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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR THE MEANING OF WITCHCRAFT



“This book is a wonderful complement to Gardner's groundbreaking Witchcraft Today. It draws you in and will introduce you to the ancient practices and beliefs of the Old Religion, with fascinating details of history, myth, and legends. The details of the forgeries of early Christian ‘authoritative texts’ are eye-opening. The book underscores Gardner's knowledge and experience in the field of religiomagic. This is one of my favorite reference books.”

—Raymond Buckland, author of Buckland's Complete Book of Witchcraft, The Witch Book, and more



“If it weren't for Gerald Gardner, contemporary Wicca would not exist. There would surely be Pagans and modern worshippers of goddesses and gods, but Wicca itself, if it existed at all, would have a far different form. Debates will continue for generations over whether Gerald B. Gardner revived Wicca, reformed it, or created and named a new and deeply important religion. Historians may rightly quibble with some of Gardner's scholarship, as well as some of his personal shortcomings, but the entire Wiccan movement owes Gardner an incredible debt. Although Wicca today has flowered into hundreds of different traditions, some of them arguably more beautiful, more intellectually interesting and some of them certainly more in keeping with today's spirit of democracy and egalitarianism, Gardner's creation and his innovations cannot be overemphasized. If you haven't read The Meaning of Witchcraft, it still stands up as basic Wiccan text, and if you are reading this book again after a long hiatus—several decades perhaps—you will be surprised how well it stands the test of time.”

—Margot Adler, author of Drawing Down the Moon



“The Meaning of Witchcraft remains, even after almost 50 years, a classical work on the subject of witchcraft, being one of the first to come from a positive angle on the subject. It is responsible for inspiring many writers, such as ourselves, to write similar positive books on the subject. It would be ignorant not to recognize the importance of this book in the development of Wicca as it is today. For this reason, it remains an important book in the history of the craft and continues to be compulsory reading within many covens.”

—Janet Farrar (A Witches' Bible, The Witches' Goddess) and Gavin Bone, co-authors of The Healing Craft



“Even current controversy is a testament to the tremendous importance of Gerald Gardner to contemporary Wicca and Witchcraft. The re-release of this seminal work is fascinating and required reading for all those interested in practicing, or merely interested in, this profound and life-altering spirituality, the fastest growing religion in the United States and United Kingdom. Regardless of controversy, Gerald Gardner was a seminal and significant influence on contemporary Wicca and Witchcraft.

—Phyllis Curott, J.D., Priestess and author of the bestselling Book of Shadows and Witch Crafting



“Gerald Gardner (now fondly acknowledged by many as the ‘Grandfather of Wicca’) bravely addressed all the negative stereotypes and misconceptions about Witchcraft when he published Meaning of Witchcraft in 1959. In doing so he not only made a huge leap in the process of dispelling the ‘satanic’ and ‘evil’ myths that tainted the true practice of the Craft but he also propelled Wicca into an exciting and potent phase of evolution, the effects of which are still resonating just as strongly now as they were nearly 50 years ago when this book was first published.

As such, The Meaning of Witchcraft is essential reading for any modern Witch, as sadly the persecution is not over (although great and positive inroads have been made) and Gardner's ability to confront the misconceptions with clarity and even a little humour can only assist modern day Witches in doing the same. The Meaning of Witchcraft is full of practical and esoteric observations that can help give a 21st century Witch a stronger sense of continuity and purpose—reassuring them that they are in fact a potent part of the evolution of one of the most exciting, passionate and possibly oldest expressions of the human spirit.

There is some argument about the authenticity of Gardner's observations and documentation of the existence and practice of Witches—but I think this does not matter. Reading from cover to cover this book serves as inspiration for the modern practice of Witchcraft and in this sense it truly can be acknowledged as an essential cornerstone of the modern Wiccan movement—currently the fastest growing spiritual path in the western world.”

—Fiona Horne, author of The Coven: Making Magick Together, Witch: A Magickal Journey, 7 Days to a Magickal New You, and Witchin'



“We still have a lot to learn today from Gerald Gardner's works regarding Witchcraft. Gardner was one of the first readily recognizable names to publish his version of Witchcraft—something he describes as a moon cult. Read, and enjoy, Gardner's works because they have spawned a thriving Witchcraft tradition as well as for their profound historical value.

This book is based primarily on firsthand experiences, on correspondence prompted by Witchcraft Today and High Magic's Aid, and on his time running a Witchcraft museum and a coven. It is a 1950s version of a frequently-asked-questions page. Gardner answers many rumors regarding England's Witches while trying not to give too much away; he also addresses issues such as a history of Witchcraft as he sees it; the relationship between Christians and Witches; and Jewish influence on Witchcraft. This is a highly interesting read for anyone interested in Witchcraft.

Nearly 50 years later, The Meaning of Witchcraft speaks clearly to the reader. Enjoy Gardner's transition into Witchcraft, first as an initiate and then as a teacher himself. He shows us all how Witchcraft served for centuries as harmless natural magic helping crops to grow and as a guide for under-educated peoples to understand death and other natural events. Gardner's works have something to offer—not just to modern Witches, but to non-Witches as well, in his debunking of so many false ideas about Witchcraft.”

—Gavin and Yvonne Frost, co-founders of the Church and School of Wicca and authors of A Witch's Guide to Psychic Healing, Astral Travel, and Tantric Yoga



“Gardner's writings are a wellspring of Wicca. You may wish to quibble with him about some things (and perhaps disagree passionately with him about others), but his books are well worth reading because they help us to know who we are, where we come from, and why we do what we do.”

—Eileen Holland, author of The Wicca Handbook and co-author of A Witch's Book of Answers



“How splendid it is to read of the origins of the Craft in Gardner's own words! And to hear the many direct resonances of what we still find today in Wicca and neo-Paganism. No musty old volume this! Rather, reading it is like having a lively chat with a charming and informative old uncle—one with unusual interests and ideas, which were very daring for his time. Thank you to Red Wheel/Weiser for keeping alive our tradition's history and heritage.”

—Francesca Ciancimino Howell, author of Making Magic with Gaia
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CHAPTER I
 The Witch Cult in Britain



My Directorship of the Museum of Magic and Witchcraft at Castletown, Isle of Man, brings me a great deal of correspondence from all parts of the world; some interesting, some abusive (a very little, just enough to enliven matters), some fantastic, and some funny in all senses of the word.

However, my more serious correspondents want to know the origin of witch-craft. Where, they ask, did it come from? What is behind this thing that obsessed the minds of men for centuries? Is it an underground cult of devil-worship? A dark thread running through history? An irruption of the supernatural into normal life? Or is it an enormous delusion? What is the meaning of it all?

This is a matter which of late years has exercised the ingenuity of a number of writers. These may be roughly divided into three schools. Firstly, those who take the severely rationalist view that witchcraft was a kind of mass hysteria, arising from psychological causes. Secondly, those who maintain that witchcraft is real, and that it is the worship and service of Satan, in whom its devotees appear to be great believers. This is the attitude taken by that very prolific writer, the late Montague Summers, and his many imitators. Thirdly, that school, headed by anthropologists like Dr. Margaret Murray, which has tried to look at the subject without either superstitious terrors and theological argument on the one hand, or materialistic incredulity on the other. This school of thought maintains that witchcraft is simply the remains of the old pagan religion of Western Europe, dating back to the Stone Age, and that the reason for the Church's persecution of it was that it was a dangerous rival. I personally belong to this third school, because its findings accord with my own experience, and because it is the only theory which seems to me to make sense when viewed in the light of the facts of history.

Perhaps I had better state briefly what that experience is. I am at present the Director of the only museum in the world, so far as I know, which is exclusively concerned with magic and witchcraft. I was a Civil Servant in the Far East (Malaya) until my retirement, and I made a large collection of magical instruments, charms, etc., which formed the nucleus of the present collection here. I am also an archaeologist and an anthropologist, and through these studies I became interested in the part played in the life of mankind by magical beliefs, and by what people did as a result of these beliefs.

When I was out East, before I had any contact with witchcraft in Britain, I investigated much native magic without finding anything which could not be explained by telepathy, hypnotism, suggestion or coincidence, and frankly I considered magic as an instance of the curious things that people will believe. In those days I was very much interested in Dr. Margaret Murray's theory that witchcraft was the remains of an ancient religion; but as all authorities seemed agreed that while there was evidence that some people may have been witches, there was not the slightest evidence that witches had ever been organised into covens; and as Charles Godfrey Leland, who had known many witches in Italy and elsewhere, and wrote a lot about them, never mentioned any coven or any organisation, I dismissed witchcraft as something which had possibly happened once, but even if it had existed it had been “burnt out” three hundred years ago.

The earlier books I read on the subject all seemed to agree to a certain extent. They said that witches existed everywhere, and were both male and female. They were intensely wicked people. They worshipped the Devil, often in the form of a heathen god (but then, all heathen gods were the Devil). They had a big organisation, regular religious ceremonies on fixed dates, a priesthood with priests, priestesses and officers, and an organised form of religion; though their deity might be called “a god” and “the Devil” almost in the same sentence. This was explained by saying that all non-Christian gods were really the Devil in disguise.

However, in the late 17th and the 18th centuries public opinion seemed to change. In spite of the strong views of John Wesley and other clergymen, people did not believe in witches any more, to the extent that when two clergymen induced a jury to convict Jane Wenham of talking to the Devil in the form of a cat, and she was sentenced to death for this in 1712, the judges protested and she was released. In 1736 the penal laws against witchcraft were repealed; and I did not think that anyone, with the exception of the Rev. Montague Summers, dared hint that there might be anything in witchcraft today without being laughed at. Charles Godfrey Leland had been regarded as a romancer who had written up a few Italian fortune-tellers, and while Dr. Margaret Murray was known as a good anthropologist, it was thought that she was writing about things that happened three or four hundred years ago, when people were superstitious, and believed silly things.

However, after Dr. Murray's books appeared, some other people were bold enough to admit that there were some witches left, but said that they were only village fortune-tellers, impostors who knew nothing about the subject, and there never had been any organisation, and anyone who thought otherwise was just being imaginative. I was of these opinions in 1939, when, here in Britain, I met some people who compelled me to alter them. They were interested in curious things, reincarnation for one, and they were also interested in the fact that an ancestress of mine, Grizel Gairdner, had been burned as a witch. They kept saying that they had met me before. We went through everywhere we had been, and I could not ever have met them before in this life; but they claimed to have known me in previous lives. Although I believe in reincarnation, as many people do who have lived in the East, I do not remember my past lives clearly; I only wish I did. However, these people told me enough to make me think. Then some of these new (or old) friends said, “You belonged to us in the past. You are of the blood. Come back to where you belong.”

I realised that I had stumbled on something interesting; but I was half-initiated before the word “Wica” which they used hit me like a thunderbolt, and I knew where I was, and that the Old Religion still existed. And so I found myself in the Circle, and there took the usual oath of secrecy, which bound me not to reveal certain things.

In this way I made the discovery that the witch cult, that people thought to have been persecuted out of existence, still lived. I found, too, what it was that made so many of our ancestors dare imprisonment, torture and death rather than give up the worship of the Old Gods and the love of the old ways. I discovered the inner meaning of that saying in one of Fiona MacLeod's books: “The Old Gods are not dead. They think we are.”

I am a member of the Society for Psychical Research, and on the Committee of the Folklore Society; so I wanted to tell of my discovery. But I was met with a determined refusal. “The Age of Persecution is not over,” they told me; “give anyone half a chance and the fires will blaze up again.” When I said to one of them, “Why do you keep all these things so secret still? There's no persecution nowadays!” I was told, “Oh, isn't there? If people knew what I was, every time a child in the village was ill, or somebody's chickens died, I should get the blame for it. Witchcraft doesn't pay for broken windows.”

I can remember as a boy reading in the papers of a woman being burned alive in Southern Ireland as a witch; but I could not believe that there could be any persecution nowadays in England. So, against their better judgment, they agreed to let me write a little about the cult in the form of fiction, an historical novel where a witch says a little of what they believe and of how they were persecuted. This was published in 1949 under the title of High Magic's Aid.

In 1951 a very important event occurred. The Government of the day passed the Fraudulent Mediums Act, which repealed and replaced the last remaining Witchcraft Act, under which spiritualists used to be prosecuted in modern times. This Act is, I believe, unique in legally recognising the existence of genuine mediumship and psychic powers.

I thought that at last commonsense and religious freedom had prevailed; but even so, the passage of this Act was highly obnoxious to certain religious bodies which had been preaching against Spiritualism for years and trying to outlaw it as “the work of Satan,” together with any other societies to which they objected, including Freemasonry and, of course, witchcraft.

About a year previously, this Museum had been opened, and I had flattered myself that showing what witchcraft really is, an ancient religion, would arouse no hostility in any quarter. I was to find out in due course how wrong I was!

Any attempt to show witchcraft in anything even remotely resembling a favourable light, or to challenge the old representation of it as something uniformly evil and devilish, or even to present it as a legitimate object of study, can still arouse the most surprising reactions. The virtues of humanism, which Charles Saltman defined as “sensitivity, intelligence and erudition, together with integrity, curiosity and tolerance,” have still quite a long way to go in their struggle against the mentality which produced the Malleus Malejicarum.

In 1952 Pennethorne Hughes wrote a book, Witchcraft, which gave a very good historical account of witchcraft, but stated that while in mediaeval times witches had a fully worked-out ritual of their own which they performed, modern witches were simply perverts who celebrated “Black Masses,” which he described as being blasphemous imitations of the Christian Mass. This made some of my friends very angry, and I managed to persuade them that it might do good to write a factual book about witchcraft, and so I wrote Witchcraft Today.1 In writing this latter book, I soon found myself between Scylla and Charybdis. If I said too much, I ran the risk of offending people whom I had come to regard highly as friends. If I said too little, the publishers would not be interested. In this situation I did the best I could. In particular, I denied that witches celebrated the Black Mass, or that they killed animals—or even unbaptised babies—as blood sacrifices.

One of the first questions I had asked witches as soon as I had got “inside” was, “What about the Black Mass?” They all said, “We don't know how to perform it, and if we did, what would be the point of doing so?” They also said, “You know what happens at our meetings. There is the little religious ceremony, the greeting of the Old Gods; then any business which has to be talked over, or perhaps someone wants to do a rite for some purpose; next there is a little feast and a dance; then you have to hurry for the last bus home! There is no time or place for any nonsense of ‘Black Masses,’ and anyhow why should we want to do one?”

I think this is just common sense. To a Roman Catholic who believes in Transubstantiation, that is, that the bread and wine of the Mass are literally changed into the flesh and blood of Christ, a ceremonial insult to the Host would be the most awful blasphemy; but witches do not believe this, so it would simply be absurd to them to try to insult a piece of bread.

I am not the first to have pointed this out; Eliphas Levi, the celebrated French occultist, who was also a devote Catholic, stated in his book, Dogme et Rituel de la Haute Magie, that the first condition of success in the practice of black magic was to be prepared to profane the cultus in which we believed.

Some may hold that anyone who does not believe in Transubstantiation is lacking in the True Faith and doomed to Hell. I am told that certain Nonconformist ministers preaching against Transubstantiation obtained consecrated Hosts and held them up to mockery in the pulpit; but I have never heard that this made them witches.

What about the Christian people who carry such consecrated Hosts about in lockets as personal charms? Are they being reverent or not? And are they witches? (We have some of these charms in this Museum.) I know very well that some people would be shocked at this practice, but this does not alter the fact that it is done.

The point which those writers who persistently link the witch cult with the Black Mass fail to appreciate is that they can either maintain that witches are pagans, or that they celebrate Black Masses; but that in the name of logic and common sense they cannot have it both ways.

Unlike a number of sensational writers, I do not wish to convey the impression that there are witches at work in every corner of the land. On the contrary, there are very few real witches left, and those keep themselves very much to themselves. They are generally the descendants of witch families, and have inherited a tradition which has been preserved for generations. This is, indeed, the traditional way in which witchcraft was spread and preserved; the children of witch families were taught by their parents, and initiated at an early age. In fact, this is very probably the origin of all those frightful stories of the witches bringing babies to the Sabbat to eat them; what really happened was that witch parents dared not omit to have their babies baptised, for fear of instantly arousing suspicion, so they used to bring the babies to the Sabbat first, and present them in dedication to the Old Gods. Then, they felt, it wouldn't matter if a ceremony of Christian baptism was later gone through “for show.” (“When I bow my head in the house of Rimmon, the Lord pardon Thy servant in this thing.”) However, as the persecution of the Old Religion grew more fierce, it became dangerous to admit children. Innocent children prattled among themselves about where their parents went and what they did, and one unlucky word overheard by the wrong person might have meant death to the whole family. There are terrible records of children being hanged or burned with their parents, merely because they were of the witch blood. Margaret Ine Quane, for instance, who was burned as a witch here in Castletown in 1617, had her young son burned with her, simply because he was her son. Hence the custom of initiating the children was less and less observed, and this, coupled with the wholesale extermination policy carried on at the Church's instigation, soon greatly reduced the numbers of the cult.

However, there is one factor in the continuity of the tradition which the opponents of the cult had not reckoned with. The witches are firm believers in reincarnation, and they say that “Once a witch, always a witch.” They believe that people who have been initiated into the cult, and have really accepted the Old Religion and the Old Gods in their hearts, will return to it or have an urge towards it in life after life, even though they may have no conscious knowledge of their previous associations with it. There may be something in this; because I know personally of three people in one coven who discovered that, subsequent to their coming into the cult in this life, their ancestors had had links with it, and I have already mentioned the witches who “recommended” me.

Of course, witch rites today are somewhat different from what they used to be many centuries ago. Then the great meetings, called Sabbats, used to be attended by large numbers of the population, who arrived provided with the wherewithal to cook a meal for themselves (hence the “hellish Sabbat fires” we have heard so much about), and prepared to spend a night on the heath in merrymaking, once the more serious rites were over. In fact, most traditional country merrymakings have some connection with the Old Religion; the Puritan Stubbes, in his Anatomie of Abuses, fiercely denounces the people who stayed out all night in the woods “Maying” on the old Sabbat date of May Eve; and Christina Hole, in her English Folklore, notes how the Northamptonshire “guisers”—folk-dancers dressed in fantastic costumes—are called “witch-men” to this day. Such instances might be greatly multiplied.

The English climate, of course, did not always permit these gatherings to be held on the heath; and I think that in this event they probably took place in someone's barn, or in the hall of a great house whose owner was friendly to the cult. In the Basque country of Pays de Labourd in 1609 the official investigator from the Parlement of Bordeaux, Pierre de Lancre, was horrified to find that the Sabbat was sometimes held in the local church, apparently with the priest's consent. He was particularly scandalised to find how many Basque priests sympathised with the Old Religion.2

We are often told horrid tales of witch meetings in churchyards, and of witches who, in the words of Robert Burns, “in kirkyards renew their leagues owre howkit dead.” But in the old times the churchyard was the regular place for village merrymakings. In those days a churchyard was not, as it is today, a place of gravestones, but simply a green sward. From M. C. Anderson's Looking for History in British Churches3 we may see that dancing in the churchyard was quite feasible in the old days as the author says that it was not the practice to erect gravestones to those who were buried there. “The great folks were buried beneath sculptured tombs within the church…. The little people remained anonymous in death before the 17th century.”

Eileen Power, in her book, Mediaeval People4 says, speaking of the peasants:

They used to spend their holidays in dancing and singing and buffoonery, as country folk have always done until our own more gloomier, more self-conscious age. They were very merry and not at all refined, and the place they always chose for their dances was the churchyard; and unluckily the songs they sang as they danced in a ring were old pagan songs of their forefathers, left over from old Mayday festivities, which they could not forget, or ribald love-songs which the Church disliked. Over and over again we find the Church councils complaining that the peasants (and sometimes the priests, too) were singing ‘wicked songs with a chorus of dancing women’, or holding ‘ballads and dancings and evil and wanton songs and such-like lures of the devil’; over and over again the bishops forbade these songs and dances; but in vain. In every country in Europe, right through the Middle Ages to the time of the Reformation, and after it, country folk continued to sing and dance in the churchyard.

She continues:

Another later story still is told about a priest in Worcestershire, who was kept awake all night by the people dancing in his churchyard, and singing a song with the refrain ‘Sweetheart have pity’, so that he could not get it out of his head, and the next morning at Mass, instead of saying ‘Dominus vobiscum’, he said, ‘Sweetheart have pity’, and there was a dreadful scandal which got into a chronicle.5

However, I have never heard of a present-day witch meeting being held in a churchyard; I think those sensation-mongers who have described present-day witches as forgathering in graveyards are guessing, and their guess is a few centuries out.

Actually, witch meetings today may take place anywhere that is convenient, and only people who have been initiated into the cult are allowed to be present. The actual proceedings would probably greatly disappoint those who have been nurtured on tales of blood sacrifices, drunken orgies, obscene rites, etc., etc. Witches do not use blood sacrifices; and only the type of mind which considers all recognition of the Elder Gods and their symbols to be “diabolical” would call their rites “obscene.” There are, on the other hand, people who consider many of the Church's beliefs and practices to be an insult to Divinity; a woman once told me, for instance, that she thought the Church of England's Marriage Service so disgusting that she could never bring herself to submit to it. Much depends upon one's point of view in these matters.

The taking of wine during the rites is part of the ceremony; it consists usually of two glasses at the most, and is not intended to be a “mockery” of anything, still less a “Black Mass.” In fact, witches say that their rite of the “Cakes and Wine” (a ritual meal in which cakes and wine are consecrated and partaken of) is much older than the Christian ceremony, and that in fact it is the Christians who have copied the rites of older religions. In view of the fact that such ritual meals are known to have been part of the Mysteries of the goddess Cybele in ancient times, and that a similar ritual meal is partaken of, according to Arthur Avalon in Shakti and Shakta, by the Tantriks of India, who are also worshippers of a great Mother-Goddess, there seem to be some grounds for this statement.

In the old days, they tell me, ale or mead might be used instead of wine, any drink in fact that had “a kick” in it, because this represented “life.” I wonder if this is why Shakespeare used the expression “cakes and ale” as a synonym for fun which was frowned on by the pious?

It is a tradition that fire in some form, generally a candle, must be present on the altar, which is placed in the middle of the circle, and candles are also placed about the circle itself. This circle is drawn with the idea of “containing” the “power” which is raised within it, of bringing it to a focus, so to speak, so that some end may be accomplished by raising it. This focusing of force is called “The Cone of Power.”

Incense is also used, and I have read in Spiritualist literature that “power” is thought by some mediums to be given off by naked flames, by a bowl of water, and by incense. All these are present on the witches' altar. I once took a photograph of a witches' meeting-place while a rite was being performed there; this included none of the people present, deliberately, but merely the altar, etc., and part of the circle. When the photograph was developed it showed “extras” in the form of ribbon-like formations, some of which appeared to proceed from the candles. I assured myself that there was nothing in the composition of the candles which could account for this phenomenon, nor was there anything wrong with my camera. A copy of this photograph is on display in the Museum.

The great reservoir of “power,” according to the witches, is the human body. Spiritualists generally share this belief. Upon the practical means used to raise and direct this “power” I do not propose to touch; but that it is not a mere flight of fancy to believe in its existence is proved by some of the researches of modern science. The radiesthesia journal, The Pendulum, for March, 1956, carried an article called “Living Tissue Rays,” by Thomas Colson, from the Electronic Medical Digest. This told how Professor Otto Rahn of Cornell University had described to a meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, at Syracuse, New York, how yeast cells can be killed by a person looking intently at them for a few minutes. The yeast cells were placed on a glass plate and held close to the person's eyes. The Professor explained this by saying that certain rays were emitted from the human eye which were capable of producing this result. For several years, he said, scientists had been reporting discoveries that living things produce ultraviolet rays. In the human body they had been found coming from working muscles, and in the blood.

The finger-tip rays of several persons at Cornell killed yeast readily. The tip of the nose was discovered to be a fine ultra-violet ‘tube’. Then came the eye. Human rays are not always harmful. From some persons they are beneficial to tiny plants. There seems to be no difference in the kind, but the volume differs. When large, it is lethal to yeast. The same person emits it at different rates. He may be ‘killing’ at one time and ‘benign’ at another. The right hand appears to radiate more than the left, even in left-handers….

These body rays seem to be given off most strongly by the parts of the body which are replaced most rapidly, such as the palms of the hands and the soles of the feet…. The tops of the fingers are very strong emitters of this energy…. The back gives off the least energy and the abdomen and chest slightly more. The sex organs in both sexes and breasts in women emit these rays quite strongly.

The first scientific proof that there is a personal electric field, a sort of electrical aura, within and in the air around a living body, was announced to the Third International Cancer Congress. The report was made by Dr. Harold S. Burr, of Yale University…. Human eyes are powerful electric batteries. This discovery, showing that each eyeball is an independent battery, was announced to the National Academy of Sciences in 1938 by Dr. Walter H. Miles, Yale University pathologist…. The fact that eyes produce electricity has been known to science since 1860, when it was discovered in frogs, but the source of this electric power, its variations and especially its high power in human beings, is little known.

The above extract gives the reason for the witches' traditional ritual nudity. To their Christian opponents this was mere shamelessness; but students of comparative religion know that, apart from the practical magical reason given above, nudity in religious ceremonies is a very old and world-wide practice. This is, in fact, yet another indication of the witch cult's derivation from remotest antiquity.

It may seem strange that the beliefs of the witch and the discoveries of the man of science should ever find a realm in which they could meet and touch; yet this is not the first time such a thing has happened. The doctor who introduced the use of digitalis into medical practice bought the secret from a Shropshire witch, after taking an interest in her herbal cures.

The witches' belief that “the power” resides within themselves, and that their rites serve to bring it out, is the great difference between them and the practitioners of “ceremonial magic,” black or white. The latter proceed by the invocation or evocation of spirits, sometimes of demons, whom they seek to compel to serve them. This is not the witches' way, though they believe that helpful spirits, human or otherwise, come of their own accord to assist in their rites, and that those present who have developed “the Sight” (i.e. clairvoyance) may see such spirits.

A popular belief about witchcraft, which is nevertheless erroneous, is the idea that a witches' coven must consist of thirteen people. Actually, it may consist of more or less than thirteen people; but thirteen is considered to be the ideal number. This may be because it is the best number of people to work in the witches' traditional nine-foot circle; six couples and a leader. Or it may be because witchcraft is a moon cult, and there are thirteen moons in a year and thirteen weeks in every quarter, each quarter of the year having its Sabbat. The four great Sabbats are Candlemass, May Eve, Lammas, and Halloween; the equinoxes and solstices are celebrated also, thus making the Eight Ritual Occasions, as the witches call them. On the great Sabbats all the covens that could forgather together would do so; but apart from these great Sabbats, minor meetings called Esbats are held. The word “Esbat” may come from the old French “s'esbattre,” meaning “to frolic, to enjoy one-self.” Traditionally, the Esbat is the meeting of the local coven for local matters, or simply for fun, and it is, or should be, held at or near the full moon.

As might be expected from a moon cult, the leading part in the ceremonies is played by the High Priestess, or Maiden. She has the position of authority, and may choose any man of sufficient rank in the cult to be her High Priest. In France the Maiden was sometimes called La Reine du Sabbat; in Scotland she seems to have been called the Queen of Elphame (i.e. Faery), and one old witch-trial has it that “she makes any man King whom she pleases.”

Apart from the theory that the “fairies” were actually the primitive People of the Heaths, the smaller, darker aboriginal folk displaced by the Early Iron Age invaders, which I treated of in Witchcraft Today, there is another connection between them and the witches. In the popular mind, after the advent of Christianity the old Celtic Paradise to which the souls of pagans went when they died became the “Realm of Faerie,” and the God and Goddess who were the rulers of the After-World became the deities of the witches, who held to the Old Religion, and also were considered as the King and Queen of Faery. Hence the High Priestess of a witch coven, who is considered as the Goddess's living representative, would naturally be called “the Queen of Elphame.”

The original “Fairyland” was the pagan paradise, and the “fairies” of early romances, are very different from the dainty miniature creatures of later tales and children's stories, made up when their original significance had been forgotten. This is made abundantly clear by the descriptions given in the anonymous old English poem, “Sir Orfeo,” of which the earliest MS. we have dates from the early fourteenth century. It is reminiscent of the Greek story of Orpheus and Eurydice, but with a happy ending instead of a tragic one, and contains a fine description of “The proude courte of Paradis,” which was entered apparently through a hollow hill or rocky cave, and of its rulers, “The king o' fairy with his rout,” and his queen, the White Goddess; “As white as milke were her weeks” and so brightly shining that Orfeo could scarcely behold them.

A. E. Waite, in his introduction to Elfin Music, an Anthology of English Fairy Poetry6 says: “The Elizabethan age commonly identified the fairies of Gothic superstition with the classic nymphs who attended Diana, while the elfin queen was Diana herself, and was called by one of the names of that goddess, that is, Titania, which is found in the Metamorphoses of Ovid as a title of the uranian queen.” He states further that “… the original fairy of Frankish poetry and fiction was simply a female initiated into the mysteries and marvels of magic.”

A third ingredient in the tales of “fairies” is, of course, actual non-human nature spirits which some people claim to be able to see, and it is fascinating for the student of folklore to disentangle these different strands that weave through old stories and beliefs.

The High Priest of a witch coven is, as we have seen, chosen by the Priestess. He is the person whom the Inquisitors and witch-hunters of old times used to call “the Devil,” as being either an actual supernatural devil or else his human representative. Witches are constantly being accused of “worshipping the Devil.” Now, when we use that word “Devil,” what picture automatically forms itself in most people's minds? Is it not that of a strange-looking being who seems to be partly human and partly animal, having great horns on his head, and a body covered with hair, although his face is human? Have you ever stopped to wonder why this picture should automatically come into your mind in this way? There is not one single text in the Bible which describes “the Devil” or “Satan” in this manner. The only place in which you will find such a personage described is, curiously enough, among the gods of the ancient peoples. Here you will find quite a number of Horned Gods, and sometimes Horned Goddesses too, who were not, however, beings of evil, but deities beneficent to man. The reason why people picture “the Devil” in this way is because from the very earliest times the Church has taught that the Old God who possessed these attributes was the enemy of the Christian God, and hence must be Satan; and people have got so used to this concept that they have never stopped to question it.

It is evident from early pictures and descriptions (the earliest being the famous cave paintings found at Ariege in the Caverne des Trois Freres, done by men of the Stone Age), that the High Priest who was the god's representative sometimes wore a ritual disguise, consisting of a head-dress bearing the horns of a stag or a bull, and a kind of robe of animal skins; sometimes, too, a mask which concealed his features. This custom seems to have been more particularly followed at the big Sabbats, when many people gathered outside the circle who were not actual initiates of the witches' mysteries, but came “for luck” (i.e. for the blessing of the Old Gods) or simply to enjoy themselves. It made the proceedings more impressive, and at the same time safer, if the god's representative was masked and disguised, so that he could not be recognised. The horned figure, seen dimly by moonlight or by the light of torches, would have seemed to the outsiders to be a supernatural being, and the initiates would not have undeceived them. When only initiates were present, there was less need for the ritual disguise, so the custom of wearing it has tended to fade out.

It will be seen that witchcraft is a system involving both magic and religion. This in itself is an indication of great age, because in primitive times magic and religion were closely interrelated. The priest was also the magician, and the magician had perforce to be a priest. Indeed, when one comes to consider it, many religious rites today are directed towards ends which might be called magical. What is the essential difference, for instance, between prayers for rain, or for a good harvest, and the old fertility rites which were directed to the same end? And why must a King or a Queen undergo the ritual of Coronation? With regard to the Church's prayers and a fertility rite, the difference would seem to lie in the latter working on the principle that “God helps those who help themselves,” whereas the former is content with petition. The question of the necessity of Coronation ritual raises the whole idea of the Divine King or Queen which has engaged the attention of anthropologists for many years. The idea that there is any connection between religion and magic may be indignantly repudiated by some orthodox believers; nevertheless, both spring from the same root.

As I explained in my previous book, there are certain secrets of the witch cult that I cannot by reason of my pledged word reveal; but many people write to me saying, “You said in your book, Witchcraft Today that all the ancient Mysteries were basically the same; so as we all know what these ancient Mysteries were, we know exactly what the witches' secrets are. So why don't you write another book telling everything?”

Now, while the ancient authors who were initiated into a number of the Mysteries agree that they were all the same basically, and there is a certain amount of agreement among modern authors about what their secrets were, I doubt very much if any of them realises the reason behind them, “what made them work,” in fact; and what makes things work is the witches' secret. I think that this was probably the practical secret of the ancient Mysteries also.

However, I am not going to be drawn in this way to break my word; a statement which will, I hope, result in a saving of notepaper and stamps on the part of some of my more aggressive correspondents. Certain of the present-day enquiries of psychical research, archaeology, anthropology, and psychology are beginning to converge in a manner that is gradually revealing facts about ancient beliefs and their effect upon human evolution which have not been realised before. It is my hope that this book will be a useful contribution to these lines of enquiry, and perhaps assist in their convergence.

Upon the 1st March, 1956, Major Lloyd-George, then Home Secretary, as a result of a question asked in the House of Commons, said that black magic was an offence in common law. When pressed by M.P.s to define black magic, he said, “It is the opposite to white magic (at which there was laughter and ironical cheers) which is performed without the aid of the devil, so I assume the other is done with his aid.”

If this be accepted as a definition, then authentic witchcraft is certainly not black magic, because witches do not even believe in the devil, let alone invoke him. The Old Horned God of the witches is not the Satan of Christianity, and no amount of theological argument will make him so. He is, in fact, the oldest deity known to man, and is depicted in the oldest representation of a divinity which has yet been found, namely the Stone Age painting in the innermost recess of the Caverne des Trois Freres at Ariege. He is the old phallic god of fertility who has come forth from the morning of the world, and who was already of immeasurable antiquity before Egypt and Babylon, let alone before the Christian era. Nor did he perish at the cry that Great Pan was dead. Secretly through the centuries, hidden deeper and deeper as time went on, his worship and that of the naked Moon Goddess, his bride, the Lady of Mystery and Magic and the forbidden joys, continued sometimes among the great ones of the land, sometimes in humble cottages, or on lonely heaths and in the depths of darkling woods, on summer nights when the moon rode high. It does so still.

From time to time the public have been treated to various highly-coloured and highly unconvincing “revelations” in the popular Press and elsewhere upon the subject of “Black Magic,” “Satanism,” and similar matters, and occasionally these have been linked with witchcraft. Let me state right away that I personally maintain an attitude of thorough-going scepticism towards these things, and that even if they do exist I do not consider them to have any relation to the survival of the witch cult. Alleged “confessions,” especially where witchcraft is mentioned, bear ample internal evidence of their own meretriciousness, in that they are obviously modelled upon sensational thrillers and reveal no knowledge whatever of genuine witch practices.

The real thing is deeper hidden than this. People, especially country people, are reluctant to talk about it; but no one, I think, can study folklore in this country for long without becoming convinced of the amazing vitality and tenacity of old beliefs.

Where the town-dweller usually goes astray in his conclusions about the witch cult is that he has been fed mentally upon the alleged “revelations” mentioned above, or upon works that associate witchcraft with some fantastic belief vaguely known as “Satanism,” with the implication that it is, or was, a cult of evil and nothing else. I submit that this is an unreasonable view, and has been promulgated by persons who possess no qualifications beyond a bent for sensationalism or an outlook blinded by religious bigotry. The countryman and countrywoman preserve a belief through the centuries because they think it is some use to them, or because they derive some satisfaction from it. Of course, the benefit they derive from the belief may not always seem to us to be highly ethical. Nevertheless, no one but a maniac would deliberately cultivate evil for its own sake.

The foundation of magical beliefs, of which witchcraft is a form, is that unseen Powers exist, and that by performing the right sort of ritual these Powers can be contacted and either forced or persuaded to assist one in some way. People believed this in the Stone Age, and they believe it, consciously or not, today. It is now well-known that most superstition is in fact broken-down ritual.

The unseen Powers that have interested man most in his early history have been the powers of fertility and of contact with the spirit world; of Life and Death. These are the elementary powers that became the divinities of the witches, and their worship is as old as civilisation itself. The meaning of witchcraft is to be found, not in strange religious theories about God and Satan, but in the deepest levels of the human mind, the collective unconscious, and in the earliest developments of human society. It is the deepness of the roots that has preserved the tree.
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CHAPTER II
 Witches' Memories and Beliefs



Many people have written to me saying they enjoyed my book, Witchcraft Today, and asking me to write more about the cult. The difficulty is, as I explained in the former book, that witchcraft has become one of the secret religions, wherein people can express their greatest longings and aspirations without being mocked at; those archetypal reverences which, arising from deep levels of the unconscious, so strangely stir the soul. These things I think are a true form of religion because they are natural; though constant bludgeoning and conditioning of the mind may blunt perception, and cause people to shut their intuitions away in the inmost recesses of their being.

With this Old Religion comes the knowledge of a type of magic, difficult at all times to learn, and more so in these days, when everything is against you in this respect; but which exists all the same as a closely guarded secret. Magic is in itself neither black nor white, bad nor good; it is how it is used, the intent or the knowledge behind it, that matters.

Other people write asking me to expound more fully my ideas of the origins of witchcraft, and the only true answer I can give is, “I don't know”; but I have been doing a lot of research on the subject, and this book is largely the result. It is just what I think, not what I know, because I do not see how anyone will ever find the first beginnings. They are probably something like this: very primitive men, still rather like their animal kindred, lived happily and thoughtlessly until they were menaced by the slow coming of an Ice Age. The trees grew thinner and thinner, and they had to search harder to get food. Their shambling gait may have resembled that of apes, sometimes perhaps even dropping to all fours; but when snow came they found that by walking upright they kept their hands warmer, and could see further. This upright position affected their brains, which grew keener. Their speech improved, and with it their ideas. The cold killed off much of the fruit they lived on, and made them congregate in caves, going out in bodies to hunt game, taking more and more to a meat diet. With the discovery of fire-making, ritual may have started. You did this and this, and up sprang the magical flame, a spirit at your command. Or it may have started with the custom of dancing to celebrate a successful hunt.

It became lucky to do certain rites to induce good hunting and gain power over the game. Then slowly certain people took to doing the rites, and something like a priesthood was formed; that is, they found who were the most magically powerful people and used them. The dance was the chief method performed, mimicking the stalking and slaying of game. Later it took the form of a fertility dance, when they became cattle breeders and not so dependent on hunting. Then came animism, and perhaps the worship of natural phenomena, moon, stars and sun.

Magic has been classed as a trick closely guarded by the primitive magician. Perhaps so; it is the trick of doing something so that something else will occur. The airmen who drop a bomb could not make the bomb itself; they make intelligent use of a certain force which they do not wholly understand; and that is what magic is. If they misuse that force, and detonate the bomb in their plane, they may destroy themselves. This also occurs in magic; you must know how to keep the effects away from yourself.

The witches' own traditions simply tell them that they existed from all time; but that they came to where they are now from the Summer Land in the distant past. When you ask them where the Summer Land is they do not know; but it seems to have been a place of warmth and happiness, the Earthly Paradise of which all races of mankind have some tradition, and which so many adventurers have risked their lives seeking. (It may be noted in this connection that in Welsh legend, “Gwlad yr Hav,” “the Land of Summer,” is the Celtic Other World, and also the place where the ancestors of the Cymir came from.)

Witches also say that they came because man wanted magical rites for hunting; the proper rites to procure increase in flocks and herds, to assure good fishing, and to make women fruitful; then, later, rites for good farming, etc., and whatever the clan needed, including help in time of war, to cure the sick, and to hold and regulate the greater and lesser festivals, to conduct the worship of the Goddess and the Horned God. They considered it good that men should dance and be happy, and that this worship and initiation was necessary for obtaining a favourable place in the After-World, and a reincarnation into your own tribe again, among those whom you loved and who loved you, and that you would remember, know, and love them again. They think that in the good old days all this was obvious to the whole tribe. Witches were supported by the community, and they gave their services freely to all who asked their help. (A primitive National Health Service?) It is partly because of this that there is a strong witch tradition that they may never take money for practising their art; that is, they may not work for hire.

As they worked for the good of the tribe, they were inclined to favour a strong chief or king, someone who would see that the laws were observed, that everyone had their fair share, and that everyone did their work properly. For this reason, too, they were inclined to dislike politics; anything that made the tribe fight among themselves they considered bad.

They think that they were not Druids, but representatives of an older faith; that the Druids were a good and strong male priesthood who worshipped the sun in the daytime, and were inclined to mix in politics, while the witches worshipped the moon by night. It is almost as if the Druids were the bishops, etc., who attended the House of Lords and made the laws, and had a magical religion, while the witches were the parish priests, who kept out of politics, and possessed a form of religion and magic of their own.

It must be understood clearly that witchcraft is a religion. Its patron god is the Horned God of hunting, death and magic, who, rather like Osiris of Egypt, rules over the After-World, his own Paradise, situated in a hollow hill, or at least in a place which is only approached through a cave, where he welcomes the dead and assigns them their places; where they are prepared, according to their merits and wisdom, for rebirth into a new body on this earth, for which they will be made ready by the love and power of the Goddess, the Great Mother, who is also the Eternal Virgin and the Primordial Enchantress, who gives rebirth and transmutation, and love on this earth, and in whose honour and by means of ritual the necessary power is raised to enable this to be done. They think that the God and the Goddess assist them in making their magic, as they assist the God and the Goddess in their turn by raising power for them by their dances and by other methods. In fact, they seem to consider the gods as being more like powerful friends than deities to be worshipped.

To them the concept of an All-Powerful God, one who could simply say, “Let there be peace. Let there be no sickness or misery,” and all wars, sickness and misery would cease, and who for his own reasons will not say that word, and keeps men in fear and misery and want, is not fit to receive worship. They quite realise that there must be some great “Prime Mover,” some Supreme Deity; but they think that if It gives them no means of knowing It, it is because It does not want to be known; also, possibly, at our present stage of evolution we are incapable of understanding It. So It has appointed what might be called various Under-Gods, who manifest as the tribal gods of different peoples; as the Elohim of the Jews, for instance, who made them in Their own image (“Elohim” being a plural noun), “male and female made They them”; Isis, Osiris and Horus of the Egyptians; the “portmanteau-word” of certain initiates, “Maben,” which is MA, AB, BEN, or “Mother, Father and Son”; and the Horned God and the Goddess of the witches. They can see no reason why each people should not worship their national gods, or why anyone should strive to prevent them from doing so. This has always caused them to take a poor view of missionary enterprise, whether by the orthodox Church or by totalitarians such as the Communists. They think that many of the troubles in this world are caused by those various organisations which are formed “to make people do and believe what they don't want to, and to prevent them from doing and believing what they do want to.”

It is usually said that to be made a witch one must abjure Christianity; this is not true; but they would naturally not receive into their ranks anyone who was a very narrow Christian. They do not think that the real Jesus was literally the Son of God, but are quite prepared to accept that he was one of the Enlightened Ones, or Holy Men. That is the reason why witches do not think they were hypocrites “in time of persecution” for going to church and honouring Christ, especially as so many of the old Sun-hero myths have been incorporated into Christianity; while others might bow to the Madonna, who is closely akin to their goddess of heaven. In former times attendance at church was compulsory by law, and absence both punishable and dangerous, in that it aroused suspicion; but of this more anon.

It must be understood that witches were for the last two thousand years, at least the village priestesses, wise men and women, etc. They performed the rites which brought prosperity to the community; different from, but not opposed to, the official religion, which was at first Druidism. Then the Druids in Britain contacted the first Christian missionaries, who may have been led by Joseph of Arimathea. They had long had a god called Hesus, and a tradition of a Divine Child, so it was not difficult for them to accept primitive Christian teaching. This tended to separate them further from the witch cult, but there is no evidence of any antagonism between them.

Then first the Roman, and later the Saxon invasions came. The kings, nobles, and the Christianised Druids suffered badly, and many fled to Ireland and Scotland, as did many good craftsmen, jewellers, etc. (and much of the wonderful Irish art was the work of these British craftsmen); but, contrary to what is often thought, the main population remained in their villages. The Saxons, at first heathen, were converted to Christianity by missionaries from Rome, and some laws against witchcraft were made.

After the Norman Conquest the Saxons became a race of serfs under Norman masters. Later the two races tended to amalgamate and intermarry, becoming English instead of British and Saxon. As there is no trace of Saxon customs in the cult, it does not seem that such Saxon witches as there were ever came into it; but when the Normans arrived they had a tradition of something like witchcraft. Whether this came from Norway or from Gaul I am not sure, but it certainly existed. At any rate, the British had always thought of the Saxons as oppressors who had robbed them of all the best in their country, and the witches disliked them because they made laws against witchcraft, so both were wryly amused to see the Saxons being bullied in their turn.

The Saxons were hard-working, thick-headed, stolid people, who stayed where they were and paid heavy taxes, while those “Britons” who were left were inclined to be vagabondish, gipsy-wandering, hunting and fighting types of people, who would take service easily with the Normans. They made good mercenary soldiers, who lived hard and liked fighting.

Christianity sat lightly upon the Normans. They were originally what in the East are called “rice-Christians.” Their fathers had received lands from the French king to keep other pirates away, on the condition of accepting baptism. Not so many years ago in China, Feng Hu Sang, the Christian general, used to baptise his troops by playing hoses on them as they marched past, and as Charlemagne used to drive pagan tribes through rivers at swords point, having a bishop blessing it higher up. Such mass-conversions are apt not to be very sincere. But Christianity was at that time something to which, although you might not believe it or even clearly understand it, you had to conform if your ruler was a Christian convert, and to give up your pagan gods and declare them to be devils. You could do that easily, by word of mouth at any rate; but the customs and beliefs of centuries are not altered so readily or so quickly as this.

William the Conqueror had wisely proclaimed that he was the ruler of the Church, and he appointed his own Bishops; but as the Church at Rome became more powerful it insisted on appointing non-English Bishops to all offices of profit. This and other matters caused some of the Normans to take notice of the older faith. For if it was so difficult and expensive to get into the Christian Heaven and to dodge the Christian Hell, the witches' Paradise was simple and pleasant; but you had to keep your belief in it dark. This, to the younger men at least, was easy and romantic. You simply went out hunting with a few faithful retainers, and lost yourself in the woods for a while. Doubtless all the Castle knew where you had really been, but they didn't tell the Stoke (the Saxon village), or the priest; unless, as was often the case in the early days he had been there himself taking part in the rites.

There were several wars which troubled the countryside in places, but otherwise things remained much the same until about the time of Edward I, who expelled the Jews. Until then the Jews had been a race apart, who were merchants, money-lenders, tax collectors and doctors, living chiefly in the towns, marrying usually among themselves, hated but tolerated by the Church, their numbers kept down by occasional massacres. When King Edward banished them from England large numbers from the big towns left the country; though numbers went to ground, into the outland districts beyond the law; that is, into the British settlements, the witch districts. These probably had some connections there already. At least, it is a witch tradition that during the Jewish massacres they had always given them shelter when they could, and it is from these Jews that the witches got to know of the Qabalah, and obtained many of their ideas of the Jewish mystical and magical traditions, upon which most mediaeval magic was founded.

Neither the witches nor myself wish to argue as to the rights or wrongs of what the Jewish Qabalists taught. All I can say is that there is a witch tradition that this teaching among others was given and believed, namely that the ancient religion of Israel was the worship of the Elohim, the Supernal Father and the Supernal Mother, Who had made man in Their image, male and female (Genesis, Chap. I, v. 26–28); this mystery was symbolised by the sacred Twin Pillars, Jachin and Boar, of Solomon's Temple; but after Solomon's time wicked priests arose who perverted the true faith, and instead of the Gods of Love, preached a solitary God of hate and vengeance. To gain power and wealth, these priests had committed many pious forgeries of Holy Writ, and So led men from the truth.

In this connection, I may quote from the Introduction to S. L. MacGregor Mathers'book, The Kabbalah Unveiled. Speaking of the symbolism of the Sephiroth, the Ten Emanations of Deity, he says:

Among these Sephiroth, jointly and severally, we find the development of the persons and attributes of God. Of these some are male and some female. Now, for some reason or other best known to themselves, the translators of the Bible have carefully crowded out of existence and smothered up every reference to the fact that the Deity is both masculine and feminine. They have translated a feminine plural by a masculine singular in the case of the word Elohim. They have, however, left an inadvertent admission of their knowledge that it was plural in Gen. I. v. 26, “And Elohim said: Let Us make man.” Again (v. 27), how could Adam be made in the image of the Elohim, male and female, unless the Elohim were male and female also. The word Elohim is a plural formed from the feminine singular ALH, Eloh, by adding IM to the word. But inasmuch as IM is usually the termination of the masculine plural, and is here added to a feminine noun, it gives to the word Elohim the sense of a female potency united to a masculine idea, and thereby capable of producing an offspring. Now, we hear much of the Father and the Son, but we hear nothing of the Mother in the ordinary religions of the day. But in the Qabalah we find that the Ancient of Days conforms Himself simultaneously into the Father and the Mother, and thus begets the Son. Now, this Mother is Elohim. Again, we are usually told that the Holy Spirit is masculine. But the word RVCh, Ruach, Spirit, is feminine, as appears from the following passage of the Sepher Yetzirah: ‘AChTh RVCh ALHIM ChIIM, Achath (feminine, not Achad, masculine) Ruach Elohim Chiim: One is She the Spirit of the Elohim of Life.

As I have previously mentioned, the witches were quite well affected towards the early Celtic Christians and the Culdees, the Druids who had become Christians, but were not so well affected towards the Saxons who had invaded them or towards their type of Christianity, which derived from Rome and denounced witch rites with puritanical fervour. It is noticeable that soon after the Qabalists began to mingle with them the Church began to persecute them. What seems to have happened is that the Jews in hiding disliked roughing it in the British type of village, and slowly came back into the towns; but they dared not be known as Jews. They had to pretend to be good Christians, and they could not be moneylenders any more. The Church, the Templars, and the Lombard goldsmiths had taken that lucrative job over; but they could be doctors and “wise men” generally, and many of them became the type we think of as “wizards,” practitioners of ceremonial magic, sellers of cures and charms, and practised as astrologers, and there were many people who wanted their services.

Astrology was always respectable; many Churchmen practised it, and the law never bothered them. The fundamental idea of astrology is enshrined in the famous precept of Hermes Trismegistus, from the Smaragdine Tablet, “That which is below is like that which is above, and that which is above is like that which is below, for the performance of the miracles of the one substance.” Everything was considered to have its astrological signature or rulership, and to know the astrological signatures of herbs and of the parts of the human body was an important branch of mediaeval medicine. The great authority for early astrologers was Claudius Ptolemy (2nd century A.D.). Cyril Fagan, in his Zodiacs Old and New, says, “Ptolemy's ‘Great Construction’ and ‘Four Books’ were translated into Arabic and with the Moorish invasion were introduced into western Europe during the Dark Ages. This was probably western Europe's first introduction to classical astrology. From the Arabic the books were rendered into Latin by the doctors of the church.”

Witches are inclined to smile at learned magicians, saying that they never could do much without a witch to help them; but they do acknowledge that in the terrible “burning times” many witches were sheltered and protected by magicians and astrologers, and perhaps this is all the more reason why they pay attention to the teaching of the Qabalists. Astrological ideas form an integral part of the Hebrew Qabalah.

Under the Saxon kings there were laws against magic and witchcraft; but the punishment was usually only by a fine or by doing penance in church, and there is no record of it being actually inflicted. The first trial recorded for witchcraft in England was in the tenth year of the reign of King John, when the wife of Odo the merchant accused one Gideon of bewitching her. Gideon was tried by the ordeal of red-hot iron, and acquitted. As the ordeal by red-hot iron was a serious thing, either Gideon was favoured by the priests who conducted the ordeal, and who were said to have methods of protecting their favourites from the fire, or else he was able to work quite good magic, possibly of the self-hypnotic type, for recent experiments at the University of Texas have been producing remarkable results in the use of hypnotism for the treatment and cure of bums.

Witchcraft continued to be an ecclesiastical crime only in England for many years, and was largely mixed up with charges of denying the existence of demoniacal agency; for the Church said that denying a personal devil was equivalent to a confession of atheism and a denial of the Holy Scriptures themselves. In this way a great number of witches were doubtless convicted. They were accused of following or consorting with “the fairies,” or Herne the Hunter, or Robin Hood, the Devil. To say he was not the Devil was heresy; and many people were brought to execution on that account. That is, it was put to them, “Do you believe Herne, or Robin, or the Queen of Elphame, as the case might be, is the Devil?” If they said “No,” it was heresy. If they said “Yes,” they were convicted of diabolism. At first they probably all denied that he or she was the Devil; but then the obvious question came, “If they are not the Devil, you must know them as a man or a woman. Who are they? Let them be arrested and tortured.” Probably many confessed to dealings with the Devil, so as not to get someone else, a human leader of a coven, into trouble.

The mention of so popular a figure of legend as Robin Hood in this context may seem strange. However, he is one of the forms of the old god of the woods who presided over the May games. His name “Hood” probably means “Robin of the Woods,” as his equivalent in France was called “Robin des Bois.”1

Most of the general public had at least a shrewd idea of where to go if one wanted to get medicines that worked, or a bit of advice in time of trouble, and the country folk knew quite well that dances and rites were held at regular intervals to bring good crops, etc., and were aware who organised and took part in them; and so occasional “purges” were carried out by the church authorities. Some will doubtless say that even if the witches did not know they were doing wrong, they knew it as soon as the Church proclaimed witchcraft to be heretical and sinful; but to the witches it did not seem just that they should be condemned for doing what had been done for centuries and thought no ill of; what, they asked, was wrong with the old customs, anyway? And was not the Church always forbidding anything nice?

If in England, as on the Continent, the persecution had been everywhere at the same time, it might have seemed different; but there would be a wild flare-up of persecution in the domains of one lord, because he or his wife had suddenly “got religion,” or because a new Bishop had come to the district. (I say “new Bishop” because it was possible that the old Bishop had been a regular attendant at the Sabbat, as the Bishop of Coventry was accused of being in 1303. The Pope accused him Quod diabolo homagium fecerat, et eum fuerit osculatus in tergo. (Chartier iii. p. 45.) So the persecution would flare up in one district, and some witches would be caught, while others escaped, across a river perhaps, or into another lord's lands.

Sir Matthew Hale (1609–1676), in his History of the Pleas of the Crown, says, “Witchcraft, Sortilegium, was by the ancient laws of England of ecclesiastical cognizance, and upon conviction thereof, without abjuration, punishable with death by writ de haeretico comburendo.”

What, incidentally, is this crime of heresy, that the early Church adjudged to be so terrible that it warranted burning alive the perpetrator of it? According to Cobham Brewer (Dictionary of Phrase and Fable), “Heretic means ‘one who chooses’, and ‘heresy’ means simply ‘a choice’. A heretic is one who chooses his own creed, and does not adopt the creed authorised by the national church. (Greek hairesis, choice.)” It is a curious sidelight upon the evolution of human society that that which was a capital crime in the Middle Ages should have become one of the most cherished and fundamental rights of modern democracy.

In England the whole power of the State was not at first behind these persecutions. It was a matter for individual Bishops and nobles. It took longer, but was none the less thorough, because everyone knew who followed the Old Religion. They were marked down and “liquidated.” Although Bishops occasionally burned witches as heretics, the general way of extermination in England was by hanging. Torture was not legal, but was used at times and conditions of imprisonment in those days were often torture.

Propaganda played an important part. It was unfortunate that the god of the witches wore a helmet with horns, because when the Church began to proclaim the doctrine of the devil as God's adversary they made him in the image of the Greek and Roman god Pan. There were many statues of Pan surviving, half-man, half-goat, with horns upon his head. The Church said very plausibly that the pagans would not have made such statues if they had no model to work from; they had had models for the other statues they made, men, women and animals, so there must be real creatures like this, and they must be devils, and have a Supreme Lord of Evil as their chief.

Public opinion can only be made to accept hangings, burnings and torturings, as righteous if it is turned against those who are to be the victims; and one of the surest ways in which this can happen is for people to become so thoroughly frightened that they lose their heads and their sense of proportion. Hence the ascribing to witches and other heretics of every crime, possible and impossible, that the human mind can conceive, until they are represented as being cohorts of Satan on earth. Human society, impelled by these ideas, became a tragic battleground; and perhaps the most pitiful aspect of this civil war of humanity was that it was sometimes waged by men of good-will and good faith, yet men so darkly misled that they honestly thought the pyre and the gallows a triumph for Christ and His Cross. That is surely one of the saddest things of all.

I have said that there were no severe civil laws against witchcraft in early England, and when Gideon was tried he was acquitted by the ordeal of red-hot iron; but this simply means there were no records, or at least none have survived, of trials in the Bishop's Courts, with the curious exception of that by a clerk of the Bishop of Ossory, Richard Ledrede, in Ireland, who it seems noted down some of the Bishop's songs (some of them rather curious for a Bishop: “Haro, je suis trahi, par fol amour de fausse amie” runs one of them), and included some notes on the case of Dame Alice Kyteler of Kilkenny, in 1324. She had been married four times, her first husband being the brother of Roger Outlaw, who was Head of the Order of the Knights of St. John in Ireland, and Lord Chancellor of Ireland. It was to enrich his nephew, her son, that she was said to have wrought spells with the aid of a “Devil,” Robin Filius Artis, or Artisson, who is described as “Aethiopis,” “a negro,” and with him she did “dirty work at the crossroads.” Allowing for exaggeration, there seems not much doubt that she did attempt to bring her son luck, especially as one of the charms she is said to have used that of “sweeping dust inwards,” is still used in the Isle of Man. Robin is also said to have appeared at times as “a black shaggy dog,” like the spectral Moggy Dhoo, which is still said to roam about in Man. (May one wonder, not too seriously, if our Manx Moggy Dhoo is the originator of the “shaggy dog story”?)

None of these matters were crimes by the civil law; but the Bishop quoted Bulls against sorcery promulgated by Pope John XXII. The Bishop was actually imprisoned for making a false case; but the jailer was afraid of the Bishop, and complaints were made that his jail was “more like a ball of feasting” (where the Bishop doubtless sang his songs). While in jail he excommunicated his opponents, and placed the whole diocese under interdict, which brought the Archbishop of Dublin out against him for imposing an interdict without due enquiry. He left his easy jail in a grand procession, and attacked Lady Alice and her son again. The Archbishop of Dublin and the King's Justiciar summoned him to Dublin; but he refused to go, and set up a court of his own at Kilkenny, where he summoned Lord Arnold de la Poore, the King's Seneschal, who refused to attend. But the Archbishop of Dublin took his side over the question of his “joyous imprisonment,” and had a number of people arrested, though not Dame Alice and her son. But eventually William Outlaw, the son, was taken and tried at Kilkenny before the Chancellor, the Lord Treasurer and others, when a verdict was arranged that he should hear three Masses a day for a year, maintaining a certain number of the poor, and pay for repairs to the Cathedral choir.

Dame Alice went to England where she was safe. The Bishop then attacked Roger Outlaw for disloyalty, who appealed to the King's Council. They deputed a number of high ecclesiastics to enquire into the case, who unanimously found him to be “loyal and upright, zealous in the faith, and ready to die for it.” Mean-while, the Bishop seized a number of lesser fry who were said to have belonged to Dame Alice's coven, flogged, tortured and burned alive Petronilla de Meath and others, and got away with it. If his clerk bad not written down the songs the Bishop made, it is unlikely that this curious witch trial would ever have been recorded. It is interesting that the people concerned were all great nobles, from England as well as Ireland, and all of them were on the side of the witches with the exception of the Bishop, who had the half-hearted support of the Archbishop.

If all this could go on without any record except the notes of a clerk writing down songs (and this was an outstanding case which lasted for years, involving many of the great ones of the realm), then it is evident that Bishops could and did do whatever they liked in their own dioceses, without any record being kept, at any rate none which survived the dissolution of the monasteries.

The witches have vague stories of the “burning time,” which seems to have started about 1300, with persecutions springing up and dying down till about the time of Henry VIII; but the persecution was kept up by a spate of propaganda, until it was firmly fixed in the public mind that witches had commerce with the devil, that they raised storms at sea, caused abortions, and in fact were the authors of practically every evil that afflicts the human race. Even a modern author, Pennethorne Hughes, declared recently in his book Witchcraft:

Witches cast spells; they raised havoc; they poisoned; they aborted cattle and inhibited human beings; they served the Devil, parodied Christian practices, allied themselves with the King's enemies. They copulated with other witches in male or female form, whom they took to be incubi or succubi; they committed abuses with domestic animals. More, they did these things consciously, in the belief that they served a diabolic master and challenged Heaven. Their motives were confused, their impulses were bemused, and their proceedings were more and more remote from any common original practice. Yet they did them, and the reasons for what they did lie in the earliest religions and beliefs. Beside these witches, thousands of technically innocent people died as the result of mass hysteria and pious fear.

William Temple, the then Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote in 1935, “Shelve the responsibility for human evil on Satan if you will; personally, I believe he exists, and that a large share of the responsibility belongs to him and to subordinate evil spirits.”

With people nowadays believing things like this, it is easy to understand how when Henry VIII repealed any laws there were against witchcraft, the witches thought that at last the world was becoming a little saner, the fierce reformers, fresh from Geneva where Calvin was busy burning witches (and whoever it was who made a wax image of Queen Elizabeth I and stuck pins in it in Lincoln's Inn Fields), induced that queen to pass a law against magic and witchcraft again though the only penalty was the pillory. Her Catholic cousin, Mary Queen of Scots, made the Scottish law of burning for all witches and those who consulted them. Her son, James VI of Scotland, afterwards James I of England, burned witches with zest, and brought in the death penalty in England; but he could not get the English to allow burning. Torture, too, was legal in Scotland, but not in England.

The Puritans in England took up the persecutions and hangings with vigour. Matthew Hopkins, the notorious “Witch-finder General,” and others who imitated him, made large amounts of money out of it. For instance, it is on record that he received £28 øs. 3d. from Stowmarket, where the people, bamboozled into thinking that he possessed a commission from Parliament, actually levied a rate to pay this charlatan and his retinue. This represents, at present-day values, a considerable sum. Another of his money-making schemes is shown by Matthew Hopkins’ “talisman against witchcraft” that we have here in this museum. Hopkins sold these talismans as a preservative against witchcraft, asking a handsome price. If any refused to buy, they ran the risk of being denounced as “favouring witchcraft.”

By ingenious methods he devised means of torturing prisoners and yet remaining technically within the law. However, people were ceasing to be as credulous as they formerly were; and a number of gentlemen, notably the Vicar of Great Staughton, John Gaule, protested against his activities. Hopkins seems to have come, in fact, to a rather mysterious end. He started his witch-finding career in 1644; and by 1648 he was dead. His partner, is a tradition, noted in Samuel Butler's contemporary poem, John Stearne, stated that Hopkins died of a consumption; but there “Hudibras,” that some who were indignant at his cruelties got together and forcibly subjected him to one of his own tests, namely by swimming him in a pond with his hands and feet fastened together crosswise (the right hand to the left foot. and vice versa); the idea being that if the person sank, he was innocent, but if he floated he was a witch, and consequently hanged. One story goes that Hopkins floated, so proving himself a witch, and got a severe chill from which he soon died. Certain it is that his career was somehow cut short. Not, however, before he had created a minor reign of terror in East Anglia, and had been the instrument of very many deaths.

Not before 1735 were the penal laws against witchcraft repealed; and not until 1951 was the last Witchcraft Act swept from the Statute Book. With all this history of persecution, can anyone wonder that members of the witch cult are not particularly fond of the orthodox Church, or that they distrust a faith which can take the teaching of its Master, who never persecuted anyone, and turn them into a frenzy of torture and horror? How many perished in the witch-mania throughout Western Europe, in the whole of its long course, will probably never be known; they are estimated to number nine million.

Even though all laws on the subject have now been repealed, this repeal has been received in some quarters with regret; and there are still attempts to whip up persecution by getting sensational scare-stories printed, endorsed by church-men who issue solemn warnings about “black magic” and “devil-worship.” Can anyone be surprised that adherents of this ancient cult prefer generally not to be known? Yet people are annoyed when I refuse to give them the names and addresses of persons whom I know to be witches, or to take them to where they can watch a witch meeting unobserved!

What does a witch get out of witchcraft? For one thing, she has the satisfaction of knowing that she is serving an ancient creed which she believes to be true. Nowadays, many people have only the simple pleasure of being themselves and following those things in which they are interested, among friends who understand them. To some there is the fun of belonging to a sort of secret society. This is a harmless type of amusement, realised by many organisations, such as that of Freemasonry. But in witchcraft there may be more. If you have any power, you are among people who will teach you how to use it. As one witch said to a reporter, “What do I get out of it? I get a life that holds infinite possibilities, and is entirely satisfying to me on all planes of consciousness. I have power to move in other dimensions and realms of being. I have communication with entities of different life forms, and by the development of new and magic gifts within myself I have certain powers of extra-sensory perception. I have knowledge, and the ability to bring about anything I really want in my own life. I experience forms of pleasures whose very existence is unknown to the majority of people. I have conquered fear. I have learned of the ordered pattern behind apparently unrelated things.”

Another woman, a convert to witchcraft, told me, “When I was a little girl I used to be terrified of the dark and of being alone, because I often had the sensation of unseen presences around me. We were never encouraged to try to understand the spirit world. ‘Spirits’ were either banned altogether as a subject of conversation, or regarded with terror as evil. Since I have studied these things, however, I have lost this fear. Now I understand that just because an entity is not incarnate in flesh it is not necessarily evil, but that spirits are just like human beings in this respect; some are desirable companions and some are not. I know now how to deal with the ‘undesirables’, so I no longer dread them. This is one of the things that witchcraft has done for me.”

Here is what two witches have said about their beliefs. When one is studying any belief or religion, an honest scholar asks the people concerned what they believe, or he reads what they themselves say about their beliefs. Anyone who wrote about the Roman Catholic religion, using only the works of the early Protestant reformers, or who wrote about the same Protestant reformers using only what Roman Catholic writers have said about the Protestants, would not be considered a serious critic; anyone searching for facts about contemporary life in England who only read the Communist newspapers of this and other countries would be apt to form distorted views. Yet it is a curious fact that until Dr. Margaret Murray investigated witchcraft about thirty years ago in her two monumental works, The Witch Cult in Western Europe and The God of the Witches, no writers ever seem to have thought, “The Church says that witches call up the devil, and fly through the air on broomsticks, and gives as proof the fact that people have been tortured until they confessed this, and that they caused storms and did all other sorts of evil. Now, I (whoever the writer may have been) do not believe in the devil, and I don't believe that anyone can fly on a broomstick; yet I am prepared to believe all the rest of what they were made to say under torture, and never try any further to discover what is the truth of the matter.” Is this a logical or scholarly point of view to take?

At the time these authors were writing it would have been easy to investigate. Since then two wars, and changing social conditions, have disrupted the whole countryside. Only fragments of the old traditions remain. Here are some verses a member of the cult wrote a while ago:

O Moon that rid'st the night to wake,
 Before the dawn is pale,
 The hamadryad in the brake,
 The satyr in the vale,
 Caught in thy net of shadows
 What dreams hast thou to show?
 Who treads the silent meadows
 To worship thee below?
 The patter of the rain is hushed,
 The wind's wild dance is done,
 Cloud-mountains ruby-red were flushed
 About the setting sun;
 And now beneath thine argent beam
 The wildwood standeth still,
 Some spirit of an ancient dream
 Breathes from the silent hill.
 Witch-Goddess Moon, thy spell invokes
 The Ancient Ones of night.
 Once more the old stone altar smokes,
 The fire is glimmering bright.
 Scattered and few thy children be,
 Yet gather we unknown
 To dance the old round merrily
 About the time-worn stone.
 We ask no Heaven, we fear no Hell,
 Nor mourn our outcast lot,
 Treading the mazes of a spell
 By priests and men forgot.


1. See Chap. IV of The Hero, by Lord Raglan.
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