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INTRODUCTION
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Keepers of the Knowledge

Ever since the dawn of human history, mankind has had a fascination with divination. It has played a part in the making and ruin of chieftains and kings, and at the same time it has offered comfort and guidance to lowly people in their everyday toil and struggle for existence.

In the world of the Celtic Pagans of Wales, Ireland, Scotland, and northern France—the four main areas of Celtic domination—the science and art of divination lay within the trusted hands of the Druids, one of the three learned classes of Celtic society, and for thousands of years before the arrival of the Celtic culture, chieftains and tribal kings sought the advice of Druids to help determine their destiny.

But in addition to these lofty Druids who served the royal courts, there were more commonplace Druids—those who lived and worked within the tribal communities. Their tasks were much humbler, but no less important. They served the peasant communities who sought their advice on everyday matters, matters that though humdrum and mundane may well have meant life or death to individuals, families, or even entire communities.

It would be a mistake to think of these ancient societies as being well organized and structured, or as a cohesive “nation” in the same way as we think of today’s highly structured nations, with governments and organized social structures.

Beginning as a hunter-gatherer culture, the first evidence we can see of any form of social cohesion would have been small family groups working together as hunters. As they progressed to an agrarian society, these family groups developed into tribes who farmed crops and tended small herds as an interdependent group. Even though these tribes may have been larger in number than the earlier extended family groups, they were by no means a coherent nation, but rather isolated groups of people with little contact or communication between each other. Most tribes would have a chieftain at their head; some would even be referred to as a king, and in a very few cases, a number of tribes would come together under a high king, or King of Kings. These alliances were usually a defensive strategy at a time when strength in numbers was a very important tactic in defending homes, crops, and cattle from aggressive neighboring tribes, or in launching attacks to gain territory and assets.

Living so close to nature and totally dependent on her gifts, the people of these tribal communities were desperate for advice on when to sow crops, when to begin their harvest, when to store their grain, when their cattle were due to give birth, and a myriad of other concerns about the simple matters that governed their daily lives. The predictions of their tribal Druid gave them hope and guidance. When things went wrong and nature dealt them an unexpected blow, it was their Druid who was expected to tell them what had happened, how they had offended nature, and what they needed to do to put things right or prevent such things from happening again. History tells us that it was the role of the tribal Druid to instruct the tribe as to when their festivals were due and predict auspicious dates for marriages, births, battles, and other major events.

Accounts vary as to the methods used by these ancient Druids, but one thing is common to all the historical accounts: the tribal Druid, through whatever means, was expected to provide crucial information of past events, interpret the present, and foretell the future, in order that the recipients of this information could use it in some form of decision-making process. This process could involve the destiny of a nation or simply the best time to gather hazelnuts; the skill of the Druid-seer was expected to provide direction to chieftains and peasants alike.

Today, divination, in its various forms, plays a very different role in our society. Astrology, tarot, and crystal gazing have taken over from the older Pagan methods, and few people understand or follow the arcane rites that served the pre-Celtic Pagans so well and for so long.

Having been a practicing Druid in the pre-Celtic Pagan tradition for some forty years now, I have had many, many occasions to call upon the Druidic divination techniques that I was taught as a young man in the 1960s. Divination was, and still is, an essential element of Druidic practice, one that requires a good degree of training and insight. More importantly, it requires a large amount of conviction and practice so that the practitioner may transcend the mundane and explore the hidden world of the Druidic cosmos.

The Druidic mantic arts are many; some of the more ancient practices, primarily the socially unacceptable ones, have been abandoned, but a collection of very specific techniques remain and continue to be passed on through the restricted oral tradition of the Druids. This book explores the techniques that have survived and explains the cosmos of the pre-Celtic Pagans within which they functioned.

Much of what you will find as you read through the following chapters is seen here in print for the first time and has been taken from the oral tradition that defines the belief system that has governed my life since I was a child.

Some of what you will read will contradict the popular mythical accounts of pre-Roman society in what may now be considered as the Celtic homelands. Similarly, some will challenge many of the assertions made by various neo-Druidic individuals and groups who have formulated their own interpretation of the ancient belief systems, based on a combination of Romano-Christian influenced accounts, romanticized fiction, and the elevation of mythical characters to Celtic deities.

I was brought up in a Pagan household and taught in the Welsh tradition of pre-Celtic Paganism. Purely by chance of birth, I belong to a family lineage of Druids going back at least five generations, and I understand from my parents and grandparents that I have been taught an unbroken and uninterrupted tradition that extends far back into the history of my homeland. I point this out not in an attempt to ascribe to my writing any special credibility, but to demonstrate that the Druidic tradition is still maintained, though not very visibly, in many of the Celtic nations and that it plays a part in everyday life within the communities of simple, unassuming Celtic folk.

The tradition that I write about is the tradition maintained in the tribal area of Wales in which I was born and grew up. Forty years of practicing and teaching this tradition has taught me, among many other things, that the tradition I know so well is not the only Druidic tradition, nor do I suggest that it is better or holds sovereignty over any other Druidic tradition. It is merely the one that I know and follow. My experience has also taught me that most of the Celtic Druidic traditions have a great deal more in common than they have differences, particularly if you compare the rural community traditions, as opposed to the neo-Druidic national and global orders. While it is true that the history of the many interconnected pre-Celtic and Celtic tribes throughout northern Europe spawned a diverse collection of folklore and mythical legends, it is also true to say that much of the core of the spiritual belief systems of these tribes show a great deal in common, as does the history of their ritual and divination methods.

In researching the diversity of the methods contained in this book, I have discovered that the Welsh tradition I was brought up in not only shares many of its techniques with the other northern European Druidic traditions, but also that they have a great deal in common with many of the other metaphysical traditions from around the world. Whether these traditions come from a single source, were shared though cultural exchange, or grew independently is impossible to determine, although the latter seems the most likely. One thing is apparent, though: the widespread use of divination in its many forms illustrates that it serves a fundamental human need—our desire to know what the future holds for us and our common belief that the source of this information is not to be found in the mundane physical world, but somewhere outside it.


THE ROLE OF PRE-CELTIC DIVINATION

When you go to sleep tonight, it will be in the firm knowledge that in the morning the sun will rise and the new day will begin. In fact, we are so confident of the sun rising that I doubt if any one of us even gives a thought to the alternative.

Science gives us an understanding of why the sun rises in the morning and sets each night. It gives us a model of our earth spinning on its tilted axis, with the sun appearing above the eastern horizon each morning and disappearing below the western horizon each night.

We know that the moon orbits the earth and that the earth, along with the other planets, orbits the sun at the center of our solar system. Knowing all this allows us to predict the passing of the days, months, and years with perfect accuracy. Why? Because we understand how this function of the universe works. We know that it’s a consistent, repetitive cycle, and we know the sun will rise in the morning.

Imagine if we lived in an age where this sort of knowledge and understanding was beyond even the greatest imagination. Why should the sun reappear in the morning? Why does it stay light longer on some days than on others? Why is it colder sometimes, and will the warm days ever return?

Each of these questions, and more, had a crucial impact on the everyday lives of the tribal groups living in the British Isles for millennia before the arrival of the Celtic influence.

Without an awareness of the workings of the solar system—and with no real understanding of the seasons, the life cycles of the plants they gathered, or the animals they hunted—anyone who was able to predict a good time to plant crops, and just how long it would be before they could be harvested, was of great value to the community.

It was these types of simple but vital predictions that first established the Druidic role in pre-Celtic society. The oral tradition of Welsh Paganism records these predictive processes in a series of stories that explain why and how the role of Druid evolved and how divination became a major function of Druidic lore.

The tradition tells us how divination became an essential part of everyday life and lay at the core of tribal culture. From the most modest task to major collaborative plans, nothing was undertaken without some aspect of divination being employed.

This was an age when people lived in an intimate relationship with nature, much closer than we have ever had since. Mankind was a part of nature, on an equal standing with the other animals, the plants, the wind, and the water in rivers and streams. Everything in nature was equal.

There is a story in the tradition that tells of how the harmony of nature was abandoned when Man first proclaimed himself separate and above nature, setting out on a path to control it and harness it to his advantage.

Druids renounce this division and consider themselves to be an integral part of nature, seeking equality with the rest of nature and an understanding of it as a whole. Without this motivation, effective divination will never be achieved. All of the techniques of divination within the tradition, both historic and present-day, depend entirely on a symbiotic relationship between the diviner and nature. Nature provides all of the tools and energies that offer an insight into the future, and the Druid takes nothing from nature that cannot be returned.

Divination played an imperative role in pre-Celtic Pagan society at every level. Its practices and techniques have been preserved in an oral tradition, containing stories and instructions that make it available to us today in the same form. The things that have changed immeasurably and irretrievably over time are our relationship with nature, our cynical view of anything considered nonscientific, and our inability to easily step beyond the mundane in search of the esoteric.

All the same, the oral tradition is important to our understanding of the historic elements of pre-Celtic divination, why and how it works, and how it may be applied in today’s context. All that follows is drawn from and subject to the specific oral tradition that I grew up in.




THE ORAL TRADITION OF THE PRE-CELTIC DRUIDS

Virtually every account relating the history of the Druids and Druidic lore has some mention of what is most commonly referred to as the oral tradition, a tradition that has kept the lore of the Druids shrouded in mystery for thousands of years. Unlike the majority of ancient belief systems, neither the Pagan socioreligious beliefs of the pre-Celtic population nor the lore of its priestly caste, the Druids, were written in any form whatsoever.

The Druids, the keepers of this arcane knowledge, chose to maintain it through an oral tradition, passed on from generation to generation, usually within an extended family and very often from father to son or mother to daughter.

As a Druid, I have had the privilege of learning this ancient lore from a succession of tutors, beginning with my grandfather and developing through five other teachers before I was considered experienced enough to pass through my final initiation as a Druid. At a number of stages of my training I was required to undertake vows of secrecy that relate to specific practices and arcane lore, and I did this with a full understanding of the reasons for secrecy and the consequences that could result if these vows were broken.

Contrary to popular belief, and to the great disappointment of many of the people who have asked me about these vows, the reason for this secrecy is not as mysterious as it may first appear. Quite simply, the reason some aspects of Druidic lore are made the subject of these vows is that, like most traditions of arcane metaphysical lore, some practices are considered physically, mentally, or spiritually dangerous, and it is essential that these areas of knowledge are only made available to those with sufficient skills and knowledge to use them wisely. It makes good sense then to make these areas of knowledge available to initiates as they reach the prerequisite levels of training and not before. Similarly, it also makes good sense not to make these areas of potentially dangerous knowledge available to anyone outside the tradition, for the same reasons.

As a Druid, I have had to think long and hard about what I can justifiably include in my writing without, first, contradicting my vows of secrecy and, second, endangering my potential reader’s physical, mental, or spiritual well-being. I believe that I have strived to achieve this delicate balance both in my writing and lecturing, and I am constantly aware of the need for caution in many of the areas in which I work.

In exercising care and consideration in the ways I write and lecture, I ensure the maintenance of my vows, as I would never allow myself to reveal any form of practice to any individual that I felt unready to receive it. After all, that is the purpose of the vows of secrecy in the first place.

I mention all of this to put the reader’s mind at rest and to ensure you that as you progress through this book, moving from one section to another, if you fully understand all the practices that it contains, you will run no risk of damage to yourself or others that you may involve in your exploration of the Druidic science and art of divination.

But what of the oral tradition mentioned throughout the history of the Druids? Is this a secret tradition available only to the initiated? Am I breaking a fundamental law of secrecy by recounting any of what I have learned in this and any other of my writings?

To answer these and many other questions that I have been asked about the oral tradition, it is important that we first define exactly what we understand as the oral tradition and then consider how long it can last as such in today’s technology-based world.

Both of these points have been debated at length, not only by the initiates of the Druidic tradition itself, but also by members of other arcane groups and orders.

This, then, is how the debate goes:

When we talk of the oral tradition, are we using the term to define a body of knowledge that, in the past and up to the present day, has been maintained through word of mouth, and has therefore, by definition, been accessed by few, purely because of circumstance and reluctance to embrace advancing skills from early writing to today’s technologies? Or are we talking of a body of knowledge that is considered so sacred that it can only be transmitted orally and cannot be committed to writing without defiling it? There is, of course, a third argument that suggests that the sacred Druidic lore was kept secret to the Druids themselves as a sociopolitical means of ensuring the continued status and elite privileges of the Druidic class.

Early classical accounts of the Druids and their traditions fail to give us any clear indication of which argument may be the strongest, as may be seen from the following quote taken from Julius Caesar’s writings on his early encounters with the Druids.

Nor do they deem it lawful to commit those things (relating to their lore) to writing; though generally, in other cases and in their public and private accounts, they use Greek letters. They appear to have established this custom for two reasons: because they would not have their tenets published; and because they would not have those who learn them, by trusting to letters, neglect the exercise of memory. (Caesar, De Bello Gallico, book 6, chapter 14; quoted in M. H. Gaidoz, “The Religion of the Gauls,” The Celtic Magazine vol. 12 [1887], 399)

In fact, Julius Caesar gives us a fourth suggestion: committing their lore to memory, rather than writing it into lengthy tomes, helps maintain the Druids’ metal agility.

The teachings about the oral tradition tell us that it is itself a tradition 
of teaching, a methodology or pedagogy if you prefer. This is borne out in 
practice, where all traditional Druidic teacher/learner relationships are one-to-one and the teaching style is what could now be called contextual learning, using a form of parable that relates to the individual learner’s life experiences and interests. So, the term “oral tradition” refers to a teaching methodology, not a body of knowledge that is too sacred to set into words.

Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on your point of view) this methodology, by definition, restricts access to the body of knowledge to those people who may come into personal contact with the learning system (i.e., you must be personally taught by, and in the presence of, a Druidic teacher).

So, the oral tradition itself tells us that the body of knowledge is not “too sacred” to be written down. It does, however, also tell us that there is a need for it to be taught and learned via a specific method that relates it to the learners’ life experiences and enhances their memory. This, then, is core of the oral tradition: the need for oral transmission as a methodology of teaching.

The next question is how valid is this tenet in today’s society? Does the need for personal contact and memory enhancement still have the same significance as it once did? And can contextual learning apply as the type of “distance learning pedagogy” that may be experienced by reading books or undertaking a training program on the internet, without the direct contact with a teacher that the traditional methods demand?

Then there’s the big question: Should this body of knowledge, one that could benefit so many, remain shackled by a training methodology that may no longer be relevant?

My personal opinion? I believe that the whole body of knowledge that we have been calling the oral tradition should be made available in a responsible way to anyone and everyone that seeks it, through whatever means possible, as long as they do not compromise, corrupt, distort, or impinge on what we believe to be the truth. This does not make the knowledge that is revealed any the less valuable, as long as the knowledge itself is not defiled or abused. As a personal receptacle of this knowledge, I feel both an obligation and desire to give people access to what, through circumstance of birth, has been made available to me.

As far as the contextual learning pedagogy is concerned, I think that the benefits of learning through parable related to an individual’s experience is outweighed by the opportunity to make the body of knowledge available to a much larger and wider-reaching audience. For better or worse, individuals in today’s society are much more sophisticated than those for whom the oral tradition was devised, and most people’s ability to absorb and understand abstract concepts of spiritual and metaphysical ideals and practices is far more developed than that of the people of the pre-Celtic era.

It is for individuals to decide whether or not they think that the ancient memory enhancement element of the training is still relevant. Having experienced this aspect in my own training, all I can say is that I found it laborious and tedious, and I personally found it a serious distraction from the more important and relevant aspects of the actual lore itself. If you feel that memory enhancement is an important factor, there are numerous modern-day courses and programs that provide more than adequate opportunities to improve and expand your memory, without adding the extra burden to your insight into Druidic lore.

Finally, on the topic of the oral tradition versus a detailed written account, there is a consideration that many chose to ignore, even though it is extremely relevant and mind-numbingly obvious.

The earliest written form of the Irish language (known to linguists as “Primitive Irish”) is known only from small fragments inscribed on standing stones in the Ogham*1 alphabet. The earliest of these inscriptions probably date from the third or fourth century CE. These Ogham inscriptions are found primarily in the south of Ireland, Wales, and Cornwall, where it is believed to have been brought by settlers from Ireland to sub-Roman Britain.

From what we can tell, these inscriptions represent the names of people who may have been prominent members of the communities, chieftains, or tribal leaders and appear to be some form of memorial text.

Although Julius Caesar refers to the Druids using Greek letters in their everyday texts, it is commonly believed that the first written texts in Ireland and Wales were introduced following the Roman conquest, some four thousand years after the practices of the oral tradition are said to have begun.

So, could it simply be that the oral tradition depended on learning by rote because no form of written language existed until millennia after the practices first began?

Whatever the reason may be, the fact is that there is no written body of knowledge recording the practices of Druidic lore, and this, for some people, is a problem.

Irrespective of the fact that most, if not all, of our ancient religious and historical texts existed for millennia as oral traditions prior to being written down in one form or another and that, even then, most refer to an era of vague recollection prior to the beginning of the recorded text. It seems important to the majority of people that they can find comfort in the authenticity of what they consider to be contemporary accounts and records of the events that define their religious beliefs, even though the facts may contradict their assumptions.

It is customary in writing a book of this nature to add to its credibility by referring to the sources of the material used and citing the origins of the facts and quotations presented in order that the reader may know the provenance of the information and may also follow up and expand on the material given by referring to the original source. In this particular instance, the majority of the source material comes from a particular oral tradition that endures in the valleys of southeast Wales. This is the tradition that I was taught and that forms my worldview. It is one tradition among many, and although I have discovered that it shares some of its beliefs and lore with others, it is, in my experience, a unique tradition containing a holistic range of practices and beliefs. Among these practices is the art and science of divination.




A CAUTIONARY NOTE

Like many other metaphysical disciplines, divination engages the body, mind, and spirit—in other words, the whole of one’s being. Any practice that involves every part of one’s conscious and physical existence exposes the person or people involved to the risk of emotional, psychological, and spiritual damage if the disciplines are not approached in the correct way.

If you progress through this book in a step-by-step manner, ensuring a full understanding of each stage before progressing to the next, then there is little chance of upsetting your well-being. You may expose yourself to difficulties if you jump from one section to another with no sense of progression or sequential development.

Some of the meditative disassociation techniques used need to be approached with respect, as they attempt to induce an alternative state of mind. This is an experience that can cause anxiety, distress, or even panic when first encountered, and some induced phenomena like false awakening can be especially disconcerting if one is not aware of what is happening.

You will find that each technique used is explained in full detail before any practical experimentation is suggested so that the learner will be fully aware of what to expect from the exercise. Please take the time to read through each section and, if necessary, read it again until you feel you have a thorough understanding of what is to be done and what the expected experience or outcome is intended to be.

This progressive learning technique is a fundamental part of the oral 
tradition, as is the repetition of information until it is fully committed to 
memory. In the past, the Druid teacher ensured that the student or learner had 
memorized information by using individual testing techniques, but of course this 
can only be done in a face-to-face situation. So, being conscious of the differences between the relationship of the teacher and learner in a face-to-face situation and that of the student learning from a book without supervision, I have laid out the contents of this book in a progressive learning manner, while having to trust in the reader’s ability and motivation to read through and fully understand each section as it appears before engaging in the practical experimentation and techniques described.




SOME DEFINITIONS AND CLARIFICATION

The oral tradition discussed above originated in a 
language that has evolved over many thousands of years. As we will see later, it 
predated the arrival of both the Celtic languages and the evolution of primitive 
Irish and Welsh into the languages of modern Irish and Welsh that we know today.

Even though I am a lifelong Welsh speaker, many of the words I have encountered are unknown to me, and if I had not had the benefit of Druidic teachers who were able to explain the meaning of these words in a contextual situation, I would not have been able to understand the true meaning of much that I was told.

It is my intention to avoid the use of Welsh or Irish (Primitive, Old, or Modern) wherever possible throughout the following text, as in my opinion this will only lead to confusion. (However, I shall introduce the reader to the occasional Welsh or Irish word where it is particularly relevant to the text.) The use of what can only be considered as minority languages to add credibility to arcane practices only invites multivalent interpretation and what students of philosophy would call pseudo-profundity*2—using unfamiliar words to increase the gravitas of a statement.

Having said that, some regular words and expressions in the tradition have a 
particular meaning that may not be the same as that understood in everyday 
speech, so to clarify this usage I have compiled below a very brief glossary of 
words that have a specific meaning within the tradition that may differ from 
their commonly accepted meaning.

The tradition: In the context of this book, the tradition refers to a corpus of knowledge relating to the pre-Celtic Pagan worldview that has been kept alive in detail by a custom of oral teaching and learning, particularly in the region of the valleys of southeastern Wales.

Druid: We shall see later that the word Druid evolved from an older word used following the arrival in Wales and Ireland of the Celtic influence and culture. It is commonly accepted that Druids were the priestly caste of Celtic society and enjoyed particular rights and privileges within the Celtic social structure. It is, however, evident that prior to the arrival of the Celtic influence (and the word “Druid”), there was a priestly presence in Pagan Ireland and Wales for thousands of years. We shall see that these “priests” were considered the elite of their society—the builders of complex burial chambers, stone circles, and standing stones and the holders of the ancient lore that became the body of the oral tradition referred to throughout this book. Even though these Pagan priests had a name (one that unfortunately I cannot divulge here), I will continue to call them Druids. Despite the fact that this is an obvious misnomer, the word Druid has attracted an understanding in the context of the ancient belief system of Ireland and Wales, and I can see no harm in using it as a nominal title for the pre-Celtic Pagan priestly caste.

Divination: Although the word divination is formally defined as foreseeing the future through consultation with the gods, it is used in a much broader sense in popular speech. Even so, it still has a more formal feel than expressions like fortune-telling and clairvoyance, and it is often associated with more structured religious practices. As we need a name for the practices that we are about to explore and I am unable to use the name used in Druidic lore,*3 the word divination is as good as any. I will, however, underscore the fact that none of the practices of Druidic divination involve consulting any gods or depend on divine inspiration. The reasons for this will become very obvious as we progress.

Mantic: Of, relating to, or having the power of 
divination; prophetic.

Mantic art or techniques: When I was a young man learning the various skills of divination, it was not unusual to hear my teachers using the term mantic art or mantic techniques when referring to the art and techniques of divination. The term was used because it avoided using the word divination with its association with consulting the gods for information of future events. This, as we shall see, contradicts the tenets of Druidic Lore. The word mantic seems to have disappeared from common speech, but here I use it as a synonym for divination, maybe in the hope that it may return to popularity, as it has a much closer meaning to the ancient Druidic term than divination has.
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The Cultural Context of Pre-Celtic Divination

 


THE DRUID IN PRE-CELTIC SOCIETY

To understand the ways that Druidic divination works in a modern world, it is necessary to appreciate not only the fundamental worldview on which it is based, but also the cultural context in which it was originally used. In this way, it is possible to see just how appropriate it can be in today’s culture.

We should then begin this section by considering what we actually know about Druids and their lore. For the moment, we will look outside the body of knowledge contained in the oral tradition discussed above and look instead at the accounts of the classic historians of the ancient world.

During my lifetime, I have read hundreds of books, articles, and papers on the subject of Druids and their activities—literally millions of words—and I am sure that there are many more accounts that I have yet to read. Some are based on academic research, others are pure fantasy; where can we find an accurate account of the Druids that we can depend on? Maybe from the people in history who may have had contact with the ancient Druids, who would have had firsthand experience and witnessed their rituals and ceremonies? What can we gather from the writings of the ancient Greeks, Romans, and early Christians who lived alongside the Druids in their heyday?

Well, it may surprise many readers to learn that if we took all of the accounts written by the historians of the time and the people who may have had direct contact with the ancient Druids, they would total less than two thousand words! To put this into proportion, by the time you read this you will have read over five thousand words of this book. Everything else is mere speculation. Bear this in mind when you are looking at all of the books about Druids on the shelves and listed online or when you hear references to historical accounts, as opposed to oral traditions.

All of the thousands of books and millions of words written about the Druids are based on these two thousand words. So how accurate and reliable are these precious few accounts?

It seems they differ depending on who actually wrote them, given that writers from different cultures describe their observations in the context of their own experiences. The Greeks describe them as philosophers, orators, and debaters, just as their learned classes were. The Romans ascribe to them the powers of prophesy and foretelling the future by reading the entrails of murdered criminals, just as their own soothsayers did. They also describe them as fierce warriors, leading their tribes into battle with bloodcurdling cries, once again applying the attributes of their own cultural traits to the Druids they observed.

In commenting on aspects of worship, both the Greeks and the Romans assign the names of the gods in their own pantheons to the forces and spirits the ancient Druids used and focused on. They drew parallels with their Gods of thunder, lightning, sea, and war, among many others.

The final and most relevant comment on all of the known writings of these ancient historians is that they were writing about the Celtic Druids, who were a product of the arrival of the Celtic influence that began around 350 BCE, just three hundred years before the arrival of the Romans in the British Isles. These are very different from the pre-Celtic Druids who were the creators and practitioners of the tradition we are exploring in this book. These pre-Celtic Druids lived in Ireland and Wales around 4500 BCE, more than four thousand years prior to the arrival of the Celtic influence, in an era we now call the Neolithic Age. These ancient Druids left their legacy in an oral tradition and, later, by adorning our landscape with a large array of monumental stoneworks. So now is a good time to acquaint ourselves with the early history of these islands and the emergence of the priestly class of the Druids. To do this, we have to look back some ten thousand years to a time when the coastal regions of Ireland and Wales were being repopulated following the last major ice age.

The early history of the populations of Wales and Ireland and the emergence of the Druids can be explored in two separate but complementary accounts. The first are the stories of their origins contained in the oral tradition, and we shall look at this in detail later when we look at the rudiments of the Druidic worldview. The second is described by the archaeological evidence laid out below. I have woven into this history some indication of how the original Druids evolved along with the population. This is not to suggest that the archaeological evidence gives any indication at all of the Druids’ development; it does not. Neither am I engaging in speculation based on the famous two thousand words of the ancient historians. I have simply taken points in time that coincide with the archaeological records and the lore contained in the oral tradition so that when we look at this in more detail later, it will be easier to relate events in the lore to the timescale laid down by the archaeological evidence.

So, to begin this short history, we must go back some ten thousand years to a time when the environment was harsh and simple survival was a daily struggle. As the freezing ice of the last major ice age (circa 16,000 BCE) began to retreat from the British Isles, the region slowly began to be repopulated by small groups of hunter-gatherers who, unsurprisingly, settled mainly in the coastal areas. This repopulation began around 8000 BCE in the Mesolithic Age, a period that ran from 8000 to 4500 BCE. These early settlers were seafaring people, who arrived following coastal routes from the northwestern areas of mainland Europe and depended on the sea for much of their livelihood. Living mainly on seafood, their diet changed as they migrated inland, where they hunted birds and wild boar and gathered nuts, edible plants, and berries. They hunted with spears, arrows, and harpoons tipped with small flint blades (microliths) and lived in small family groups, using rude shelters made by stretching animal skins over light wooden frames. It is thought that during the Mesolithic Age the population of Ireland was never more than a few thousand, with a similar sized population occupying the coastal regions of Wales. There is no archaeological evidence to suggest that these tribes developed any form of overall ruling structure or religious/ceremonial activities, but were most likely separate, seminomadic family groups preoccupied with survival in a still-harsh environment.

By the end of the Mesolithic Age (circa 4500 BCE), there began a long, slow process of change that saw the introduction of farming, agriculture, and animal husbandry. This is thought to have resulted from overseas trade and contact with agricultural communities in continental Europe. It resulted in the establishment of small settlements of a more permanent nature, with groups and extended families coming together to share the tasks of tending the crops and animals.

In northern Europe, 4500 BCE saw the transition from the Mesolithic Age (the Middle Stone Age) to the Neolithic Age (the New Stone Age), a period that was to run until about 2500 BCE. Slowly, agriculture began to establish itself in the British Isles with the arrival of goats, sheep, and cereal crops from neighboring continental Europe. It is interesting to note here that the oldest known Neolithic field system in the world is found in county Mayo, Ireland, and at the same time numerous settlements began to appear all over the region. Also around this time, we see the first evidence of pottery, which seems to have appeared with the advent of agriculture and the more settled lifestyle.
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Figure 1.1. A representation of a typical settlement of the period at the Museum of Welsh Life in Saint Fagans, near Cardiff in south Wales.

As agriculture continued to become more and more established, for the first time there was enough food available to feed the family members without the constant need to hunt and gather wild food and game. Evidence also suggests that there may have even been a surplus of food in some communities, enabling the residents to trade their surplus crops for other commodities. The burgeoning agricultural society also freed up time for people to turn their attention to other aspects of life, like crafts, art, and religion. It was during this time that we see the emergence of the priestly class we are calling the pre-Celtic Druids.

With their basic needs for food and security met, certain members of the family tribe now had the time and motivation to turn their thoughts to matters of what Abraham Maslow*4 called self-actualization—the processes of creativity, morality, religion, and awareness of the environment and cosmos.

The need for a new understanding of nature and the ability to predict natural phenomena—like the seasons, the weather, and the life cycles of plants and animals—were just a few of the essential requirements for the well-being of the small, close-knit communities.

The individuals who put their minds to the close observation of nature and committed to memory the cycles of weather, growth, planting, and harvesting and the movement of sun and moon became the Druids. Their understanding of nature afforded them the ability to “foretell the future” by predicting the seasons, the rising and setting of the sun (and moon), and the influence these and other events had on their lives.

As these skills developed, we see the appearance of some of the most visible and lasting evidence of the period: the monumental megalithic tombs, standing stones, and stone circles that define the era.

At the time, these sites represented the center of religious and ceremonial life, and their scale and accuracy illustrate the great importance the tribal groups placed on them. Many sites are surrounded by evidence of dwellings and settlements, which suggests that populations were drawn to the sites because they felt the need to be close to their spiritual energy.*5

There are more than 1,200 of these Neolithic monuments known to us today, with 234 surviving stone circles in Ireland alone. Of these, 103 are located in the counties of Cork and Kerry, the region in which I am fortunate enough to live. Recent carbon-14 dating technology suggests that most were built between four thousand and five thousand years ago, placing them firmly in the Neolithic period between 3000 and 2000 BCE.

Most of these stone circles share a specific alignment—defined as the siting along the line between a single axial (recumbent) stone and the space between the two tall portal stones. Some 70 percent of the Cork and Kerry circles share an alignment to the same calendrical dates or times in the Greater Lunar cycle. We now know that these standing circles represent the first early astronomical observatories and provided their technicians, the ancient Druids, with one of the very first predictive devices used to foretell future natural phenomena.
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Figure 1.2. The Seven Sisters stone circle near Killarney, county Kerry, Ireland. One of the 234 surviving stone circles in Kerry and its neighboring county, Cork.

It is estimated that at the height of the Neolithic era the population of Ireland and Wales grew to a peak of around 150,000, reducing significantly at the end of the era with evidence of an economic collapse around 2500 BCE.

The early part of the Bronze Age, between 2500 and 2000 BCE, could more accurately be called the Copper Age (or Chalcolithic Age), as this was a time when copper dominated as the most commonly used metal. It was not until after 2000 BCE that tin, imported from the Cornish coast, was alloyed with native copper to create bronze, a harder and more durable metal.

One of the earliest and most prolific copper mines of the age was located on the Ross Peninsula, on the lakes of Killarney in south Kerry, Ireland. It has been established that work at the Ross mines began around 2400 BCE, and by the time the first excavations are believed to have stopped some six hundred years later at around 1800 BCE, it is estimated that 370 tons of copper had been excavated and smelted into bronze.

Although archaeological excavations of the region have found an array of bronze jewelry, weapons, vessels, and other artifacts, it is estimated that less than 0.2 percent of the mined copper has been evidenced as being used by the local community, meaning that a flourishing export market accounted for more than 99 percent of the mine’s production. A similar story may be told of the copper mines at Y Gogarth (The Great Orme) in Llandudno in north Wales and the historic tin mines in Cornwall and southwestern England.

It is this trade with the UK mainland and northwestern mainland Europe that was to dominate the development of Ireland and Wales for the next two thousand years until the arrival of the Romans.

The Bronze Age (2500 to 700 BCE) was a golden age for the Druids, as their Pagan belief system spread to encompass the whole of the region, and their knowledge of the natural world grew. They became an important resource for the tribal communities and their leaders. As the family groups grew into larger tribes of settled communities and allegiances were negotiated to protect their herds and crops from raiders, advice was sought from the Druid as to propitious dates for ceremonies, marriages, and other important events. The Druids’ counsel was sought for negotiations, and, as their reputation grew, they became an increasingly valued asset to the tribal group.

As their importance increased, so did their power. Originally conducting their ceremonies in wooded groves (of which there were, and still are, an abundance), they were now powerful enough to instigate the building of an increasing number of stone monuments as the focus of their activities.

During this period, it is thought that the population stabilized at around 150,000, even though there is some evidence of climate deterioration and deforestation.

By the end of the Bronze Age, around 700 BCE, the well-established trade routes between Ireland, the UK mainland, and northwestern Europe made it possible for the new “wonder metal,” iron, to arrive on the islands from Europe. Harder than bronze, iron was the ideal metal for weaponry and other utilitarian uses. It began a new era in the history of the region, the Iron Age; it was during this age, around three hundred years after it began, that we see the single most important event in Druidic history since its establishment, an event that would change the history of Druidic law forever and impose a massive influence on how we perceive Druids to this very day. I refer, of course, to the arrival of the Celtic influence and culture.




THE ARRIVAL OF THE CELTIC INFLUENCE

In 1946 Thomas Francis O’Rahilly*6 published his extremely influential work Early Irish History and Mythology (Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies), in which he proposed a model of Irish prehistory based on his study of language, mythology, and pseudo-history.

In his famous model, he distinguishes four separate waves of Celtic invaders:


	The Cruithne or Priteni (c. 700–500 BCE)

	The Builg or Érainn (c. 500 BCE)

	The Laigin, the Domnainn, and the Gálioin (c. 300 BCE)

	The Goidels or Gael (c. 100 BCE)



His theory proposes a series of aggressive invasions by Celtic tribes from the northwestern shores of Europe. These warlike invaders were apparently responsible for two major changes in Ireland (and, by inference, Wales). The first was the importation of their culture and language. Their cultural influence affected nearly all aspects of the lives of the indigenous population—religion, art, music, food, and much, much more—and we shall look in detail at some of these later. Their influence on the languages of the population is complex and beyond the purview of this exploration. The other major effect of these suggested invasions is that by interbreeding with the indigenous peoples, they propagated the popular “Celtic race” that to this day binds the peoples of Ireland, Wales, Scotland, the Isle of Man, Cornwall, and northern France in a common bond of ethnic identity—that of the Celt.

Intriguingly, recent developments have overturned O’Rahilly’s proposition and much of what was believed about the Celtic invasion of Ireland and the British Isles. It appears that the truth (and I always use that word with great reluctance and reservations) may be much more complex and subtle.

In December of 1993, John Collis,*7 professor of archaeology at the University of Sheffield (UK), presented a paper entitled “Celtic Fantasy” at the Celts in Europe conference in Cardiff, Wales. Controversial at the time, a version of the same paper was published four month later (March 1994) in the prestigious British Archaeological News.

In his paper Collis proposes that, “There were no cross-European Celtic people. There was no broad-based Celtic art, society, or religion. And there were never any Celts in Britain!” He goes on to suggest that, “No ancient author ever referred to the inhabitants of Britain—the Britanni—as Celts. It was not until the sixteenth century that the term was applied to Britain, and then it was used mainly to denote a group of languages spoken in Western Britain and Brittany (N. France).”

Collis’s assertions were certainly considered extreme at the time, but more recent DNA evidence goes a long way to support his thesis.

An article published in the August 1997 edition of the Journal of Human Genetics (100, no. 2: 189–94) following an extensive DNA sampling/analysis program, gives a telling insight into the DNA signature of the current population of Ireland:

The analysis of phenylketonuria (PKU) DNA mutations in Ireland shows that most major episodes of immigration have left a record in the modern gene pool. The mutation 165T can be traced to the Palaeolithic people of Western Europe who, in the Mesolithic period, first colonized Ireland. R408W (on haplotype 1) in contrast, the most common Irish PKU mutation, may have been prevalent in the Neolithic farmers who settled in Ireland after 4500 BC. No mutation was identified that could represent European Celtic populations, supporting the view that the adoption of Celtic culture and language in Ireland did not involve major migration from the continent. . . . Our results show that the culture and language of a population can 
be independent of its genetic heritage.” (emphasis added)

This last sentence is undoubtedly the most telling of all.

It makes perfect sense that if the DNA signature of the current Irish population (who would, I am sure, all claim to be of Celtic origin and belong to the family of Celtic nations) shows no mutations representing the European Celts—despite language, cultural practices, and artifacts similar to those found in northwestern Europe—then the cultural influences of the Celtic tribes must have arrived through a process of cultural exchange and not wholesale invasion, occupation, and interbreeding, as was previously suggested. The debate has, in recent years, been categorized as migrationism verses diffusionism, two distinct approaches explaining the spread of culture and innovation. The debate has been more simply described as “pots not people” as, since the development of archaeogenetics in the early 2000s, a convincing argument has come down on the side of pots.

It appears that what we can now call the Celtic influence arrived slowly through interaction with European mainland groups, most likely resulting from the extensive trading activities we know took place on a regular basis.

The arrival of the Celtic influence prompted a huge change in the social, artistic, and religious activities of the existing populations of the region. The artistic influence may be seen in the many “Celtic” artifacts recovered over the past two centuries and in the well-known Celtic knotwork art and illustrative style. Jewelry, drinking vessels, weapons, and many other items have been recovered that display the particular style that has become known as Celtic. Even though there is little evidence to suggest that a common pan-European artistic style ever existed that may be categorized as Celtic, we have readily given the style of decoration and artwork visible on these artifacts a Celtic branding.

Similar influences may be seen in the evidence of clothing, food, and other aspects of everyday life following this period of change. The greatest of all was the introduction of iron. Whether we accept that iron be considered as part of the Celtic influence, or whether its arrival was a separate but coincidental phenomenon, the idea of the Celtic influence and the arrival of iron are synonymous to most historians.

The religious impact appears, on the face of it, to have been a slow and unimpressive takeover of the existing beliefs. For the greater part, it consisted of a renaming of much that was already established and the adoption of a small number of ceremonies and eventful dates that fitted neatly into the existing calendar of activities.

Some of the forces of nature recognized by the pre-Celtic population were given names by the new religion, and many of the heroes of the old tales of the region were elevated to the status of gods and given the names of the deities of Europe and Scandinavia.

The existing keepers of the nature lore were given a new name too, “Druid,” and introduced to the philosophy of the new culture, some of which they accepted and some of which they rejected. This change, however, was the last and greatest influence on the lore of the Druid that we are exploring, and we shall read more about it as we progress.
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