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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


PAGAN PORTALS – THE AWEN ALONE


Joanna’s language is delightful, it lights up the heart with joy, enchanting you …


Elen Sentier, author of Shaman Pathways: Elen of the Ways


 


This is one of the best ‘core’ texts on Druidry that I have had the pleasure of reading. Small but perfectly formed, Joanna paints a succinct, yet broad picture of Druidry past and present – not just the historic foundations, but also the lived practices of contemporary Druids. Given the diversity of the latter, she acts as an excellent guide and teacher through the potentially murky woods, encouraging personal exploration to find the inspiration that is the heart of Druidry. Heartily recommended.


Cat Treadwell, author of A Druid’s Tale and Facing the Darkness


 


This little book lays out about as idealistic a vision of Druidism as one can hope for. According to tradition, the ancient Druids spent at least twenty years in study before claiming that title, and there are many excellent books and teachers in the world who can provide the Druid initiate with the knowledge of the ancient laws and teachings. But this is not a book about Celtic scholarship or the historical Celts; rather it is a guide to how to BE a modern Druid in the world today. The author teaches aspiring Druids to be ecologically conscious, wise persons who act with reverence towards all life, because after all we are all related; plants, trees, animals, people, and spiritual beings. The book takes us into our inner wild places, and to the outer wilderness of our forests, parks and backyards, to honour the spirits and ancestors of the land, the spirits of our own blood ancestors, and the spirits of the ancestors of the future who will walk the same path (if we are so lucky). Joanna van der Hoeven reminds us that Druidism is our own indigenous European native Earth Religion. How much healthier would the Earth be today if we had retained our ancient reverence for the sacred Land and its creatures?


Ellen Evert Hopman, author of A Druid’s Herbal of Sacred Tree Medicine, Priestess of the Forest, The Druid Isle, Priestess of the Fire Temple, and other volumes. www.elleneverthopman.com


 


Becoming Druid is a commitment to a lifelong and complex journey. This book offers a down-to-earth guide to setting out. It is enthusiastic, based in good practice, and allows the reader to start with sound and gentle steps. I heartily recommend it.


Graeme K Talboys, author of Way of the Druid: Rebirth of an Ancient Religion and The Druid Way Made Easy


 


Druidry can seem like an innately gregarious path, which makes things difficult for the person called, or obliged, to work alone. This is an excellent introduction to working as a solitary Druid, establishing solitary Druidry as an equally valid approach to the more familiar, communal methods. In practice, even the most convivial Druid will not be with their Grove every day, and we can all benefit from considering how we express our Druidry privately.


Nimue Brown, author of Druidry and Meditation, and Druidry and the Ancestors
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This book is dedicated to those who have decided to walk the forest path alone.
May we walk our paths with honour.


Special thanks to my husband, Trevor. I love you.


Thank you to Emily from Photography by Emily Fae for the cover photo art:
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Introduction


The alarm clock goes off; Aerosmith are playing on Planet Rock. There is a small white cat lying between me and my husband, her little head resting on my pillow. A spotted grey cat is curled up against the small of my back, sharing in the warmth. My husband gets up, showers and comes back to kiss me goodbye. I sigh, stretch, and slowly extricate myself from the sleeping, furry softness to greet the day.


Standing by the top landing window, overlooking my back garden and the horse paddocks beyond that, down the valley towards the little nature sanctuary, my eyes come back full circle to see the sun, rising on the horizon. I let its light wash over me – sunny mornings have been few and far between, and with eyes closed I drink it in. “Hail to the Day, and Day’s Sons, farewell to Night and her Daughters. With loving eyes look upon us here, and grant peace to those living here. Hail to the Gods, hail to the Goddesses, hail to the mighty fecund Earth. Eloquence and native wit bestow upon us here, and healing hands while we live.” I smile and let the words of my prayer seep into my soul. Another deep breath, and so the day begins.


Heading downstairs, I get food ready for the cats, and boil the kettle for my tea. The cats slowly make their way downstairs to breakfast. After getting my lunch ready, I prepare my own breakfast, and sit down at the table with a cup of nettle tea, the young nettles picked from my garden the day before. “I give my thanks for this food I am about to eat. To the spirits of land, sea and sky, know that you are honoured.”


After breaking my fast I head back upstairs to get ready for work. Using toiletries that are from ethical companies, I grumble once again at the price of these organic, non-animal tested cosmetics, but then I catch myself – it is better than the alternative, and I am saving money in other areas of my life, such as in my vow not to buy any new clothing for a year. I can afford it.


After dressing, I say goodbye to the cats and head out of the door to drive to work. I give thanks that I am blessed in that I both live and work in the countryside. On the drive to work, I like to listen to music, to hear the inspiration of others, yet I remain focused on my driving – winding slowly down country lanes, watching out for rabbits, hares, deer and the occasional oncoming tractor around the next blind bend. The fields have been ploughed and seeded, the fabric canopies protecting those crops susceptible to late frosts. The white blankets over the brown, sandy soil glisten over the softly rolling hills, looking like shining lakes in the distance. I pray for a good crop this year, as last year’s winter was too dry and the summer too wet. They are already three to four weeks behind schedule this year, with the prolonged winter weather.


At work, it is a busy time, but I try to stay focused, remaining in the here and now as much as I can, giving every task the same attention. At one point, a colleague does not help me when I ask for it – moving heavy boxes to another location – and I feel anger rising within me. I then breathe deeply, and a colleague from another department offers to help, for which I am thankful. We move the boxes, and I release the anger – I cannot expect people to behave the way that I think they should. I can only lead by example, and not let it affect me so.


The day is tiring, and when home time comes I am thankful. Physically and mentally tired, I walk back to my car, taking the time to decompress. Where I work is one of the most beautiful spots in the county, along the river with the reed beds swaying in the wind, the large skies opening out before me. I listen to the birds, breathe in the salt marsh air, and smile.


The drive home is in silence. I open the car window slightly to feel the breeze against my skin and to smell the emerging spring scents. I am wholly focused on driving, feeling the road through the tyres and the steering wheel, the sand that is being washed onto the roads due to lack of hedgerows and adequate space between fields and roadside.


I pull into the driveway of my home and turn off the car engine, giving thanks once again. Walking to my front door I notice the crocuses, tulips, daffodils and primroses all out at the same time in this late spring weather, stretching towards the late afternoon sun. I too am going to stretch towards it. I walk into the porch and, coming through the front door, touch the doorframe, whispering a soft prayer to my goddess, Nemetona; Lady of Sanctuary.


After greeting my cats and feeding them, my growling stomach demands attention and I eat, giving thanks once again to the spirits of land, sea and sky. My husband comes home, and I smile at the welcome, comfort and love that I am blessed with.


After dinner I wrap up and head out into the backyard, walking the perimeter, singing songs of love and gratitude to the spirits of the land. Grape hyacinths are starting to come through, alongside the daffodils, crocuses and tulips. The irises are starting to recover and grow back after being munched by the muntjac deer early in the spring, as are the sisyrinchium tipped with black edges along the frostbitten leaves. The apple trees have little buds on them, and the first frog spawn is in the pond. I whisper words of welcome to the new little lives, hoping that the pond will not freeze again. I know the newts are secretly lying within the mud and leaves at the bottom of the pond, and wonder when they will emerge this year.


The beech tree calls, and I go to sit under its majestic canopy, still bare but far-reaching. The tree is about 80 years old, and I feel a kinship to it at this point in my life – it feels like a middle-aged tree, strong and comfortable within its skin. I feel the edges of my nemeton touching that of the tree, noting where they meet and where they blend. We are still getting to know each other, the tree and I, and little moments like these are splendid.


I sit on the mossy ground by my little altar under the beech tree. Placing my hands upon the ground, I feel the earth slowly stirring from the long winter slumber. I simply sit, meditating upon being present, feeling the warming ground, hearing the children at play on the football pitches two fields over, the neighbours saying goodbye to someone. The blackbirds are singing and fighting over territory, and a little wren is looking for tasty morsels among the leaf mould. The watery sun hangs low in the sky, the warmth fading fast as night approaches.


After my meditation, I head inside for a hot bath. Sliding into the warm water I sigh with pleasure; the scents of chamomile and the soft oats feeding my skin and my senses. I honour the spirit of water and think of where my water comes from, honouring that source as well, giving thanks for the luxury of clean, hot water.


The sun is setting as I dry off, and once again I stand by my window on the top landing, looking out over the little bit of land that I am getting to know after a few years of having lived here. The light is fading, and the only birds about are the blackbirds with their large dark eyes, singing in the dusk. The owls and their young will soon be hooting in the ash trees. Soon the cuckoo will arrive, and the crickets will be singing. I long for summer, then catch myself – be present. I take a deep breath and ground myself, centring on the here and now. “Farewell to the Day, and Day’s Sons, hail to Night and her Daughters. With loving eyes, look upon us here, and grant peace to those living here. Hail to the Gods, hail to the Goddesses, hail to the mighty fecund Earth. Eloquence and native wit bestow upon us here, and healing hands while we live.”


With pleasure I crawl into bed, cats coming to join me, and later my husband. I read for a bit, and then when my eyes are too tired, I close the book and enter the world of dreams, thankful for all that I have.


Druidry is a wonderful, spiritually fulfilling life path. This life path can be shared with others, joining Druid Orders and Groves, meeting up at festivals and certain moon phases, sharing inspiration and conversation, joy and laughter. However, this can also be a life path for those who wish to journey on their own, free from social convention and restrictions, finding wonder in the withdrawal, moving away from humanity in order to better know the world at large. This book is for those who feel called to Druidry and wish to walk alone, for however long a time. It is about exploration and connection with the natural world, and finding our place within it. We will cover the basics of Druidry, and discuss how it can be applied to everyday life, enriching it with a sense of beauty, magic and mystery. As part of the Pagan Portals series, this book is only a brief introduction to the subject, and you will find there is much more to learn should you so desire.


This book is not a condemnation of Druid Orders, Groves, societies or groups. In fact, I have been and still am a member of certain groups, but prefer to follow a more solitary path, away from the distraction and noise of the everyday and finding out where I personally can be of use in the world. There is great inspiration in getting together with a group of like-minded people, sharing ideas and stories. Knowing that there are others out there may make you feel a little less alone in the world.


Through the magic that is Druidry, on the solitary path we come to realise that we are never alone in the world, and through our connection to the natural environment we see that ideas of separation are illusion. We aim to immerse ourselves in the present moment, in the present environment, in order to share in the blessing that is the cycle of life. Throughout the ages, people have withdrawn from the world in order to connect more fully with it. This book is for those people who feel a calling to seek their own path, to use their wit, intelligence, compassion and honour to create their own tradition within Druidry. This is sometimes referred to as “Hedge Druidry”, much as the tradition of “Hedge Witchcraft” has become more and more popular.


There are some brilliant Druid Orders and Groves, networks and societies. I have listed some of these at the end of this book, if at any stage you feel the call to work with others, to embrace a communal ethos, to follow a path that many others have followed before or to find the shared language of a tribe.


For those who wish to take the solitary path, finding their own feet in the stillness and silence of the deep woods, welcome.
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