were getting somewhat frazzled so I gritted my teeth and asked if they’d brought robes.


‘Coy smiles from Media-Witch. Ooops, no, she’d forgotten them, so we’ll have to work sky-clad …I looked at the others; the journalist looked hopeful; Adam looked nervous – and me? Well I just looked. One of those looks Granny would be proud of. I don’t think so, sweetheart, not with all the draughts howling through our quaint country cottage. Everyday clothes will be fine.


‘Now we’ve all heard ‘nice’ pagans saying that no one should ever enter the Circle when they’re angry. Why the hell not? It’s my space, anger produces oodles of energy and it’s effortless, especially with someone stoking me up into the bargain. Anger’s good, it’s healthy and it’s going to be perfect for healing, because from what I heard of our patient’s problems, it’s entirely self-inflicted and a desperate attempt to haul her husband out of Media-Witch’s clutches via the good old tried-and-tested guilt trip. Oh, yes, I was raring to go. Let’s let her have it.’


The beauty of this kind of healing spell is that everyone benefits (well, nearly everyone). The wife gets a jolt of pure anger that dissolves her negative passivity; in turn she puts a stop to her erring husband’s chauffeuring Media-Witch about (Media-Witch doesn’t have a car, so she can’t inflict herself on any more kind, generous people living in out-of-the-way places); the witch’s partner feels guilty about being flirted with and in turn treats his wife like a priceless object; while the witch herself basks in the glory …


‘The sheer pleasure of my projected triumph, manipulation and outright victory brought such a look of ecstasy to my face, that I glowed,’ reported Pris modestly.


‘Producing a pulsing battery of wonderful healing energy for Media-Witch to direct into the journalist for him to take home, I settled down like an old owl and let her take the stage. We set up a droning, insistent chant, I directed my energy into the journalist, Media-Witch invoked the Hornéd One into him. Hang on …re-wind. What’s all this, is this absolutely necessary?


‘Too late. The journalist gave himself over completely and began by going rigid, fists clenched, breathing hard, face turning puce. His eyes blazed without focusing; slowly he began to rock. Lumbering unsteadily to his feet, that old Hornéd God energy was plainly present and just out of sheer badness I wound him up and up. I was buzzing; Adam was ‘out of it’ and I couldn’t tell you about Media-Witch other than to say she was having the time of her life with her drum in the background.


‘Suddenly, all this real magic became too much for the erstwhile novice and about fifteen stone of rampant man started crashing down on me. To be honest, I couldn’t decide between assuming the pentagram position and bracing myself – or rolling out of the way, but I chose the latter as it required less effort. The ritual grounded, the drumming stopped and I was genuinely concerned that he seemed to be very slow in coming out of his trance. Eventually we managed to get him sitting up and talking, although all he could manage was, ‘Bloody hell …bloody hell …”


Having got him to his feet, Media-Witch promptly announced they were leaving. Pris protested, insisting that he needed tea or coffee, as he wasn’t properly grounded. The man wasn’t fit to drive but the up-staged Media-Witch wasn’t listening. Still groggy, the poor man was pushed out into the night without a word of thanks, or the chance to say goodnight.


The following day curiosity got the better of Pris and she rang to see how he was. Media-Witch dismissed her concerns casually and said that he’d been okay by the time he’d driven a few miles with the car window down.


‘She did have one more thing to tell me, however,’ said Pris between gritted teeth. ‘She had the nerve to say that she thought mine and Adam’s energies were too dark and that we should try some re-balancing magic. Wow, thanks. I’ll bear it in mind when I’m asked to work with rank amateurs again.’


Funnily enough, nothing more was heard from Media-Witch after that but the pagan grapevine still hums with news and gossip. The journalist’s wife is much better and he no longer trails around after Media-Witch – especially since she made a pig’s ear of a very public magical working and slipped into obscurity. Even the Party Host doesn’t bother with her now – probably because both of them discovered that the other was far too self-centred to promote anyone else other than themselves. Perfect love and perfect trust – yep – that’s what it’s all about.


Castor & Pollux is not your ordinary run-of-the-mill occult shop. Guy runs the art gallery next door and the whole arrangement is an homage to minimalism. Gerry’s side of the business has a small alcove kitted out with two comfortable white leather sofas and a non-stop supply of freshly-brewed coffee, so that anyone calling for a chat doesn’t interfere with the smooth running of the business. Needless to say, we’re often privy to the intriguing conversations that take place. One morning, Pris and I had called for a gossip, only to be confronted by two of the customers embroiled in a heated altercation over the fact that if getting it wrong, healing can cause harm.


‘But of course it’s okay to try and help people,’ argued one earnest little thing we’d not seen before. ‘Our guardian angels will make sure we don’t do any harm.’


Annie, a feisty little red-headed shaman peered over the top of her gold-wire specs. ‘You have to take responsibility for being a successful channel for healing energy and you can’t abdicate that responsibility to an overworked guardian angel. In my experience of nearly fifty years, this may be true at the beginning of our healing careers but they have better things to do than bail you out if you make a cock-up. It would be nice to think that healing was always good and never did harm but that just isn’t so.’


A few months earlier Pris and Adam had been coerced into helping out with what they understood to be a healing ritual for two members of Roger’s group. When Pris called round to discuss the precise nature of the ritual, she discovered that it was a fertility rite for someone none of them had ever met. Needless to say, there were certain questions she wanted answering: like did the person in question know what was being done? Had their permission been obtained? Had all aspects of the problem been carefully thought out? Were the ‘lucky’ people involved prepared for an outcome that had not been planned, such as twins or triplets?


‘Vanessa brushed aside my reservations with the answer that it would be perfectly alright because the Goddess would take care of it. And that was what was worrying me. The Powers That Be certainly do take care of things – and not always in the way we’d like,’ said Pris. ‘No matter what arguments I put forward, they were all answered with the same blasé indifference. Roger made me feel as though I was being deliberately difficult. My immediate reaction was to walk away and let them get on with it but I was more concerned for the folks on the receiving end of this little charade.’


Pris knew there was more to the ritual than the Gruesome Twosome were letting on, so she casually contrived to bump into Roger’s wife in the coffee shop next market day. Not surprisingly, there’s no love lost between Gwen and Vanessa, and Roger’s wife is always more than willing to be a bit indiscreet about her husband’s relationship with his High Priestess. It didn’t take Pris long to discover that the couple for whom this ritual was being carried out, didn’t know the first thing about it.


The request had come from the mother-in-law who desperately wanted a grandchild and resented her daughter-in-law having a promising career instead of staying at home to play house. The purpose of the ritual was for the unfortunate woman to become pregnant without her knowledge or consent! Okay, thought Pris, if you two are so cock-sure of yourselves, Adam and I will have to do a little magic of our own as we go along, since nothing’s going to stop this ritual from going ahead. She knew that Roger and Vanessa wouldn’t be familiar with the possibility of anyone participating in two magical rites at once, since she’d done it before on more than one occasion with their group and no one had ever noticed.


Basically this consists of leaving others to carry out the ritual in blissful ignorance while magically over-riding everything that is invoked and directing it elsewhere. It has to be said that whilst we feel no responsibility for the stupidity of others, we consider it to be morally wrong to carry out a magical working on behalf of a third party (in this case, the childless couple) who had neither been consulted nor consented. The knack of magically over-riding another’s operation is to back off and assume the meek and mild attitude of someone who had been persuaded that something they doubted is now a good idea. This has the effect of throwing the others into a foolish state of ‘perfect love and perfect trust’ – which is a ridiculous attitude to have towards a fellow human anyway.


‘So, having lulled Roger and Vanessa into a state of false security, I appeared to join in with the casting of the Circle. Sadly, I can’t say the same for Adam, who made it blatantly clear that he disapproved of the whole thing. We did think it was a bit risky working with Hecate for a fertility rite but they were convinced that they knew it all, so we just let them get on with it.


‘As fast as they called a Quarter Guardian, I dismissed them; which went completely unnoticed. That is, with the exception of the South, where Adam was stationed. As he turned to give the call, I had to suppress a laugh as I could tell that he wasn’t calling the usual Guardian. The sudden burst of power felt fertile enough but I doubt it was who they thought it was. I saw the wicked gleam in Adam’s eyes as he turned to face me and thought: ‘Oh, hell, we’re in for some fun now!’


‘The Gruesome Twosome obviously thought everything was fine and wasted no time in leading the Chant. They were in their own little world and I don’t think they noticed that my mind was elsewhere. All the time the Chant was going on, I was over-riding it with one of my own, something to the tune of: ‘Hecate, Hecate, ignore this call. This is a balls-up, one and all …’ while Adam was clearly stoking up a bit of naughty work of his own.


‘Eventually the Chant ground to a halt. Vanessa was breathless with excitement and her eyes sparkled unnaturally. Neither had noticed I was drinking far and above my normal consumption of wine but it was quite deliberate. Vanessa’s expression got sillier and she began behaving in an even more blatantly sexual manner than usual. She couldn’t understand what was going on but after several unsuccessful attempts to seduce Adam, she turned her attentions on Roger. Vanessa wanted it, and she wanted it now. Adam and I got on with the wine, cakes and post-ritual cigarette while Roger obliged his highly-charged High Priestess. She didn’t know what had hit her.’


Eventually Pris and Adam made their excuses and left even though Pris was bursting to go to the lavatory. As they walked to the car, Adam commented that the incense was a bit on the heavy side for a rite of that sort, and Pris confessed that she’d provided them with a nice bit of Saturnalian stuff to really get things going. At the end of the road, Pris lifted her skirt in the shadows and released the much-needed bodily function into the sewers. With that piddle went all the hard work of the evening; maybe a few rats would be especially fertile but that wouldn’t matter over much. Adam later admitted that he’d thought it would be safer just to let the rite grind itself out in Vanessa, while leaving Pris to collect any magical remnants and piddle it way.


We can report that nothing happened after the rite – no pregnancies occurred – so no harm done. As far as our Coven was concerned, the evening was a resounding success; in Roger and Vanessa’s opinion, it was an embarrassing failure they are careful never to mention. As Pris said: ‘Perfect love and perfect trust, eh? Not if you’re working with real witches, you don’t!’


Perhaps I should explain that the way Adam and Pris work with outsiders bears no resemblance to the way we work within the Coven. Most outsiders go in for what Pris refers to as ‘a bit of G&A role-playing’ complete with Circle-casting and calling the Quarter Guardians, which is not how we do things at all. Neither do we have the pre-prescribed rituals that are learned and repeated by rote —but then you won’t find our workings in any books.


It is always assumed that love spells are ‘good’ spells which harm none, but in fact they can be incredible selfish, destructive and sometimes, downright-wicked. What the books don’t tell is that you, as the innocent dupe, can get the retribution dumped back three fold on you, if the facts haven’t been thoroughly examined enough beforehand. One of Gerry’s customers calls herself a ‘feng shui healer’ but she wasn’t above asking for help when it suited. ‘You’re into this witchcraft stuff,’ said the Healer. ‘Can you do a love spell for me?’
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