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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


THE URBAN OVATE


A clear, sensible and intensely personal book, based on extensive individual experience.


Professor Ronald Hutton, author of Pagan Britain, The Druids and Blood and Mistletoe: The History of the Druids in Britain.


The work of the Ovate is inward looking in nature, and so is easily available wherever you live. This makes it ideal for urban Pagans. Brendan Howlin explores this aspect of the Druid path with reference to pop culture and personal experience. It is a very readable introduction that should help people decide whether this is a path they want to travel further along.


Nimue Brown, author of Pagan Portals: Spirituality without Structure, Druidry and Meditation and Pagan Planet: Being, Believing and Belonging in the 21st Century


A cheerful introduction to what might be termed ‘Psychological Druidry’ that addresses the intermediate or ‘Ovate’ phase of a Druid’s training. This book is partly a memoir of the Druid author himself, and partly a spiritual guide with searching questions that lead to the reader’s greater self-awareness. A good book for the aspiring Druidic seeker.


Ellen Evert Hopman, author of A Druid’s Herbal of Sacred Tree Medicine and A Legacy of Druids – Conversations with Druid Leaders in Britain, the USA and Canada
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For my muse as always, you know who you are.
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Continuing the Journey


I am assuming that you have read The Handbook of Urban Druidry and have practised some of the exercises outlined in there, so you are well on your way to becoming an Urban Druid. When you are writing a novel (which I am sure most of you are!) you are advised to describe scenes by using all of the senses, in order to draw your reader in and make your scenes believable. So you are advised to describe what the character sees, hears, touches, smells and sometimes tastes. It seems pretty obvious to me that we should be doing the same things with life in order to make it ‘real’. If you have taken to heart my exhortations in the previous book, you should now be able to stand in your local patch of greenery and see the trees and flowers, hear the birds singing, smell the earth (especially if it is wet, which if you are in the UK will be most of the time!) and perhaps touch a leaf. Taste is always the most difficult one to express openly, but anyway, you will be present in the here and now. To take another example, I love to lie in bed at night listening to the rain and the wind. I like to hear the rain, but also feel warm and comfortable in my bed. There is a delicious melancholy to it that is worth savouring and I find it really peaceful. I don’t find it quite so pleasant if I have to go to work in it the next day of course, but at least I have been present for the short time that I experienced it at night.


So now that you have learned to be present in your life, what next I hear you ask? How can I enrich my life even more than I have already? Basically, the first stage of Druid training is called the Bardic level, which is about what I described in the previous paragraph and also about freeing your imagination and creativity. Clearly this is an ongoing process, so don’t worry if you feel that you are not exactly firing on all of these cylinders at once yet. The next step on the Druid journey is called the Ovate stage, which is basically finding out what makes you do the things you do. This sounds utterly trivial, but is one of the most difficult things to come to terms with in life.


When I mentioned this to one of my brothers he said that what makes you do the things that you do are beer and food! However, life is never that simple. As an example, we all remember moments when we have thought, ‘Why did I do that?’ So, if you are aware of what makes you do things you can take steps to only do those things that you want. We are also all subject to various levels of conditioning, some of which are very useful as they enable us to function in society, but there are some that are not. You have probably all met people who say, for example, that they want to lose weight but can’t. This is, in the majority of cases, because their conscious self and their subconscious don’t agree, as I mentioned in the previous book. Therefore, if you can find out what drives you then you can become a whole person, who is driven by your own will and not by anyone else’s! These influencing factors can be broken down into several influences, which in Druidry we call spirits of something. This can be hard to understand, but I can make it simpler. What makes you do what you do is influenced by:




•  Your culture


•  Your genetic inheritance


•  Your local environment


•  The pressures of expectations


•  Where you are in history





Out of these influences, your culture is the easiest to understand. Please note that I am not recommending or criticising anyone’s culture. Everyone is different and it is not for me to say whether you should do one thing or another; the point of this exercise is to find out if you are doing things because they are expected of you and not because you really want to. I know lots of examples of this process of discovery that have happened to my tutees over the years, but I am forbidden by ethics and my oath of secrecy to reveal them, so what I am going to do is use myself as an example. This is not because I am a narcissist (well not much), but I have given myself permission to talk about myself. It is highly likely that my example won’t resonate strongly with your life, as we will probably differ in age, sex and background, but I hope that it will make you think about your own influences. As an added aside, everyone likes snooping into other people’s lives (after all what is Facebook for?), so you may also find it entertaining.





Your Culture


I am from an Irish culture, in that both of my parents were Irish. Despite the fact that I was born and raised in London, this is still the culture I grew up in. By this I mean that I share the characteristics of my race. Irish people like to have the ‘craic’, which is singing, dancing and drinking. We are sentimental and like slushy songs. We have been described as having an hysterical temperament, in that we are easily upset, don’t control our emotions well and tend to bear grudges when we are crossed. If you want evidence of the Irish ability to hold grudges you just have to look at the Northern Irish problem. On the positive side we are happy, like jokes (even against ourselves) and like to talk socially.


Our love of drinking can be a bad thing, in that we get drunk easily, but don’t stop when we have had enough and this can lead to fights or violence. In fact when I first went out with my future wife, we went to a pub and she jokingly asked me when I was going to start fighting! Fortunately I am also a coward and don’t like violence. This shows that you don’t have to subscribe wholly (or even partially) to the racial stereotype of your culture and a lot of people don’t, but it is important to be aware of the cultural pressures that you are under, especially if you are unaware that you have any.


Incidentally, a lot of people don’t like these cultural stereotypes and this resulted in my first rejection of an article for Touchstone, the Druid journal. I wrote an article about the genome of a typical Irishman being sequenced and thought I would make it more interesting by pointing out that the genes for drunkenness weren’t located. Penny, the editor, rightly rejected the article by pointing out that many people put aside their sense of humour when they put on the Druid robe.


Another characteristic of Irish people is that they love to argue, frequently taking a stance that they don’t believe in just for the sake of arguing. Yet another aspect of the Irish is that they love to tell stories, but a story is best told with a little embellishment for effect. I was flabbergasted to find out that my wife (who comes from a staunch Presbyterian background) calls this lying, but everyone does this when they tell stories don’t they? So this is a trivial example of cultural heritages leading to misunderstanding.
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