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Authors’ Note

As educators, it has been our concern to be as accurate and as clear in our descriptions as possible. As so little was written down about the ancient Celts during the time in which they lived, our research has been both extensive and fascinating. We have tried to depict the Celts as they once were, rather than through the interpretation of nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature. We take all responsibility for any errors or assumptions that may seem incorrect. And we thank our editor at Inner Traditions International, Laura Schlivek, for supporting this project.

Our fathers, they have said these things . . .

It’s the land it is our wisdom

It’s the land it shines us through

It’s the land it feeds our children

It’s the land

You cannot own the land

The land owns you.

—Lyrics from “Solid Ground” by Dougie MacLean,

published by Limetree Arts and Music, Scotland



Where do these celebrations come from?
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Introduction

Have you ever wondered why we celebrate Halloween
on October 31 rather than on some other date?
Doesn’t it seem strange that Groundhog Day falls on
February 2, to celebrate spring, when groundhogs
are still in the middle of winter’s hibernation? Why
is Christmas celebrated on December 25; why is Easter
called Easter? None of this can be explained by our
modern calendar, but it makes perfect sense when we
look at the natural cycle of the seasons and the seasonal
celebrations of older cultures.
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Many of our modern holidays come from very ancient calendars that people brought to North America from their homelands in northern Europe and the British Isles. Though our style of celebration has changed over the centuries, these ancient festivals are reminders of how our northern European ancestors (like our ancestors from all over the world) once lived by the rising and setting of the moon, sun, stars, and planets.

Long before the time of Julius Caesar (and during
his time as well) there were large groups of wandering
people north of Rome, who measured time by their own
calendar. Unlike the Roman calendar, which only measured
the sun’s passage across the sky, their calendar paid attention
to the waxing and waning of the moon and to the positions
of the stars as well. Because they were a farming civilization,
the changing of the seasons was important to them, too, and
their celebrations marked things like the birth of lambs and the harvesting
of grain.

Who were these people? And how did their seasonal festivals change to become the holidays we celebrate today? To the Romans they were called the Galli or Gauls, to the Greeks they were the keltoi—the “hidden people”—as they had no written language, their stories
were “hidden” from other cultures.

They kept their traditions alive for centuries
by telling stories and reciting poetry out loud.
It would be impossible to write their stories
down and still have them contain all the levels
of meaning that a live storyteller could bring
to them. It is from these stories, from artifacts
found in ancient gravesites, and from accounts
by Greek and Roman writers that we have
learned about these fascinating but little-known
people. Today, these northern European people
are known collectively as the Celts (pronounced
kelts). We think that the word kilt comes from
the same Greek root, meaning “to hide” or “to
conceal.” Variations on their language can still
be heard today in Gaelic (Scottish or Irish),
Manx (on the Isle of Man), Welsh (in Wales),
Cornish (in Cornwall, England), and Breton (in
Brittany, France).
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Since the creation of life on our planet, all living creatures have
been affected by the Earth’s spinning passage around the
sun. The sun gives us our hours of light and
dark, our days of rain and drought,
our weeks of heat and cold, our
seasons of growth and rest.
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Early Calendars

Long, long ago, before there were clocks, radios, calendars or computers, our ancestors knew how to recognize the passage of the times of day, the shifts from drought to flood, and the seasons of growth and rest in the land around them. They needed to know these basic patterns of life to survive.

Those of us who live in a part of the world that has a climate like that of France, Germany, Austria, northern Spain, England, Scotland, or Wales—the countries where the Celts lived from around 700 B.C. to the first century A.D.—know that spring comes between February and May, summer comes between May and June, autumn comes between August and September, and winter can begin by October 31.

If you live in a warmer climate, like Texas, Florida, Australia, Brazil, or Mexico, your calendar will follow different seasonal rhythms.

The word season comes from the old French word seson meaning: “a period in which a special type of agricultural work is done and a particular type of weather prevails.”*1

Imagine what the world was like in 700 B.C. There was no electricity, so the only sources of light were the sun, moon, and stars and the man-made fires, which also provided heat when the sun did not. When the sun went down, it was very dark and, in winter, very cold.
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If you were a sixth-century
Celt, with no
chance of electricity,
imagine what 5:00 p.m.
in winter would look
like—both outdoors
and indoors—DARK.

Seasonal changes were what the Celts, and all early peoples, watched to determine times for travel, planting, festivals, harvest, breeding, rest, and activity—the basic calendar for their year. The Celts’ survival depended on the seasons of planting and harvest and the life cycles of their animal stock. They based their year on:


	end of winter/beginning of spring, when calves and lambs are
born, and birds begin to reappear

	beginning of summer, when cattle and sheep are taken to upper pastures, gardens are planted, men and women marry, when men leave for battle and women follow cattle to the high meadows

	end of summer/beginning of fall, when gardens are harvested, birds begin migrating, and cattle and sheep return for slaughter or winter stay

	end of fall/beginning of winter, when the harvest is in, the winter
home prepared, and the agricultural year ends



Great feasts, parties, family and tribal gatherings, and occasions for political decision-making marked each of these seasonal changes.
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Seasonal changes of the sun’s position in the sky
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Monthly changes of the
moon’s shape
(see page 47)



Part I

Who Were the Celts?

The Celts were a collection of tribal peoples who appeared in Europe around the seventh or eighth century B.C., possibly from as far away as Turkey or India. Although they lived in separate tribes, similarities in their arts, physical makeup, social structure, and most importantly, in their languages, allow us today to consider them as a single people. The artifacts that they buried with their dead also give us clues to their Celtic identity. It is important to remember that when we speak of the Celts we are speaking of many different tribes. Despite their similarities, there were many differences between the tribes, which is one reason they never united as a single Celtic nation.

They spread, by both peaceful and warlike means, over a large part of Europe. Their skill in metalwork, raising animals, and preserving food with salt helped them create a successful culture. While the Celts were farmers and herdspeople, they were also fierce hunters and warriors, known to paint blue designs on their skin, using a vegetable dye called woad, before going into battle. In those days every culture had to be a fighting culture in order to survive. The women could be as fierce as the men. Indeed, the great Irish hero Cuchulainn learned his legendary battle skills from a woman. The Celts had iron swords and used horses in battle, which gave them a big advantage over the people they conquered. In fact, one of the main reasons the Romans developed the military skill and strength we know them for today was to fend off the Celtic military threat.

The Romans fought Celtic people in the Gallic Wars. Caesar wrote much of what is known about the Celts but we must read what he wrote carefully. Imagine what it would be like if your history were written down only by your enemies. It would probably be a pretty biased view. So we have to remember that the popular Greek and Roman image of the Celts as “barbarians” was a prejudiced picture.

One fascinating aspect of the Celts is their mythology. As the Celts chose not to have a written language, much of their own view of their history was woven into their mythological tales, which they memorized and recited out loud until the ninth century A.D. Many of these stories that survive today were written down in the Middle Ages by Christian monks who heard the tales from storytellers. But the Celtic mythology was full of magic, so the monks changed the stories to make them fit with the teachings of the Christian Church. Once again, the Celtic point of view has been altered. As with any history, what we read about the Celts has to be very carefully sorted out between fact and fiction.
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The Celts often wove wool with plaids and stripes which may be the early origin of kilts. They loved jewelry and would paint their bodies with a blue dye—woad—before battle.
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