

[image: ]




WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

TEEN SPIRIT WICCA

It’s time for a fresh approach to Teen Wicca, especially one written by someone who began to walk the Old Path as a teen, and now can look back on that experience as an adult. Young Wiccans will learn the fundamental tenets of Wiccan practice, guidance for rituals, and the full text of a self-dedication for those who wish to journey further. No longer should any teen Wiccan feel alone.

Edain McCoy, author of The Witch’s Coven and The Witch’s Moon

David Salisbury’s take on Wicca is hip, slick and down to earth, and eminently suitable for the newbie. Seekers can feel secure in Salisbury’s expertise as well as his fresh approach, and I look forward to recommending it to young people who pass my way, looking for an introductory text that speaks directly to them.

Ann-Marie Gallagher, author of The Spells Bible

In Teen Spirit Wicca, David Salisbury distills Wiccan practice down to its most basic elements, providing an approachable and encouraging introduction to young seekers. Most of the spells and rituals require no more than two or three common household items; this is a practice that any kid can begin in his or her own bedroom. Having started his practice on his own at the age of 12, Salisbury also speaks from experience on an issue of concern to Wiccan/Pagan kids: how to cope with bullies with both magickal and mundane methods. This is an excellent beginner’s book, and I’m going to give a copy to my own 12-year-old daughter.

Jennifer Hunter, author of 21st Century Wicca: A Young Witch’s Guide to Living the Magical Life

An interesting examination of Wicca from a teen viewpoint from a Wiccan who started down this Pagan spiritual path as a teen (as I did). Teen Spirit Wicca is a book which will give you a useful foundation for a lifetime of practice.

Kerr Cuhulain, Wiccan author and the Preceptor General of the Order of Scáthach

David Salisbury offers keen insight for teenagers wondering where to start and how to practice Wicca. I especially like his analysis of the Charge of the Goddess, one of my favorite pieces of pagan poetry—and one that is not well understood. Being a 20-something himself, and not so far from his own school days, the author has good advice on bullying, ethics, working around being a magical kid under someone else’s roof, and how to keep your balance in the middle of teenage energy. Better yet, he provides rituals, charms and spells for your own practice that answer your questions rather than leaving you scratching your head asking “Now what?” When you read Teen Spirit Wicca, you will know the what and how of Wicca.

Dorothy Louise Abrams, co-founder of the Web PATH Center in Lyons, NY and author of Identity and the Quartered Circle: Studies in Applied Wicca
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This book is dedicated to Tempest Kayne Smith (1988-2001)

and to all victims of bullying. 
Stand strong and stay here with us. It gets better. 






Introduction

Wicca today is a lot different than it was when I was a teenager, which at the time of writing was only eight years ago. When I started practicing Wicca in the late 90s, it was towards the end of what some might call the “heyday” of the popularization of all things edgy and occult. Black was the norm for kids who refused to fit in with the preppy masses, Buffy the Vampire Slayer was on primetime, and books on Wicca and Paganism were getting churned out like hotcakes. Between The Craft, Practical Magic, and the premiere of Charmed, the media was loving the witch craze. My magic-loving pre-teen brain soaked up every minute of it.

A lot of the grown-up Wiccans I knew at that time didn’t think the supernatural craze as so cool though. They worried about having a new generation of Wiccans grow up with watered-down information and a shallow understanding of the mysteries of the Wiccan religion. I learned early on to not mention the “fun” parts of Wicca around other Wiccans if I wanted to be taken seriously. And, man, did I want to be taken seriously! But you know what happened? Instead, a whole generation (my generation) of twentysomethings started popping up with a crazy amount of information. Information that was more widely accessible to them than any generation before. The teens ten years ago are now taking on amazing leadership positions and changing the face of how Wiccans interact with society today. Pretty cool, huh?

My first exposure to Wicca was through a classmate at the very start of my 7th grade. Part of her family was Romani, which means they were gypsies. She knew all kinds of interesting esoteric things, including a bit about Wicca and witchcraft. Instead of holding my hand through the learning process, she pointed me to the bookstore and recommended some reading material. Once I got there, I picked up a copy of Wicca by the legendary Scott Cunningham. Luckily for me, the big-chain bookstores were putting out so many new books on the Craft, I always had something great to read. I would save up my lunch money for weeks on end just to buy a new book from the “new age” section of Borders. When I couldn’t buy new books, I was at the library pouring through volumes of mythology and folklore from all over the world. The best part of all that was being able to retain so much information that I can still recall today. A young brain can remember way more information than an older one can.

My point is – there’s never been a better time for teens to get involved in Wicca. You have school, friends, family, and a whole future to worry about. Learning a spiritual practice like Wicca is a great way to level out the stressors and bring some peace into the calamity of it all. Being a nature-based religion, Wicca doesn’t look to separate you from the world, but rather its goal is to help you become part of it. It won’t make your life perfect, but it can smooth out the bumps along the way. And best of all, it can bring some much-needed empowerment at a time when you need it the most.

Although we’ve made a lot of progress, Wicca is still pretty misunderstood in a lot of areas. Talking about the meaning of Wicca usually means talking about the meaning of witchcraft, which is still a pretty loaded word. In fact, Wicca can challenge us to talk about a few things that not a lot of people like to confront. Along with the glamor of magick and self-empowerment comes the work of facing our fears, setting high goals, and claiming responsibility for our lives and our role in the universe.

Sure it means we have to commit to doing some work to hone our Craft, but the whole process can still be pretty fun too. After all, if you’re not interested in learning something, it’s unlikely you’ll absorb very much of it anyway. So along with finding our place in the rhythms of nature we’ll learn fun things like spells and rituals. I can’t promise the spells will make you the most popular person in class or that they’ll make bullies cower at your every word (however tempting it is). But what I can promise is that you’ll learn techniques and possibly gain a lifestyle that will change your attitude and outlook on life for the better.

First we’ll learn a little about the history of Wicca and where the things we do come from. History wasn’t my favorite subject either so I’ll keep that short and try not to bore you too much. Like it or not, it’s still a pretty essential jumping-off point in our studies. From there, we’ll dive right into the core concepts that make up Wicca as a religion and practice. There’s a lot of material to cover there and hundreds of books have been written on just about every topic we’ll talk about. But everyone has to start somewhere, which means this won’t be the last book on Wicca you pick up along the way.

Eventually we’ll start talking about how and why magick works, and yes, we’ll learn about spells too. Do yourself a favor though, and don’t flip towards the back of the book for the spells. Getting some foundational work under your belt is essential before we start whipping our wands out. Just like in Driver’s Ed, you don’t pull out into the interstate before mastering the small roads in your neighborhood.

If I did my job right, you’ll finish this book with a good understanding of what Wiccans do and specifically how to be Wiccan through the teenage years. With an open mind and an eagerness to learn, you’ll be well on your way to learning the Craft of the Wise in no time.

Now, let’s get started!






Chapter 1

Ancient Ways for Modern Days

Wicca as a complete religion is actually pretty new, but the roots of it come from old, and even ancient, sources. Tracing the history of every belief, ritual and practice is something way beyond the scope of this book. This is because Wicca today is a syncretic tradition, which pretty much means it’s made of a bunch of different ideas that were restructured and mushed together to create something “new.” But that doesn’t make it any less valuable. All of the world’s great religions come from ancient practices that existed before it. The artists of the new religions (yes, even Christianity is “new” in the scope of human history) all took things they liked from past traditions and added things of their own. It’s a pretty genius idea because after all, all great artists copy each other’s work. To look to Wicca’s ancient roots, we have to go way back.

Stone Age Religion

To get our first glance at the ancient roots of Pagan religions, we can at least go back 30,000 years to the period known as the Upper Paleolithic. This is the time when scientists think religious rites like funerals and sacred burials began. Some of them even think the start of religious thought could have begun as far back as 300,000 years ago in the Middle Paleolithic, but we can’t really be sure on much of the specifics. If you thought cave paintings were just primitive finger-paintings, think again! Much of the art discovered depicted different types of animals grazing alongside each other as the hunter closed in on its prey. Since such grand hunting opportunities were unlikely to be common, one could speculate that the art was used to honor the animal spirits, and maybe even to make the art a reality. Magick, anyone?

The Upper Paleolithic age was home to our oldest spiritual ancestors, the shamans. You might think of shamans as belonging to Native American peoples. However, the word shaman actually comes from North Asia and many of the ancient cultures had them, even if they didn’t call them that. The shamans were essentially the first people to discover that the land held powers that could be tapped into by entering altered states of consciousness. They were valued in their communities for their ability to enter special relationships with the spirits that brought them the gifts of healing and prophecy. We’ll go more into shamanism’s relationship with Wicca and Paganism later on.

Another famous clue to ancient Paganism is the Venus sculptures, also a symbol of the Upper Paleolithic age. Figures like these featured images of females with overly emphasized breasts and large pregnant bellies. Although scientists can’t agree on whether they were charms to ensure fertility or depictions of an ancient earth goddess, we can be certain the intentions were religious in nature.

Icons like the Venus continued to pop up throughout the Upper Paleolithic and into the Mesolithic period, where pottery for practical (not just religious) use became more common.

Things get really interesting as we move on and look at the Neolithic period, starting around 12200 BCE. This is the age when farming became prevalent and civilizations started springing up around the Fertile Crescent (the area between the Persian Gulf and Egypt). With civilization came the start of organized religion. Pantheons (organized systems of gods), temples, priests and priestesses, and systems of astrology and magick all began in this Bronze Age.

Our last look at what we’ll call “the ancients” is in the Iron Age, around 1300 to 1200 BC. The myths and cultures of the gods and goddesses of the near east matured along with the cultures of the Celts, Greeks, Romans, and Scandinavians. This is the age where much of the lore on magick and sorcery comes from and the regions where the most interesting Pagan civilizations made history.

Ceremonialism and Secret Societies

From the ancient times we flash forward to the 16th and 17th centuries where a fraternal organization called Freemasonry grew up from mysterious and largely unknown origins. The Masons, though supposedly forbidden to discuss things like specific religious beliefs, take much of their structure and practices from the esoteric mystery schools of ancient times. If you walk into a Masonic temple today, the artistic influences of ancient Greece and Egypt are pretty obvious. Washington D.C., where I live, is home to one of the biggest Masonic temples in the United States and walking into it can make you feel like you’re transported back to the age where temples to the gods and goddesses were commonplace. It’s easy to see the draw for those of us who are attracted to those things.

The 16th century was also a popular time for astrology and certain forms of Christian mysticism, like the work done by Dr. John Dee, court astrologer to Queen Elizabeth I. Dee formed his own system of angelic magick along with his associate Edward Kelly. The complicated system they formed that we call Enochian is still in use today by those magicians daring enough to try and get the hang of it. In any case, Dee and Kelly are great examples of the type of magick practiced during this time in history that was deemed acceptable – under the guise of Christianity of course.

In the late 19th century we find three guys named William Robert Woodman, William Wynn Westcott, and Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers. All three of them were Freemasons and together they formed a new society called the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (or just Golden Dawn for short). The founders of the Golden Dawn based their organizing structure off of Freemasonry but with a nice advantage – they allowed women to join!

The Golden Dawn had different levels of study where they learned things like Qabalah (a system of Hebrew mysticism), astrology, tarot, alchemy, and astral travel. Their courses of study were so detailed that they formed the backbone of so many magical traditions that arose after its creation, including Wicca.

However well-structured it was, the order splintered in disagreement on the arrival of a controversial new member by the name of Aleister Crowley in 1898. Crowley was controversial not only for his bisexuality (which on its own at the time was certainly a big no-no), but also for his recreational use of drugs and flashy showmanship. Even though the man was a bit of an eccentric, his tireless work in advancing magickal knowledge ended up being a huge help to the great esoteric thinkers of his time. One of those thinkers was a British civil-servant by the name of Gerald Gardner.

Gerald Gardner and the Birth of Wicca

Did you know that as recently as the 1940s, you could still be tossed in jail for practicing witchcraft? Even though the law wasn’t used very much by then, the Witchcraft Act of 1735 was still alive and loomed over the witches of England as a ball and chain. It didn’t make much sense either. Even though the practice of magick was still pretty hidden, the practice of spiritualism was all the rage in England and beyond. Spiritualists believe that the spirits of the dead have a lot to teach the living, and so they contact them through methods like mediumship and séances. Although many people were really serious about spiritualism, it was also thought by many to be a form of entertainment, a hobby for the privileged wealthy. Regardless, the last person to be prosecuted under the Act was a woman by the name of Helen Duncan, charged for her claims of summoning spirits. In this case, you could call this the last official “witch trial” under the Act.

The Witchcraft Act was pretty broad, so why weren’t people like spiritualists and members of Freemasonry more frequently persecuted? The answer is up for debate and probably multilayered, but I believe its part language and part money. People who weren’t spiritualists didn’t have any pre-made idea about what the practice was so they didn’t really have much to compare it to. It wasn’t a taboo buzzword like the word “witchcraft” was. And since high-society rich people were into it, it wasn’t challenged all that often. Money talks.

With the Witchcraft Act still in place, interests like spiritualism and esoteric clubs like Freemasonry and the Theosophical Society continued to draw in interest across Europe and beyond. I guess you could say that people were hungry for assistance from the beyond and many weren’t satisfied with the standard religion they were getting from the Church. And who could blame them? From 1935-1945, World War II was a very terrifying reality for the people of the time. And when the war ended in 1945, people had a renewed sense of hope for the approaching mid-point in the century. The magickal thinkers of the time must have sensed that they were on the verge of a great turning point in esoteric history.

A huge step in that turning point came in 1951 when the old Witchcraft Act was finally repealed and replaced with the Fraudulent Mediums Act. It’s likely that the government of the time didn’t see the need for such a silly and outdated law to exist in a country that was pushing the idea of liberty and freedom. And of course the repeal had some help from those organized esoteric societies.

I don’t think the British government realized that repealing the old Witchcraft Act would actually encourage real witches to pop up and make themselves known. And how could they? Even people interested in such things had to jump through hoops and know exactly the right people to get any decent information on the topic. And until the Act was repealed, it was difficult to even find witchcraft-based fiction, much less any how-to manual! And after all, witches were just part of England’s superstitious past, or so they thought.

One of the people who came in to challenge that idea was Gerald B. Gardner. Gardner was the founder of what we practice as Wicca today, although he didn’t even call what he did “Wicca.” The word Wicca actually came about later since Gardner simply called his practice witchcraft. In fact, when Wicca was first mentioned, it only had one C in its name anyway! There is much speculation on where the word Wicca comes from, but most believe it was coined by Gardner’s early followers as simply a derivative for the term “witch.” Back then, the two words were pretty much interchangeable.

Gardner retired from his work in civil service in 1936 and returned to his home country of England to join a secret society, just like the ones we talked about earlier. The society he joined was called the Rosicrucian Order Crotona Fellowship. It was through this group that he claimed to have met the infamous New Forest Coven. In 1939, he was initiated by them. Once again we find a sketchy history since no one has proved or disproved a complete history of Gardner’s initiating coven, or if it even existed in the first place! Detractors to Gardner claim the New Forest Coven was an invention of his to give a historic foundation for the folkloric practices of witchcraft that Gardner was attempting to restructure and revive as a complete system. Whatever the case may be, he continued his work mostly unbothered and began forming the skeleton of what would eventually become the Wiccan religion.

In 1945, Gerald Gardner moved to London and published a fictional novel called High Magic’s Aid in 1949. Remember, this was a couple of years before the Witchcraft Act was repealed so Gardner had to publish his first witchcraft book under the guise of fantasy. But to the trained reader, one could pick out the practices of the witch cult that Gardner and his covenmates practiced in real life. It’s even thought that Gardner passed out copies of High Magic’s Aid to prospective initiates to gauge their comfort levels. The book itself didn’t sell very well, but I suspect this didn’t really bother him very much.

1949 was also the year Gardner met Aleister Crowley. We don’t know much about their meetings but they must have taken a liking to each other since Gardner became a frequent visitor of his and eventually joined his magickal society, the Ordo Templi Orientis. All of this happened late in Crowley’s life and he was likely desperate to see the OTO succeed and thrive beyond the years of his own life. So as a result, Crowley issued a charter proclaiming that Gardner had the right to the ritual material of the OTO and to initiate members into the order on his own. This is important because much of the material that ended up going into the early drafts of the Gardnerian Book of Shadow’s was retooled OTO rituals with the names of Pagan gods inserted throughout.

Jumping forward once again to the ‘50s and the repeal of the Witchcraft Act, Gardner was free to publish whatever he darn well liked. So in 1954, he published his first non-fiction book, Witchcraft Today. As you can imagine, Gardner’s witchcraft revival was quite a shock to the people of England, and the media was all abuzz with reporting on Britain’s most famous witch.

After Witchcraft Today was published, all bets were off. Gardner was known all throughout England and beyond as Britain’s witchcraft man. People would use Gardner as a point of contact for their interest in the occult studies (occult just means hidden, by the way). This was all probably very exciting for him, knowing that his desire to revive the old ways of the witch was succeeding. However, Gardner didn’t do it alone. We already know that Gardner had help from the OTO in creating Wicca’s rituals, but there were a few other important characters who played a role in shaping them up to what we have today.

Doreen Valiente and the Book of Shadows

In the winter of 1952 a woman named Doreen Valiente appeared in Gardner’s life. Having a sincere interest in magickal studies from a young age, she originally heard about the witchcraft revival going on in her area of England from a popular weekly magazine. And so it was that Valiente wrote to a contact listed in the article who passed her information along to Gardner. In winter of that year, the two met in the living room of Gardner’s witchcraft partner, a woman named Dafo. Valiente describes her first meeting with Gardner in her book The Rebirth of Witchcraft:

“We seemed to take an immediate liking to each other. I realized this man was no time-wasting pretender to occult-knowledge. He was something different from the kind of people I had met in esoteric gatherings before. One felt that he had seen far horizons and encountered strange things; and yet there was a sense of humor about him and a youthfulness, in spite of his silver hair.”

The following summer, Valiente was initiated as a witch and eventually became Gardner’s most trusted priestess. Valiente shared Gardner’s vision of making witchcraft accessible to more people who had an interest in learning about it and her youthful intelligence was exactly what they needed to propel it forward.

In the early days of Wicca, every initiate had to hand copy the Book of Shadows word for word. As creepy as it might sound at first, a book of shadows is simply a magickal diary of sorts, used to contain the formula and results for the witch’s spells. We’ll talk more about them later on in this book since they’re much different than they used to be when Valiente first wrote hers.

While Valiente was copying the book, she noticed that many of the rituals were arranged in ways that looked very much like Aleister Crowley’s work. Remember, Crowley was quite the controversial man, even at the end of his lifetime. Valiente quickly realized that the only way to make the rituals more approachable was to cut out the Crowley-style wording and replace it with something more user-friendly. Luckily, Valiente was a brilliant poet! Using her gift with words, she added her own flare to the Gardnerian Book of Shadows which resulted in some of the most beautiful and poetic liturgy Wicca has seen since. It seems her feminine touch was exactly what the rituals of Wicca needed and I can only imagine how they would look if she didn’t take on the project.

But all good things must come to an end and eventually Valiente become annoyed with Gardner’s increasing media attention, worried it would compromise the safety and integrity of the group. She writes in The Rebirth of Witchcraft:

“As the coven’s High Priestess, I felt that by speaking to the press, Gardner was compromising the security of the group and the sincerity of his own teachings.”

Apparently the disagreement was bad enough to cause the two to peacefully split and in 1957 she formed her own coven that she priestessed over for seven years.

Robert Cochrane and the ‘Traditional Witches’

1964 was a big year for Doreen Valiente. It was the year both Gerald Gardner and Valiente’s mother died. However, while attending a solstice event that same year, she came to befriend a charismatic man named Robert Cochrane. Cochrane, just like Gardner, was an interesting guy. He claimed to practice a type of witchcraft that was entirely different from Gardner’s line. He claimed to practice a form of traditional witchcraft that lived on in an unbroken line for centuries before him.

Even though Cochrane had no evidence to support his claim of a hereditary line, witchcraft was still practiced earlier than the arrival of Gerald Gardner and Wicca. The type of witchcraft practiced by Robert Cochrane was less ceremonial than Gardner’s Wicca and preferred to place a focus on more of the shamanic practices of native England and other European cultures. He was considered a cunning-man, wise in the way of herbs and spirits of the forest. He was what we now typically call a “traditional witch,” a term non-Wiccan witches use to describe their practices. Traditional witches don’t usually see witchcraft as a religion, but rather a practice that can have an optional religious tradition attached to it depending on the practitioner.

Valiente was attracted to Cochrane’s Craft and their disinterest in drawing media attention was a welcome relief to the over-burdened Valiente. She also admired the tradition’s commitment to working in nature. She later commented that “Cochrane believed in getting close to nature as few Gardnerian witches at the time seemed to do.” She was quickly initiated into his coven, the Clan of Tubal Cain, but later broke away from it. Valiente became disillusioned with Cochrane’s constant bullying of the Gardnerians, along with a few other unsavory character traits. The funny thing is, many people believe that Cochrane took much of his work from Gardner who was thought to have initiated him years prior to the formation of his own coven!

In any case, Cochrane’s work was influential on Valiente and so the more naturalistic practices of traditional witchcraft wove their way into many of the later lines of Gardnerian Wicca. A line of Wicca similar to Gardnerian, although more of a split from it, is Alexandrian Wicca. Alexandrian Wicca was started by British witch Alex Sanders and its practice is so similar to Gardnerian, most outsiders would notice only small differences like a few of the tools and some of the symbols. Alexandrian Wicca is also similar to Gardnerian in that it’s an initiatory-only line, meaning you have to be initiated by an Alexandrian Wiccan to become one. From Alexandrian and Gardnerian Wicca, dozens of different sects emerged, beginning the big web of diverse forms of Wicca that we have today.

Coming to America

Although Wicca and witchcraft were quickly increasing in popularity throughout the British Isles, it took a little longer for it to reach America. Thank goodness for the arrival of Raymond Buckland in the ‘60s, or who knows how long it would have taken Wicca to reach the States.

Raymond Buckland was a native Englishman but immigrated to Brentwood, Long Island, in the United States with his family in 1962 when he was 28. He grew up around a family of spiritualists, so the occult world was something he was pretty familiar with at an early age. Although spiritualism was the bread and butter of his family, Buckland craved something more, a religion he could really sink his teeth into. Shortly after moving to America, he read Gardner’s book Witchcraft Today. It seems he found exactly what he was looking for in discovering Wicca. After reading the book and learning more about the witchcraft revival happening in England, Buckland wrote and chatted on the phone with Gardner and the two men quickly became friends. Gardner eventually came to trust Buckland so much that he made him a sort of spokesperson for Wicca in the United States. Whenever someone from the States would contact Gardner, he would pass it along to Buckland for a response. It’s a pretty clever system when you think about how much earlier in the century this was before the arrival of email.

Buckland flew to Scotland with his wife in 1963 where he was initiated by Monique Wilson, Gardner’s High Priestess at the time. Gardner himself attended the rite.

Wicca (along with many different Pagan paths) really took off after Buckland started spreading it in 1964. He wasn’t really interested in press attention like Gardner was though. Buckland grew his own personal coven very slowly, which was likely an attempt at maintaining the integrity of Wicca and the coveners who practiced it.

Wicca and all forms of Paganism coming into America in the mid-‘60s was a move so perfect it could almost be confused as an intentional strategy. The rise of the hippie movement and feminism mushed together with the Pagans of the time, a trend that continued well into the ‘70s. With so many people learning about the Pagan revival, different traditions began shooting out all over the United States and Gardnerian Wicca quickly went from being a dominant path within Wicca to one of its minorities. Different traditions of witchcraft (both Wiccan and not) drew in numbers from every side of the coast.

The Feri tradition begun by Victor and Cora Anderson in California was one of the earliest formal traditions of witchcraft practiced in the United States. Victor Anderson began teaching the tradition (at the time known as “Vicia” or just “the Craft”) as early as the ‘40s and began formally initiating students into the tradition in the ‘50s. Although Feri isn’t a part of Wicca, it’s interesting to know that these small numbers of Feri practitioners were reviving witchcraft on the West Coast even earlier than the time Wicca was born over in England. And it’s a good thing they did because Feri was influential on a number of people who later went on to become influential teachers themselves, like Starhawk.

Starhawk, based in the San Francisco area of California, is a leader of her own tradition of witchcraft call Reclaiming. She published a book called The Spiral Dance in 1979 which was groundbreaking for students of Paganism across America. The book outlines the foundation of Wicca, non-Wiccan traditions like Feri, and the rise of the emerging Goddess movement going on at the time.

Being a student of the Feri tradition myself, I could go on about that forever. But we’ve been talking about history for quite a large number of pages so let’s speed it up! We’ll close out our little history lesson with the decades following the explosion of Wicca and Paganism across the US in the ‘80s, ‘90s, and two-thousands.

By the ‘80s, the hippie movement had pretty much all but faded out, even though feminism was still going strong. Witchcraft on its own was still spreading like crazy as traditions and organizations formed in the ‘70s really began to dig their roots deep and mature. It’s in this decade where we find organizations like the Church of All Worlds, Covenant of the Goddess, School of Wicca, and Circle Sanctuary expanding their numbers and taking on special projects like Pagan rights.

One special event in the ‘80s was the court case Dettmer v. Landon. In the case, a Wiccan prisoner named Herbert Daniel Dettmer sued the Virginia Department of Corrections for the right to access Wiccan ritual tools in the prison. The prison claimed Wicca wasn’t a religion at all, but rather just a jumbled-up collection of random occult practices. Dettmer won in federal court but was appealed in the Fourth Circuit court. Unfortunately, the Fourth Circuit ruled against Dettmer this time and he lost. The good part is that when the Fourth Circuit ruled, they ruled with the statement that Wicca was indeed a proper religious tradition protected by the 1st Amendment. The case lost because they didn’t think his right to practice was interrupted by the denial of the tools. Either way, we find the first instance where the federal government made an official claim about the validity of Wicca in America. This set a great precedent for Wiccans across the nation and opened the way for other cases on Pagan rights to come after.

Wicca experienced a huge turning point in the ‘80s with the growth of solitary practice. That is, Wicca that’s okay to perform alone without a coven. Although there are a bunch of ways Wicca started becoming accessible outside of covens, solitary practitioners have one person in particular to thank: Scott Cunningham. Cunningham was a big proponent of making Wicca accessible to wider numbers of people who wanted to study it, but didn’t have a coven (or didn’t want one) to work with. In the early ‘80s he published several books putting forth Wiccan spirituality and practice that’s still known to this day to be very “user-friendly.” His most important work came in 1988 when he published Wicca: A Guide for the Solitary Practitioner. As the ideas from the book spread, solitary Wicca became an increasingly accepted form of practice. And by the end of the ‘80s and into the early ‘90s, it became the dominant form of Wicca to practice.

The ‘90s brought us the internet and ushered in the information age. Whatever accessibility we got from the books published in the ‘80s was nothing compared to the info prospective Wiccans had access to in the ‘90s. The internet truly changed the face of how Wiccans and Pagans interacted with each other and how early seekers learned about it. Excitement around Wicca was huge in the mid-‘90s too. The media was really into making television shows and movies about witches like The Craft and Practical Magic. Sure, for many people the interest in Wicca that came about by movies was probably a phase for them, but there were many people who still picked it up as a serious practice after taking the time to learn more about it.

I won’t lie; being a pre-teen during that time was part of my attraction to Wicca too. And you know what? I’m totally okay with that. Chances are, you may have picked up this book after seeing a witchy movie thinking, “Hey, maybe I can do that.” Of course, I trust that you’re smart enough to realize that real witches can’t actually do things like fly through the air (physically anyway) and move objects with our mind. But still, you may have been drawn to it through the media because of its edgy, rebellious feel. And I’m cool with that too! The truth is, some adult Wiccans can get judgmental of young people who are drawn to the Craft because of movies or TV. I think it’s none of their business why you’re drawn to it. The important thing is that you’re here, learning about what Wicca really is and searching for answers on your own.

At the time of writing, we’re a couple years past the two-thousands. Scholars are still trying to unpack exactly what the ‘00s meant for Paganism in America and abroad. I see these decades as being the full emersion of Wicca into the mainstream. Every year since the millennium it seems like it gets easier and easier to tell someone you’re Pagan, or especially Wiccan. Wiccans are fortunate in that we’ve had the most exposure to society, more than any other Pagan path, so I think it’s easier for people to get a sense of who we are. Depending on the area (and cities do this more than small towns), you can casually say, “I’m Wiccan,” and the other person has a good chance of knowing what you mean. They may not have any idea about the exact practices and beliefs of the religion, but they might have a friend or family member who is.

Many scholars think there could be as many as 1.5 million people identifying with some type of Pagan path in America. Wicca is still the largest of all the religions in modern Paganism, so that makes for quite a lot of Wiccans! The numbers for other countries are sketchy at best so there’s really no telling how many Wiccans, Pagans, and witches there are all over the world. In fact, some religious scholars think Paganism makes up some of the fastest-growing group of religions in the world!

The ‘00s were a time where discrimination against nature-based religions was becoming more and more of a no-no in the US and the UK, and this is still the case today. Wiccan soldiers won the right from the Veterans Administration to have the pentacle placed on their gravestones. Military bases all over the country are setting aside specific places for Wiccans to gather together and worship. Pagan seminaries and schools are getting accredited to offer people professional degrees in topics like Contemporary Paganism, Pagan Counseling, and more. Wiccans and other Pagans participate in all the major interfaith events like the American Academy of Religion and the Parliament of World Religions. Just the other day I got an email announcing that the current vice president is a witch. If that isn’t progress, I don’t know what is.

And now we arrive at the present day, with you here, learning about Wicca possibly for the first time in your life. It’s an exciting time for a young person to become Wiccan today. You get the privilege of studying the Craft in a time of mass acceptance and tolerance of our religion. You get access to more information than has ever been available to anyone before. And most exciting to me is seeing young people like teens and young adults taking on leadership positions in the Pagan community. But more on that later.

Who knows what the future will hold for Wicca and the other Pagan religions. But based on everything that’s happened so far, I can only think we have totally awesome things in store. You’re part of that history, too. Everything you learn and every step you take on your path weaves a new exciting thread into the tapestry of culture.
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