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Another History of Modern Paganism
What’s Really Old, and What Likely Ain’t
by A.C. Fisher Aldag
A note for readers: This article originally appeared in a series on “The Witches’ Voice” website in 2006. Bits of new information have become available online and in libraries since then. The article was revised in October, 2017. It focuses on the history of magico-religions of the British Isles and Western Europe, and their descendants in modern times. I’ve not cited all my sources, yet I’ve tried to point out when an idea, or research, or a conclusion is not my own. Most of what I’ve written can be easily found on the Internet for yourself… look it up! 
The origin of Wicca is:

The worship rites of ancient people

Gerald Gardner made it up
Both of the above

The eight “Wheel of the Year” holidays were:

Celebrated by pre-Christian people in the British Isles
Relatively modern creations
Both of the above

Modern Paganism came from:

Celtic and Saxon folk magic


Original material which was recently invented 
Both of the above

Differing Viewpoints: 

In the seventy-something years since Paganism went public, scholars have been debating the age and authenticity of the various magical religious traditions. Did Gerald Gardner and Dr. Margaret Murray invent the “Old Religion”? Or did witchcraft, magical practice and nature spirituality really exist, surviving until modern times? In any online Pagan forum or group, you can find pantheistic reconstructionists debating eco-feminist Wiccans or family traditionalists arguing with armchair historians about the true meaning of the Sabbat holidays and the origins of Wicca. Each individual may have some genuine knowledge… and each may have some serious misconceptions.
There’s even a debate about the origin of the word “Pagan”. It is usually attributed to the Latin words “paganus” (singular) or “pagani” (plural), meaning people who lived in a rural area or who did not accept the Roman pantheon of gods. This term later came to designate people who were not Christian. Another possible source is the word “pagus”, for a boundary marker, indicating people who lived outside the bounds of a certain district. “Pagan” was a word used in the 1970s and 80s by British traditional Wiccans to describe others who practiced a magic-using religion, without being initiated into a Wiccan tradition. Neo-Pagans, or new Pagans, a term attributed to Oberon (Otter, Timothy) Zell Ravenheart, are individuals without a family history of nature spirituality or polytheism, and who have adopted one or more Pagan paths, including Wicca, neo-Shamanism or modern Druidry. Today it has come to mean those who practice an earth-centered form of spirituality, those who worship a pantheon of gods, and / or those who practice magic as an expression of religion.

Many neo-Pagans, especially people new to the religious path, might believe anything written in the popular occult press. They may insist that a matriarchal society ruled stone age Europe and that nine million Wiccans were killed during the Burning Times. They might believe that the Druids celebrated Oestara to honor the goddess of spring, or that witches danced naked under a full moon while summoning Cernunnos… during the winter in Scotland. A few Pagan writers maintain that there were no class distinctions or tribal wars before those mean old patriarchal Christians came along and ruined everything.

Some scholars may insist that Paganism is an entirely new religion, because they believe that no folk-magic traditions or earth-centered faiths could possibly have survived in Europe for 1,500 years after the Christian incursions. If a religious legend isn’t extensively documented and verified by someone with a post-graduate degree, the historian may declare that it is simply not true. These individuals tend to discount any and all family traditions of witchcraft, magical folkways or an ethnic heritage featuring earth-based spirituality. They might believe that folkloric surveys and comparative anthropology have little merit in the study of pre-Christian worship, preferring to use “solid” sources such as court documents to authenticate religious practices.
Unfortunately, both of these viewpoints have their fallacies. 
During my own research, I learned that many common neo-Pagan practices really do date back to ancient times – sort of. Much of our modern earth-based religions are derived from the folk traditions of Celtic Britain, but they were affected by historic events, such as the Roman occupation, the Anglo-Saxon invasions, the Norman Conquest, trade with other nations, and the rise of Christianity. Many customs died out, others were incorporated into new ceremonies, and some rites continued without change. During the Renaissance, people were fascinated by all things mystical, just as they are today, and so Pagan practice enjoyed a revival. The Protestant Reformation forced many of the ceremonies underground, or ended their observation all together. The Victorian era saw an interest in “secret” societies, the Druids, spiritualism, and Egyptian and Persian magic. Gerald Gardner brought witchcraft to the attention of the masses with his books in the 1950s. During the 1960s many folk customs were preserved or renewed as a matter of cultural identity. And finally, the eco-feminist movement of the 1980s had an influence on Paganism. But what is genuinely historic and what is an invention? What is ancient and what is modern? We can’t always tell. 
One problem with determining the age of Pagan traditions is the lack of older concrete information, such as legal papers, dated journals, academic writings, or other verifiable historic documentation. Many scholars limit their research sources to written works, including the testimonials of Roman conquerors and Christian monks. Much of this information may be quite biased, or details may have been deliberately omitted. Academics may accept some folklore as legitimate, but scoff at anything not found in the Welsh Mabinogion, the Irish Red Branch tales, or the writing of Pliny the Elder or Geoffrey of Monmouth. However, the written material is woefully incomplete. Print media wasn’t widely available to working-class people until the Renaissance, and most families couldn’t afford to own books until the nineteenth century. Pagan practices were not only repressed by the Church, they were ignored by the nobility and denigrated by the intellectuals who were responsible for writing social histories. Another factor to take into consideration is that legal documents might only represent festivals that got out of hand, or rites that were outlawed by the authorities. The gathering or custom may actually have proceeded unnoticed for centuries, until the participants got into trouble. Modern scholars who rely exclusively on written documentation may be missing older sources available through archeology (looking at artifacts), comparative anthropology (looking at cultural practices) and linguistics or studying the etymology of language (how words change over time). Folkloristics, the study of folktales, folk songs, and other lore must also be considered.
Here’s an example: Historians relying solely on written references may assume that the May pole is a fairly recent custom, which was “paganized” or made to seem Pagan during the Renaissance. The first legal reference to an English maypole was in 1644, when it was outlawed by the Puritan-controlled Parliament. The earliest woodcut picture of a maypole dance is dated circa 1680. Yet other sources, including poems, songs and art, indicate that the maypole custom is much older. Shakespeare made a passing reference to a painted maypole. Purchases for maypole-related equipment, such as shoes for the dancers, were recorded in the mid-1500s. A maypole is depicted in a stained-glass window thought to have been created in 1509. One story about a maypole ritual on a village green was written down in 1477. There is a mention of the custom in a poem circa the 1300s. And there is a reference in 1282 of a Scots vicar leading a dance “around a phallic pole” which got him in trouble with Church authorities. It’s quite probable that the maypole tradition was established long before these sources. Maypoles may have been introduced to Britain during the Saxon invasions, around 600 to 900 C.E. There are several town May totems still standing in Germany, France and Denmark that date to the year 300 C.E. Maypoles may have been simultaneously devised during the Romano-British era, or they might have come from trade with Celts or Basques from the European continent. The history of the maypole in Britain may not have been documented prior to the Reformation because it was too common to be remarkable to the average citizen.
Folklorists often take a different approach to chronicling Pagan traditions, using a wider range of sources than historians might accept. Sociologists may draw conclusions about the origin of a particular ritual by observing similar practices in an intact non-Abrahamic religions and culture. They may compare the symbols or icons of various people. Anthropologists might attempt to trace the history of a rite by comparing it to documented customs. This technique is called “parallelism”, and some historians just hate it. Scholars often blast Sir James George Frazer and other folklorists for using parallels to describe pre-Christian ceremonies. Frazer, who was educated at Cambridge, compared English folk customs (which he’d actually observed) to similar practices in other societies (which pals who were doing missionary work had written letters about), as well as to classical Greek and Roman literature. This comparative anthropology technique is still used by academics today.
If there is no verifiable documentation for a tradition, we may have to compare it to similar artifacts or practices, and then use our own common sense about its age and origin. Parallel customs to the maypole dance include circling three times around standing-stone monuments to invoke a deity or spirit, decorating a flowering bough with cloth flowers and streamers on the first day of May, clogging or contra dancing, decorating a whole tree or bush to stand outside a home’s front door, and carrying a wand made of hawthorn, festooned with ribbons and tipped with a garlic bulb, called a “maypole”. These customs are similar to the maypole dance rite, and therefore may have significant meaning. Maypoles might have derived from an older British tradition of venerating certain trees, dancing around them and decorating them with ribbons and trinkets. These were called “clootie” or cloutie (cloth) or raggy trees, and the reason for tying items to their branches may have been for sympathetic magic or granting a wish. In some areas, people tied strips of clothing to a clootie tree in hopes of curing illness – possibly leaving the ailment behind with the rag. Trinkets and coins were also nailed to certain trees for the purpose of making a wish, or possibly an offering to the spirits of nature. When one such tree was cut down, Roman coins were found attached to its inner bark. This indicates that the custom existed in the British Isles since the Roman occupation, which ended around 300 - 400 C.E. One sacred tree still exists in a Stokes Gabriel churchyard in England. This yew tree is believed to be more than eight hundred years old. Local lore has it that circling the tree three times grants a person’s wish. One account states that an older tree was venerated at Stokes Gabriel before the church was built, probably the site of an ancient Pagan shrine. These sacred tree traditions may well have pre-dated Christianity. 
We must also take into consideration the abundance of a source, which means how often an iconic image or folk legend appears, and in how many locations. If representations of a horned man are found on a cave wall in France, on a cauldron in Denmark, in a Welsh hero-tale, on a British coin, and a Romano-Gaulish sculpture, then we can surmise that this legend was quite well established throughout western Europe. Parallels exist in nearly every culture, from Japan to South Africa to Lithuania to Mexico. Of course, the meaning is open to interpretation. Is the figure actually the deity called Cernunnos, or a shamanic priest, or a hunter, or did Uncle Fred put on antlers and clown around to amuse the kids? We can only guess. And no matter what they claim, historians can’t really know that an image is a Pagan religious symbol, a Christian caricature, or ancient graffiti… he or she is guessing, just the same as me.

Here are some of the educated guesses I’ve made from my own investigation into Pagan history. Disclaimer: I’m not a professional scholar or researcher; I only possess a bachelor’s degree in English Writing. I’m a wife, mother, church secretary, smalltime homesteader, a reporter, a clergyperson and a Pagan author. Any research I’ve done is for fun and my own enlightenment, to find out more about my heritage, ethnic lore, and the development of my religious beliefs.
Wicca is not Ancient – or is it?
The modern practice of Wicca was established by Gerald B. Gardner in the 1940s and 50s with the publication of two works of fiction and two “factual” manuals containing theories, laws, rituals and legends of pre-Christian deities. It was not commonly called Wicca until the late 1950s to the early 60s, when it developed into a full-blown religion. Gardner’s protégés, including Doreen Valiente and Raymond Buckland, broadened and spread this initiatory witchcraft tradition. Others took up the banner, adding their own inventions and discoveries to the practice, until it became the religion that we know today. There is thought to be between 250,000 and a million people practicing some form of Wicca or neo-Paganism in America alone.
Some Wiccans, and many adherents of the current nature spirituality movement, might insist that their religion was actually founded in the Paleolithic (stone age) Era. They may tell you that patriarchal warriors obliterated matrifocal societies, or that Christians persecuted and killed most of the Wiccans during the Burning Times, except for a few loyal individuals who wrote their lore and rituals down in magical journals called “grimoires”. These priests and priestesses of the Goddess supposedly met in covens of thirteen and worshipped naked under the full moon, despite the threat of torture and death. They were believed to have carried all the sacred rites, herbal recipes, and holiday celebrations intact from pre-historic times, until Gardner finally revealed the tradition to the masses.

In his writings and interviews, Mr. Gardner stated that he was initiated into an ancient magical tradition which had survived into modern times in the New Forest district of Hampshire, England. Against the wishes of his covenors, Gardner published the secrets of Wicca first in his fiction books, then in his non-fiction work. Several of Gardner’s letters suggest that he removed the information about hereditary Paganism from his books, replacing it with Jewish mystical rituals. This was purportedly at the request of the British Witches who’d taught him their ceremonies. Gardner wrote that his coven-mates requested that their names not be published, as the practice of witchcraft was not only illegal, it carried an enormous social stigma. (The last English law prohibiting witchcraft was not repealed until 1951 by Winston Churchill, after his own personal medium was tried and convicted to nine months in prison as a witch.) Gardner also kept a “Book of Shadows” filled with rituals, spells and information on magical tools that was not widely available to the public until recently. He maintained a museum devoted to witchcraft and folklore on the Isle of Man until his death.
In recent years it has become quite fashionable to dump on Grandpa Gerald. Scholars such as Aidan Kelly and Ronald Hutton proposed doubt that Gardner’s Wicca has any historic basis, whatsoever. These writers and other historians imply that Gardner wholly invented “the Old Religion” by borrowing material from modern occult societies, the poetic musings of Robert Graves and the works of Dr. Margaret Murray. Scholars further claimed to debunk Murray’s theory about an underground “Witch Cult”, and also questioned the idea that witchcraft or hereditary Pagan practice survived in any form after the middle ages. Some historians believe that only tiny vestiges of folk tradition endured until the present day, in the form of superstition, outmoded customs, or scraps of lore. Authors including Robert Trubshaw have proposed that the common people practiced limited folkways without any knowledge of pre-Christian origins, and without cohesive religious ceremony.
The reality of Wicca lies somewhere in between these viewpoints. It was not wholly invented by Mr. Gardner, nor is it an intact ancient tradition. Wicca is an example of an eclectic religion, a syncretization of multiple practices. This means that it was derived from a variety of sources and time periods. Gardner, a folklorist and amateur anthropologist, drew upon the writings of various metaphysical societies, Masonic rituals, archeology, chaos theory, ceremonies of the Knights Templar, books written by Frazer, Murray, Graves, Aleister Crowley and Charles Leland, and the poems of Blake, Browning, Yeats and Kipling. It is also believed that Gardner observed religious rituals in Cyprus, Malaysia, East India and other locations during his travels. While on a trip to North America in the 1940s, it is possible that Gardner attended Native American Pow-Wow ceremonies. Gardner further claimed a family tradition of witchcraft, which is impossible to prove or disprove, although one of his ancestors really was indicted as a witch in the early 1600s.

I propose that it is quite possible Mr. Gardner actually did observe some authentic magio-religious rites, which had survived in Britain well into modern days. Gardner and his friends belonged to various folklore societies dedicated to preserving the culture of indigenous people. These anthropology hobbyists spent a great deal of time researching, and possibly observing, the traditions of the English working class, including the practice of folk magic. The rituals and customs of house servants, farmers and blue-collar workers existed as late as the 1950s, not in any hidden secret society, but as practices common enough to be ignored by the media. These traditions included herbalism, ritualized music and dance, shamanic trance aided by psychotropics/ entheogens , spellwork, lore related to fairies, spirits and deities, agricultural rites, ritual theatre, house-to-house dramatic processions, use of protection or apotropaic symbols, and many other ceremonies theorized to have pre-Christian origins. Since Gardner and his contemporaries had extensively studied parallel Pagan traditions, and authored articles and books about magic, herbal remedies, lore and artifacts, they most likely knew what to look for. 
It is also possible that Mr. Gardner and his coven-mates interviewed local witches, also known as cunning folk, pellars, hedge-riders, spae-wives, fairy doctors, conjurers, dynion hysbys, or wise men and women, as individual magical craft practitioners were called in those days. Other authors, such as Owen Davies, also researched cunning folk and wrote about their practice. These individuals had preserved a treasure-trove of information on folktales, midwifery traditions, herbal healing, “old wives’ tales”, divination techniques, psychic skills, farming customs, folk cures, love charms, and “hedge magic”, all of which were disparaged by the English educated class. Some of these customs were Christianized, such as the use of Bible verses for divination purposes. Others were Pagan traditions, quite probably unchanged from long-ago days.

Gardner’s and Crowley’s bookshelves were lined with volumes of folklore and comparative religions, as well as books about secret societies and ceremonial magic. These educated men may have presumed that the cultural traditions of the British underclass weren’t sophisticated enough for a modern audience, and so they added cabalistic magic and elaborate fraternity rituals to make these “peasant” folkways more interesting to new converts. It is also possible that they filled missing spots in their cosmology with information gleaned from other esoteric works. The result was the religious tradition known today as Gardnerian Wicca or British Traditional Witchcraft.
Quite a bit of evidence supports the theory that Mr. Gardner had ties to authentic hereditary Pagans. Dr. Kelly himself quoted a Gardnerian Witch named Robert in a description of a meeting in the 1930s which included Gardner, Crowley, “Old” Dorothy Clutterbuck, who was Gardner’s purported initiator, and Cecil Williamson, who was the curator of the British Museum of Folklore and Superstition. The purpose of the meeting was to form a new witchcraft society. This is an excerpt, emphasis is mine: “When discussion turned to who would be chosen to lead the order as High Priestess, it was decided that it should be someone who had good relations with the commoners in her acquaintance and who could convince them to share their powerful, albeit vulgar, secret magic. Clutterbuck was chosen to lead one of many New Forest covens formed that night.” It is possible that Old Dorothy learned about witchcraft and Paganism from the working-class people in her community, and then taught those traditions to Gardner. (Other accounts state that Gardner did not meet Crowley until 1947; it is possible that Arnold Crowther, another friend of Gardner’s, was mistaken for Crowley.) 
In her popular book Witchcraft for Tomorrow, Gardner’s protégé Doreen Valiente worked to authenticate many of Gardner’s sources for Wicca, including the origin of his teacher. Previous to Valiente’s research, some scholars doubted that Old Dorothy really existed at all. Valiente found several documents verifying that Dorothy Clutterbuck was a real person, who actually lived in the New Forest district of England. (More on this topic later.) 

In the book Ritual Magic in England, published in 1970, author Francis King states that he’d encountered a British coven also known to Aleister Crowley and novelist Louis Marlow. King described the witches’ use of hallucinogenic herbs and protective rituals, and concluded that “There had been a fusion of an authentic surviving folk-tradition with a more middle-class occultism”. Prolific writer Sybil Leek also wrote about an existing British witchcraft society in which her family claimed membership. Although she didn’t know Gardner well, Leek had a childhood friendship with Crowley.
Philip Heselton, an amateur historian, professional geologist, and Gardnerian Wicca initiate, thoroughly examined Gardner’s own papers, many of which are currently owned by Mrs. Tamara James. (The Wiccan Church of Canada) These documents include letters, scholarly essays, rituals, and an early copy of Gardner’s Book of Shadows. In one private letter, Gardner wrote to Cecil Williamson about purchasing land for his own “Witchcraft Museum”, where he could allow people to “try the old Witch dances”, or folk dances with a ritual significance. Heselton also found diaries written by Gardner’s associates linking them to Pagan affiliations. This evidence led him to the conclusion that Gardner really was involved with British hereditary Pagans, and that part of Wicca was based on their rituals. Because these rites and lore were not entirely complete, Heselton concurs that Gardner added additional material to supplement the ceremonies. 
Gardner also authored several essays on “witchcraft relics” or artifacts, which he presented to the various folklore societies in which he was involved.  Many such magically significant artifacts were found throughout the British Isles. Some of these items were created in the early twentieth century, including ritual tools and protective talismans, confirming that witchcraft practice existed well into modern times. For example, pentagram sigils are inscribed in the fireplace plaster of a croft (cottage) built in 1910 near the New Forest where Gardener’s coven-mates lived. A local museum curator stated that the pentagrams were etched above the mantle to protect the home from “evil” coming down the chimney. “Witch bottles” in containers dating from the early 1600s to the 1940s have been discovered in the attics, chimneys and walls of remodeled buildings throughout Britain. Other twentieth-century “witchcraft relics” have been found, including hex signs, poppets, magic mirrors, amulets, “witches’ pegs” and written spells. Anthropologists speculate that these items were believed to repel harmful magic and create good health and other desirable conditions. (Since I originally wrote this in 2006, the Historical Society of England began a survey of private homes in 2016 to catalog all “apotropaic” devices or sigils, which are used to dispel bad luck, or devices and symbols used to attract good luck. So far, hundreds of these symbols have been recorded!)
In the Witchcraft Museum currently located in Boscastle, Cornwall, there are displays of ritual items belonging to people who were purported to have taught Gardner and Crowley about magic and witchcraft. Other ritual implements found in the museum are much older, dating from the Renaissance to the late 19th century. Some of these artifacts were donated prior to the publication of Gardner’s books, and may have been an inspiration for his writings. Other items used for the practice of witchcraft were contributed to the museum during the late 40s until the 1950s, as witchcraft became popularized. Some of Gardner’s own ritual objects were purchased after his death by the Ripley’s “Believe it or Not” Museum. A few of these items are currently available for sale on e-Bay (as of 2006). (As of 2018, several of these objects are on display at Raymond Buckland’s Museum of Witchcraft in Cleveland, OH.)
There is also considerable sociological evidence for the existence of hereditary Pagan practice in Gardner’s era. Working-class customs such as “hoodening”, performing traditional dances while wearing animal skins or skulls, survived throughout Great Britain until the late 1930s and were extensively photographed, especially in Wales, Cornwall, and in rural Derbyshire and Kent in England*. Scores of holiday customs, legends, music, folklore, recipes and tales pertaining to magical beliefs or Pagan practices continued well into Gardner’s day. Some of these customs are familiar to us as components of the Wiccan rituals made popular by Gardner, Valiente, Buckland, Alexander Sanders, and the Ferrars. (More on this topic later, too.) 

*(Some people refer to hoodening only as a folkplay using a wooden horse puppet; the other customs are called “hooded animal” rites, or by names unique to the particular tradition.)
Though some scholars consider him fraudulent, Gerald Gardner’s greatest accomplishment was melding fragments of pre-Christian rituals, customs and legends into a cohesive whole, with poetic “laws” used as cement. He was one of the first popular writers to link the practice of magic, the worship of elder gods, and the celebration of the seasons, which many people find spiritually rewarding today. Although he was a man of his time, with certain prejudices and sexism common to that era, Gardner’s Wicca was the first religion to openly acknowledge a divine feminine principle, and to acknowledge female leadership. He also brought Paganism into the consciousness of the general public in Great Britain, Australia and North America.

Gardner’s Sources – and Inventions:

Initiation – Much of the Gardnerian Book of Shadows is devoted to initiation rituals. There is some disagreement about Gardner’s purported teacher and initiator, who was called “Dafo” within the New Forest Coven. Some believe that Dorothy Clutterbuck Fordham was responsible, others state that she was a priestess or merely owned the home where Gardner’s coven was said to have met. Some historians doubted Old Dorothy’s actual existence, but other scholars have proved that she was a real person. Doreen Valiente found Old Dorothy’s birth certificate, death certificate, and records of her marriage and address. Dorothy was a wealthy English woman, raised in India, who owned property in the New Forest district. Her house really is located where Gardner said it was. Philip Heselton discovered Clutterbuck’s journals, and pointed out several entries implying a connection to Paganism. He also interviewed members of secret societies who met at Dorothy’s home, including the Rosicrucian Fellowship of Croatona, a magical lodge to which Gardner belonged. However, there is no solid proof that Old Dorothy actually was Gardner’s witchcraft teacher, or a member of the New Forest Coven, let alone that she initiated Gardner into Wicca in 1939. There is some evidence that Gardner’s initiator may have been Edith Woodford-Grimes, a young music teacher who would have endured terrible social stigma and possibly forced unemployment if she had been publicly associated with witchcraft in the 1940s.
Old Dorothy died in 1951, three years before Gardner published Witchcraft Today, the first public non-fiction book about Wicca. Dorothy willed her ritual tools to the Witchcraft Museum, which was then Williams’s Museum of Folklore and Superstition. Some scholars have claimed that Dorothy’s heirs said that she was never a Witch. This is untrue, as several of the recipients of Clutterbuck’s estate were members of the Craft. It’s possible that Dorothy really did initiate Gardner into an existing witchcraft tradition, or that she was present when Dafo performed the initiation ceremony.
It must be noted that much of Gardner’s initiatory material came from the Freemasons, Crowley’s Ordo Templi Orientis, the Knights Templar, and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. There is speculation that these secret societies’ ceremonies may have derived from working-class fraternal organizations and labor guilds, which held apprenticeship rituals for certain professions such as carpentry, horse training, and masonry. The Freemasons pattern their society after these building trades. Many older Pagan religions have initiation ceremonies, including rites of passage for youth. However, the Gardnerian tradition of male-to-female initiation seems to be unique within magical systems. Several of the purported pre-Gardnerian covens had initiation rituals which included sacred sexuality. These concepts may have been borrowed from pre-Christian marriage rites. My suggestion is that the Wiccan initiation is fashioned from Masonic tradition, which is in turn based on the practice of working-class pre-Christian craft guilds.
Scourging – The Wiccan initiatory ceremony includes being “scourged” or lightly switched with a leather whip. Several of the Gardnerian rituals include scourging for the purpose of raising energy. This custom may have come from the “chiari-vari” or “skimmity riding”, the working-class punishment for wife beaters, adulterers and general nuisances. It also may have an origin in the autumn tradition of spanking a farmer with a sheaf of grain, a good-natured prank for being the last man to bring in the harvest. It could be related to spanking lads during “Beating the Bounds” in springtime. Scourging was a part of Twelfth Night festivities, performed by the “Lord of Misrule”. During the Roman festival of Lupercalia, men dressed in animal skins ran through town, striking women with whips to increase fertility. In his original Book of Shadows, Gardner makes reference to the Knights Templar practicing the scourging rite. Wiccans tell me the scourge represents the symbolic ritual tool of Osirus. It may have come from the threshing flail, a farming tool used to knock the grain from the chaff. Or it might just be related to plain ol’ BDSM. Some of Gardner’s “ardanes”, or laws, seem to have been originated specifically for the purpose of justifying the practice of scourging.
Circle – The Wiccan ritual of “casting circle” very possibly came from the rites of the Golden Dawn. Creating boundaries to contain magical energy or restrict outside influence is a Hermetic practice borrowed from such sources as The Key of Solomon. There are several references to the practice in other old magical books. The Knights Templar supposedly used a sword to outline their ritual circles, but it’s impossible to know the source of this rite, as most of their records were burned. 
Meeting in a circle is common among earth religions worldwide, including Native American and Native African spirituality. Older mystic ceremonies advocate shielding and protection, as well as creating a safe space for the practice of magic. The book Anglo-Saxon Magic, published in 1948 by Gotfried (Godfrid) Stroms, includes using a metal knife to inscribe a circle before performing folk magic. Woodcut printings depict Medieval European witches gathering in a circle, or invoking entities within a clearly outlined circular ritual space. There are hundreds of stone circles found throughout Europe, thought to be sacred sites. Many folk dances are performed in a circle, and some of these are believed by anthropologists to have religious significance. A stone-age rock engraving in the cave of Adduaura in Pallermo, Italy shows what appears to be a circle of ritual dancers. The British folk dances “The Witches’ Reel” and “Thread the Needle” are quite similar to ritual dances described in Gardner’s or Saunders’s Book of Shadows. 
The word Wicca – It really does come from the Old English word for people who practice sorcery and divination. Its root is the Indo-European word “weik” for bender or shaper, which also had the connotation of soothsayer. This is the same root word for wicker, as in bent willow furniture. One of the offshoots of the word is “villein”, which doesn’t mean a movie bad-guy character, but a working-class serf of the late Middle Ages. “Wicca” was the name for a male sorcerer, and “Wicce” for a female. The Middle English “witch” is derived from these words. 
Wicca may also have a root in the Anglo-Saxon words wite, meaning wise, or witega, meaning sorcerer, magician or seer. It may have derived from the Saxon word witten, or council of law and commerce. But there is no way that Wicca was originally pronounced “wick-a”, as none of the Germanic languages have or had a “W” sound. The double-c is sometimes pronounced as a “ch” sound, so it may have been “vitch-ah”. The double-c can also be pronounced as “k”, like in school. The word wice, in an old Scots dialect, means wise, which may have a Pictish origin. In the Welsh language, the term for a male magic-user is gwyddon (pronounced goo-with-on), and a female witch is a gwrach, which has the same root as wife. There are similar words in other languages that may reflect the origin of the word Witch. Most of them fell out of use until modern times, although the term “witchcraft” was widely used in Britain for both the stereotype and the actual practice of folk magic throughout written history. 
Gardner may have borrowed the word Wicca from Charles Godfrey Leland, the folklorist best known for his study of the Italian Stregheria tradition. In 1891, Leland wrote Gypsy Sorcery and Fortune Telling, which contained the first modern popular-culture reference to Wicca as a word for a male witch, and Wicce as a female witch. Since Gardner originally wrote the word as “Wica”, he may have heard it spoken aloud, rather than read it in a book, and thus spelled it phonetically as he wrote it down. The word Wicca was also used by Gardener’s rival, Charles Cardell, who called his coveners Wiccens, but it’s uncertain as to who first came up with the term. It’s also possible that Gardner used the term Witch purely for sensationalism.
Ritual Nudity – This may be an older custom, as nudity was no big deal to pre-Christian people. The Celts and Picts went naked into battle, according to letters written to Julius Caesar. Many prehistoric statues and other artifacts represent the nude human figure. Leland made references to ritual nudity in Aradia, Gospel of the Witches. Using a naked woman as an altar was an accusation of many a witch trial. This rite was actually practiced by Madame de Mountespan, one of the mistresses of King Louis XIV, who kept a practicing witch called Catherine la Voisin at court. Folklorists tell me that the custom of running naked through fields to promote crop fertility was practiced in Britain and North America until the 1930s. Gardner belonged to a “Naturist” or nudist club in the mid-1940s, and may have incorporated the practice of nudity into the Wiccan religion.
The symbolic Great Rite – may be an older earth religious tradition, or Gardner may have gotten it from the Holy Grail legends, the Gnostic Mass or Hermeticism. The actual great rite – ritual sexuality – may have come from Hindu practice of Tantra, or the Greek “Heiros Gamus” rite of fertility. There were several documented Priappic cults in existence in ancient Europe, so Gardner’s sacred sexuality has a valid basis. The ritual has connections with Mayday rites. Making love in a plowed field or woodland was a common folk custom into the modern day… King James I and VI of Scotland and England forbid it as a Pagan act; and one bawdy song from 1930s dust-bowl depression America insists that the “Oakies” didn’t practice it correctly! 
Masonic Influences – The words “So Mote It Be” come from Masonic ceremonies, as do several Wiccan sigils. The Challenge, the Oath, and some of the ritual tools have roots in Freemasonry. Much of the initiatory ceremonies, as well as the three-degree system, are lifted verbatim. Even the term “The Craft” can be attributed to this source, as the Masons borrowed the term from the stonemasonry craft. The Masonic fraternity was originally derived from the trade-guild of stonecutters, builders and carvers, who were all working-class individuals. Perhaps some of their rituals were originally intended to maintain the folk magic related to the building trades.
Ritual Tools – Wiccan ceremonial tools were influenced by the Masons, but may also be related to the swords, spears, and cauldrons of Celtic legend. 
The Athame may have come from the Malaysian ritual knife called a “kris” or “keris”, or the Sikh ritual dagger or “kirpan”, which is used to fight spiritual demons, or it might have been patterned after the Scottish dirk. Gardner wrote a scholarly pamphlet about the keris. The athame may also be related to the “boleen” or “boline”, a white-handled knife used as a tool. This also was a name for the sickle used by Druids to cut sacred herbs. It is mentioned as an “arthame” in the Key of Solomon. The name may have come from the Middle English word “arthame” or blade, which perhaps relates to the before-mentioned Saxon practice of inscribing a circle with an iron knife. Author C.J.S. Thompson wrote in The Mysteries and Secrets of Magic about the use of an athame in 1927. Our family is in possession of a ritual knife dating from the Bronze Age, similar to those found in British Island sacred sites. 
The cup, or chalice, may have derived from the Holy Grail legend, the Knights Templar rituals, or the Christian Mass. It is possible that chalices refer to the cauldrons of Celtic mythology. The cauldron itself was a common kitchen tool in rural households. It may have represented a womb.
The magic wand is Hermetic. The wand or staff may also have come from the forked “stang”, or cattle goad. Stang simply means stick in Latin by way of Northern England and Scotland. The wand or staff may also have come from the shepherd’s crook, or the Cornish “gwelen” and Saxon “ermula”, a staff with an antler affixed to the top. In fairy tales this was sometimes referred to as a “moon rake”. An older staff which belonged to Gardner can be found in Ripley’s museum. The keppen is a short ritual wand used by Cornish and West Country English magick users called “pellars”. Possibly the besom or broomstick was once used in the same manner as a staff or stang, for channeling power, or it may have been used as a separate tool for banishing harmful influences. Gardner referred to a broom used in a ritual dance for crop fertility. Several folkplays allude to a besom used to chase away “evil spirits”. In African American culture, “jumping the broom” is a rite of marriage. A similar custom existed among the Welsh peasantry, which may have come from the Roma / Romany people (Gypsies). The besom was called “the fairy steed” in Ireland. A wooden pitchfork with four tines was used for “tossing away evil” in the West Country of England. In some Wiccan traditions, the magic wand is described as shaped like a phallus, and several older wands have been discovered with this significance.
The red garter as a sign of recognition probably is old; it was a symbol for an herbalist or abortionist during the middle ages. 
The pentacle may be an older traditional object, based on sacred stones of the Celts or discs of the Greeks and Romans.  It is sometimes referred to as a shield or platter. Pentacles, Wands, Swords, and Cups are the four suits of the Tarot deck, as well as Hermetic “weapons” and alchemical symbols. (See ‘pentagram” below.)
The Pentagram – or five-pointed star, is a Hermetic sigil, found in the Key of Solomon. It is also a stonemason’s mark. Gardner may have borrowed it from either source. However, the symbol is much older. There are pentagrams inscribed on 5,500-year-old pottery sherds from Mesopotamia, and on numerous Greek and Roman artifacts. A five-pointed star was inscribed on the gates of Jerusalem as a ritual seal. Pythagoras wrote about its mathematical significance. A second-century C.E. Romano-British coin depicts a horse with a pentagram. Pliny the Elder called it “the Druid’s egg”. The Benedictines believed the pentagram to represent the human physical body. Leonardo DaVinci used it in his anatomical drawings. (Read Dan Brown’s enjoyable book The DaVinci Code for his extensive pentagram references.) In Medieval days it was called “the endless knot” and used as an amulet or a protective talisman above doorways and windows. Various grimoires refer to the pentagram as a magical symbol. It wasn’t until the time of the Inquisition that the pentagram became a symbol representing the Christian devil, or more accurately, Baphomet. Interestingly, the pentagram was also a sigil of the Virgin Mary or the five wounds of Christ. In the 1380 British poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the Arthurian hero is said to have painted a five-pointed star on his shield. While the Gawain of literature is portrayed as a Christian, he appears in several older Celtic legends as a Pagan. In Austria and Germany, the five-pointed star was used by the peasantry as a protection symbol. A painting by Anton Lutz from the early twentieth century depicts a pentagram painted on a baby cradle in an Austrian farmer’s croft. Rudolf Koch called it “the witch’s foot” in The Book of Signs, published in 1930. And let’s not forget those pentagrams inscribed on the chimney wall of the New Forest cottage (as well as many other locations as documented by the Historic Society of Britain).
Cakes and Wine – There are many pre-Christian food blessings, prayers, and oaths sworn over a glass of ale or a platter of bread. The Wiccan “eucharist” is believed to have been borrowed from the Catholics, who actually modeled the rite on the Celtic ritual blessings of food and grain during agrarian festivals. Celtic Christianity borrowed a great deal from Pagan custom. Gardner borrowed it back. 
Directions / Elements – The concept of sacred directions and magical elements is an older one, and believed by people of many cultures. The four winds, Boreas, Zephyrus, Eurus and Notarus come from Roman legends. The Archangels representing the directions are from the Jewish Kabalistic mystical system. According to the philosophy of Paracelcus, a sixteenth-century alchemist, the elementals include Gnomes of Earth, Sylphs of Air, Salamanders of Fire and Undines of Water. These creatures are associated with the cardinal directions of North, East, South, and West. Paracelsus may have borrowed from Greek myth for these concepts. The Watchtowers were featured in Golden Dawn ceremonies, which borrowed them from the Medieval idea of angelic Watchers, who may have originally been Greek. Native Americans honor the compass points and four winds during ceremonial Pow-Wow dances, which may have inspired Gardner during his visit to North America. Or he may have gotten the idea from the Rosicrucians, whose holy symbols include the “compass rose” of thirty-two directions featuring four “cardinal” points. Other religious traditions have three, five or more sacred elements. The Chinese elements are water, earth, fire, wood and metal. Pre-Roman Celtic lore noted only three directions: Earth, Sea and Sky, which were related to spirits and holy objects. However there are many depictions of four compass points in older artwork, including the equal-armed Celtic cross. Several of the stone monuments, including the ring of Avebury, have features corresponding to the cardinal directions. Astrology and Numerology, both of which were revived in the 1800s, also figure into Gardner’s elemental structure.

Spiritualism – An old practice of many cultures, revived in the Victorian era by mediums and spiritualists, many of whom were frauds. Gardner believed in spiritualism and contacting ghosts and other unseen beings.

High Priest and High Priestess – Likely an invention. Most pre-Christian rituals were performed by one leader, or a group of theatrical performers acting out sacred legends. Shamanic* rites are usually performed solo. Gardner’s original term for the role of leader was “magus”, referring to a male, borrowed from ceremonial magic. Nevertheless, in many non-Abrahamic cultures the ritual leaders may be either female or male. There were priestesses and priests dedicated to individual gods in Sumeria, Greece, Rome and other ancient civilizations. According to Julius Caesar’s documentation, the Druids were both male and female. Shamanic* practitioners of intact Pagan cultures are both genders. Gardner’s idea of priest and priestess, duality and polarity may have been derived from the older rituals relating to sacred sexuality and fertility, including the rite of Heiros Gamos or Tantra. Crowley’s Gnostic Mass required a male priest and female priestess, and Gardner may have borrowed from this source. 
*(Yes, I know that they weren’t called “shaman” in Britain. This term originally came from a language called Finno-Ugric, Tungus, or Tugric, from the people of Siberia and Finland, and refers to indigenous peoples’ spirit journeys. But for expediency’s sake, I’m going to use the words people are most familiar with.) 
Grimoire or Book of Shadows – A few fragmentary “recipes” for spells or amulets exist from Egypt and Greece dated to the 4th century C.E., hand-printed on papyrus, but no real grimoires appeared until the late Middle Ages. The oldest magical texts were found in the Middle East from around the 1400s, painted on parchment or animal skin. There are also some sacred texts of India from this time period, inscribed in Sanskrit on palm leaves. There were few magical books published in the British Isles, although numerous grimoires were printed in Italy and France during Medieval days. The Key of Solomon was first published in the late 1400s, but this manual contained heavy doses of Judaism and Christianity. Henry (Henri, Heinrich) Cornelius Agrippa’s Three Books of Occult Philosophy were published in 1531, and may have influenced later magic-users. Other written works of poetry and legend from Medieval times exist in Europe, not mass-produced but handmade. 
Not that most people would have been able to read them. English law in the middle ages forbade “villeins” or commoners to educate their children. Until the late 1700s, most of the working-class people of Britain were functionally illiterate. The invention of the printing press initiated the reproduction of some of the old tales and herbal manuals, but even after the advent of public schools, paper was a scarce commodity, and books were beyond the financial means of most laborers and tradesmen. Books including the Bible and the works of Shakespeare were owned by few families until the nineteenth century. 
The word grimoire probably came from “grammar”, but may also be connected to Grim, a colloquial name for the gods Arawn or Odin. It has also been spelled “gramarye”. Gardner may have gotten the name “Book of Shadows” out of a magazine about Eastern mysticism published in the 1940s. The oldest grimoire or “black book” probably dates from the late 1700s. One such mystery journal still exists in the Witchcraft Museum. Magical tomes for the scholar became popular in the mid-1800s, but many did not contain authentic information. Current Craft grimoires may have come from individual families’ oral traditions. If one excludes the initiation ceremonies, much of the magical information can be found in older sources, including spells and magical recipes. Gardner himself stated that his “Ye Bok of Ye Arts Magickal” wasn’t to be equated with the Bible or Koran, but rather a personal recipe book of spells that worked for him, with the purpose “to get you started”. 
The Rede and the Law – Most of the poetic laws, from the Rede to the Ardanes, I believe are Gardner’s own writing. However, their subject matter was inspired by actual lore and pre-Christian tradition. Some of the language is arcane, and may have been cribbed from older documents, or the words may have been still used by hereditary Pagans of that era. Some of them were whole-cloth inventions, such as the demand for an older priestess to step down, and a younger woman to take her place.

The threefold aspect of the Law of Return may have come from Celtic Triads, poetic ideals containing three lines or three specific concepts. 
“Do as Thou Wilt” was borrowed from Aleister Crowley, who wrote “Do as thou wilt is the whole of the law; love is the law, love under will” in 1904. Crowley very likely stole this line from Francois Rabelais, who wrote it in 1534, or St. Augustine, who gave a similar edict. Gardner first made reference to this command as “Do as you like, so long as you harm no one”, in his book The Meaning of Witchcraft, which he attributed to “Good King Paulsol”. The quote actually came from a character called King Pausole in a book by the French novelist Pierre Louys. “Harm None” was also found as a law in Gardner’s Book of Shadows. I believe this is Gardner’s greatest gift to modern spiritual practitioners – the notion of performing magickal rituals mindfully, with the intent to cause no harm to others..
The famous eight-word Rede “An it harm none, do as you will” can be attributed to Doreen Valiente in a speech she made in 1964. The entire Rede in poetic verse was published by Green Egg Magazine in 1975 and is attributed to Lady Gwynn (Gwen, Phyllis) Thompson. This was also the first time it was called the “Rede”, meaning a creed or tenet. Thompson, a Wiccan priestess who claimed a family lineage of Celtic witchcraft, either authored the Rede or received it from her ancestor, Adriana Porter. While some of the wording is archaic, the poem may be a more recent invention, since the word “Wiccan” is used. It is possible that Valiente, Thompson and others wrote down the Rede from memory, then added their own embellishments. Thompson’s poem also contained the philosophy of “Perfect Love and Perfect Trust” and the popular “Merry Meet and Merry Part”, which came from British folkplays.
Blessed Be – Very likely came from the Bible. 

Oak, Ash and Thorn – Was borrowed from Rudyard Kipling’s A Tree Poem in the novelette Puck of Pook’s Hill. Although Kipling was a Christian, he wrote several odes to the Goddess, a poem about a working-class man drafted as a soldier called “Chant-Pagan”, and stories featuring Pagan characters and legends from India, Africa and Europe. However, the three trees are used together in a charm for protection which predates Kipling’s birth.
Herbalism – Many of the herbal unguents or potions listed in Gardner’s Book of Shadows seem to be authentic, as are his suggestions for psychic healing. Some of his descriptions are similar to modern-day herbalism, hypnosis, neural-linguistic programming, and the power of suggestion. Gardner likely got these ideas from herbalists, “granny” healers, “fairy doctors”, cunning men or “old wives”, who may have still been practicing their Craft amongst the working classes in Britain.

Coven – Margaret Murray claimed to have found several references in the witch trial transcripts to covens of thirteen witches, but in an actual count, there were only a couple, most notably the trial of Isobel Gowdie in 1662. Nonetheless, the name seems to have some prior use. The word came from the Latin “convenire”, which means to agree or assemble. The French terms “covenant” and “convent” arose from this root word. Coven could have fallen into general usage as a dialect pronunciation of “convene”. Several Irish folktales include six pairs of fairies or magical beings dancing and copulating in the presence of one “man in black” or fairy king, which may have set a precedent for the witch coven of thirteen. Witches in Venice met to talk shop, including the exchange of recipes and spells, according to one witch trial transcript.
Mother Goddess – Gardner wrote that his belief in the gods was a “personification of cosmic power”, rather than an absolute belief in a Great Mother or Horned Lord of the Hunt. It is probable that Gardner borrowed the idea of a great goddess from Dr. Murray’s anthropology books, from Dion Fortune’s The Sea Priestess, or from the writings of Frazer, Leland, Crowley or Graves, but he may also have encountered goddess worship by speaking to hereditary Pagans. Many pre-Christian legends, poems and songs about goddesses were common among the British working class. There are dozens of goddess images, place-names and legends surviving in the U.K. to the current era, some of which are unique to one locality, others widespread throughout the Islands. Gardner pointed out that the British pantheons were often local or tribe-specific. He tended to combine Diana, Aradia, Brighid, Cerridwen, Arianrhod and the Matronae as one goddess figure, identifying them as British, although many were actually Roman or Romano-British, including Diana.  The Church wrote about women who worshipped “Diana, a goddess of the pagans” in 906 C.E. In the text of a witch trial from the sixteenth century, an English woman is accused of worshipping “Diana, goddess of the pagans”. 
Most of the feminist content of Gardnerian Wicca, including the “Charge of the Goddess”, was added by Ms. Valiente. A similar, but not identical invocation is found in Leland’s Aradia. The “Descent of the Goddess into the Underworld” was borrowed from Crowley’s “Gnostic Mass”, which likely came from the legends of Inanna, Persephone, Kore or Rhiannon, or perhaps images of “Death and the Maiden” or the Danse Macabre of medieval art. This idea may have been lifted from the Egyptian Isis and Osirus legend. Gardner misspelled the Goddess name as “Istar”, which suggests he may have heard the legend as spoken word, rather than read it. 
However not all traditional witches believed in a Goddess or a God, instead personifying Nature as divine. (Please see ‘Mother Goddess”, below.) 
Drawing Down the Moon – This may have been an ancient belief. The Hindu concept of the Avatar means that an individual ritualistically “becomes” another entity, or takes on the aspect of a deity. Different versions of this ceremony are performed by the spiritual leaders of many cultures.  Allowing oneself to be possessed by a god, spirit or animal totem during a ceremony is a very old shamanic practice. Anthropologists and sociologists who study ritual, sacred masks, dances and spiritual theatrics of various societies have extensively documented the avatar phenomenon. The Roman writer Horace wrote that witches had the ability to call the moon down from the sky. A Bronze Age vase found in Greece depicts two women performing the Moon ritual. Doreen Valiente likely wrote the Wiccan ceremony, borrowed from Crowley and other sources, which may in turn be based on an older custom.

Deosil and Widdershins: Deosil, sometimes spelled “deasol”, may have come from the Latin “deo” as a name for a god and “sol” for the sun. In an Irish dialect, it meant to dance sunwise and was pronounced jesh-ill. In Scotland it was called “southways”. Widdershins is from a late Germanic dialect and means to unwind, probably related to spinning bobbins. It has also been used as a term in folk dancing. The practice of moving clockwise or sunwise to invoke, and counter-clockwise or anti-sunwise to banish, probably came from ceremonial magic.

Chants: In Gardner’s Book of Shadows, he discusses using sound to invoke magical energies. He was one of the first modern writers to make the connection between chanting and mental transformation. Several of his chants come from various folkloric sources and languages, including the Scots chant for fairies to return to their own realm, a Basque invocation,* and rhymes documented in British witch trials.
*(Possibly Basque. Other scholars say no.)

Although we can look up most of these sources for ourselves, we still have no way to determine how each one actually contributed to the Wiccan religion. We have no concrete proof about which magical or religious practices Gerald Gardener read about in books, or discovered through study of artifacts, or what ceremonies he really witnessed firsthand. He may have found several diverse references to one particular item, such as the use of a ritual knife by Malaysians, East Indians, Scots, and Anglo Saxons. Or he might have just possessed a truly amazing imagination, and made everything up by himself.
No matter his sources, Gardner brought witchcraft and Paganism into the consciousness of the general public. Whether he revived or created these practices, he can be thanked for several philosophies unique to modern day earth religions: Gardner united the material and spiritual worlds, combining natural and ceremonial magic systems. He also instituted the concepts of ethics and law into magical practice.

The Holidays or Sabbats: 
Anthropologists and folklorists have various theories about the eight “Wheel of the Year” Sabbats, or holy days related to the seasons and positions of the sun. Many sources show that all of these holidays were observed by the ancient Britons. Others believe that prehistoric societies celebrated just the Solstices and Equinoxes. Some maintain that the Druids only held rites on the “cross-quarters”: Imbolc, Beltane, Lughnassadh and Samhain. These “quarter days” were used in the British Isles to divide the year for the purpose of paying rents, taxes and wages. Dr. Murray found evidence to support the idea that the Saxons brought the equinox holiday customs to Britain, but other archeologists argue that the seasonal holidays were celebrated long before the Celts began trade with the Germanic tribes. There are debates about whether the Celtic holidays began at sunset, moonrise or the first full or new moon before or after the day, and whether they were solar events, seasonal celebrations, fire festivals, agrarian (farming) holidays, animal herding schedules, secular observations, or all of the above. Some scholars suggest that the eight holidays were created by Iolo Morganwg (Edward Williams) and Rev. Edward Celtic Davies during the “romantic Druid revival” of the late 1700s. Others think that Gardner and his contemporaries wholly invented the Sabbat rituals. It’s interesting to note that the ceremonies in the original Gardnerian Book of Shadows have plain English names, such as August Eve or Spring Equinox. Of course, the word “Sabbat” itself came from the “Sabbath” of the Judaic tradition or perhaps from the French word for “celebration”. Both of these sources have roots in the Greek word “sabatu”, or the Latin “sabbatum”, which roughly translates as “to rest”. 
I personally believe that all eight seasonal holidays were celebrated in the British Isles from at least the Mesolithic era until the present day – yet they may have taken different forms. Evidence includes the placement of dolmens, tomb doorways and the architectural design of various sacred sites to align with sunrise, sunset or moonrise and moonset on these specific days. The Sequani Calendar, a bronze tablet discovered near Coligny France in 1897, depicts solar and lunar events during the Solstices and Equinoxes, as well as the cross-quarter days. Many of these events correspond with the constellations, linking sacred astronomy, archeology and geometry. Most of the holidays coincide with astrologic occurrences, such as the Sun entering Libra on the fall equinox. Artifacts relating to the Sabbats have been found within sacred sites and in the excavations of ordinary homes and businesses. 
And no matter what some scholars write, there are plenty of modern celebrations that correspond to the wheel of the year. To me, it’s just too coincidental that so many Christian holidays occur close to the events related to Pagan sabbats. Not to mention that so many customs and ceremonies associated with the holidays have nothing whatsoever to do with Christian belief or practice. Many holiday traditions endured in the rural working-class of Britain and America until the early twentieth century, documented by historians and family archives. Some customs are no longer practiced, but several of them survived to the present day.
Modern Pagan / Wiccan names for the holidays: 

Feb. 2 – Candlemas, Lady Day, Brigit’s Day, Imbolc
March 21 – Oestara, Ostara, Eostare, Eostre, Spring Equinox

May 1 – May Day, Bealtain, Beltane
June 21 – Summer Solstice, Leitha, Litha, Lietha, Midsummer Day

August 1 – Lughnasa, Lughnassadh, Lammas

Sept. 21 – Mabon, Fall Equinox, Autumnal Equinox

Oct. 31 – Hallows, Hallowmas, Hallowe’en, Samhain, Celtic New Year

Dec. 21 – Winter Solstice, Yule, Midwinter Day
Welsh Names:

Feb. 1 – Calan Fair, Nos Gwyl Fair (was not widely celebrated in Wales)
Spring Equinox – Alban Eilir, Gwyl Canol Gwenwynol
May 1 – Bealtaine, Calan Mai, Nos Galan Mai
Summer Solstice – Alban Hefyn, Alban Hefin, Alban Heurin, Gwyl Canol Haf
August 1 – Calan Awst, Nos Gwyl Awst, Gwi Awst, Ffhaile Llew, first harvest (was not widely celebrated in Wales)
Fall Equinox – Alban Elfed, Gwyl Canol Hydref, second harvest 
Oct. 31 – Calan Gaeaf, Nos Galan Gaeaf, various other spellings, final harvest, New Year, Merry Night
Winter Solstice – Alban Arthan, Gwyl Canol Gaeaf
In addition to these, there are a lot of other Welsh holidays – Pagan, Christian and national, including St. David’s day on March 1, Rhiannon’s day on Dec. 18, Merry Night whenever you’re finished harvesting, and many more. Cornish holiday names are similar, or they use their own distinctions, such as “Gollowan” for the Summer Solstice, and “Allentide” for the Winter Solstice. On the Isle of Man, “Hop Tu Naa” is celebrated on Oct. 31, while “Up Helly Aa” is the Scottish equivalent, celebrated January 1st. 
Irish Names: 

Feb. 7 – Oimelc, Imbolg, La Fheile Brighde
Circa March 21 –Mean Earraigh (not widely celebrated in Ireland)
May 6 or 7 – Beltaine, Beltene, Beltine, Cetsamhain, Sam (beginning of summer)
Circa June 21 to 24 – Mean Samraidh
August 6 or 7 – Lughnasa, Lunasa, Lughnassadh

Circa Sept. 21 to 23 – Mean Foghamar (not widely celebrated in Ireland)
Oct. 31 to Nov. 7 –Samhain, Samhaine, La Samhne, Gam (beginning of winter)
Circa Dec. 21 – Mean Geimhridh
In Ireland the year is divided into “Raitheanna”, quarters and cross quarters, headed by “Raithe”, the beginning day of the quarter. The “true quarters” are Samhain, Imbolg, Beltain, and Lughnassadh. The others are called “crooked quarters” and refer to either the seasonal solstices and equinoxes or Christian holidays such as St. John’s Day on June 24th. Some believe that these sacred days were celebrated on the new or full moon following the solstice, equinox or true-quarter day.

The dates listed above may have shifted to the present holiday dates after the adoption of the Gregorian calendar. This measurement was designed to show the actual length of time it takes for the Earth to orbit the Sun. In 1582, Pope Gregory decreed that calendars should drop 15 days to rectify solar time with the actual date. The Protestant Germanic countries didn’t change their calendars until 1700. By this time, the calendar date trailed the seasons by 11 days. Britain finally changed from the Julian calendar to the Gregorian system in 1752. 
There are many other English, Scottish, Irish, and Welsh holidays with Pagan overtones, including Twelfth Night, Plough Monday, Witsunday, Martinmas, Rag Day, Hogmany, the Muckle Supper and so forth. For expedience I’ve listed some of them under the modern neo-Pagan name for the holiday (see below).
Rituals: What the ancients (probably) did:
*Honored the fertilization, pregnancy and birth of people and animals 

*Lighted fires on hilltops and within holy sites, burned sacred wood

*Divination using natural methods such as the flight of birds or movement of animals
*Worshipped at sacred wells and springs

*Shamanic trancework, ecstatic rituals

*Hoodening – dressing in animal skins for the purpose of hunting or animal fertility

*Created effigies, some of which were burned
*Used natural events to schedule actions related to nomadic herding – moving to new graze land, slaughter of herd animals

*Brought greenery indoors in winter, decorated with greenery and flowers in springtime

*Herbalism for healing, protection and magic

*After agriculture was invented, celebrated the planting, harvest, and threshing of grain

*Created talismans for homes, barns, workplaces and travel

*Performed rites to promote craftsmanship, hunting, fishing, and domestic harmony

*Plow ceremonies near Imbolc, planting rituals between Spring Equinox and Beltane

*Harvest ceremonies between the first of August and the last day of October

*Ritual cleaning of the home

*Held dances and agricultural fairs with games, feats of skill and sporting events 

*Told and acted out stories in a ritualistic manner
*Placed holy objects onto sacred trees or bushes, decorated trees with ribbons or trinkets
*Held gatherings at sacred sites, including Newgrange and Stonehenge

*Performed folkplays, dances, and processions

What the ancient Celts did NOT do:

*Build the standing stone monuments… most were erected by earlier inhabitants

*Lighted candles on Imbolc – this tradition likely dates to Medieval times

*Colored Easter eggs – This custom came from the Slavic and Baltic territories, by way of the Saxons, probably during the early Middle Ages; however, there is some evidence that the Celts dyed eggs red with ochre or madder to represent birth.
*Lammas Loaf – The ancients probably never baked anything with trinkets in it, such as figgy pudding with a sixpence, or a loaf of bread with prizes. These customs likely developed in more modern times, with the invention of the brick or iron oven. This may date the practice as a mere two thousand years old. Some traditions had objects associated with divination hidden in mashed potatoes or turnips.
*Called the Fall Equinox holiday “Mabon” – this name was likely invented by Wiccan scholar and priest Aidan Kelly, after a character in the Mabonogion
*Trick-or-Treat – Not as we know it today. folkplays, wassail processions, hoodening parades and other house-to-house customs may have contributed to the modern tradition.
*Carved pumpkins – Instead they carved turnips, rutabegas and beets, placed lights in small clay or chalk vessels, or used burning rushes or torches in processions.
*Put a Yule tree in the house – Ancient people often decorated trees outside using ribbons, rags, food offerings, trinkets, coins, and sacrificial animals (sorry – the Romans wrote about this often enough for it to be true.) Many ornamented trees or bushes are found near sacred wells in the British Islands up to the present day. Tying a rag or ribbon to their branches is believed to have magical or healing effects. The custom was not specific to any one holiday. On Mayday, a living tree or large branch was cut, decorated and left outside the home. The decorated Yule tree was a later tradition brought from Scandinavia and the Germanic countries.
Which leads us to – The meaning behind the Pagan holidays: 
Much of the information Mr. Gardner found about the “Wheel of the Year” holidays came from Sir James George Frazer’s book of comparative folklore, The Golden Bough, first published in 1890 and revised in 1922. Some scholars like to say that Frazer was “discredited”, but this is not true. Frazer was a Fellow at Cambridge University, where he translated classic literature, including Homer. He wrote over twenty other books, several of which are still in print and used to teach mythology in college courses today. Frazer’s theory about every religious system containing a “sacrificial king” hasn’t held up to scrutiny, nor have his rather ethnocentric ideas about the evolution of magickal rites to organized religions, but many of his other ideas have been supported by historians. 
For The Golden Bough, Frazer did ethnographic studies of Pagan customs by sending letters to missionaries who had witnessed the ceremonies firsthand. (So yes, they said things like “The Heathens worshipped the trees” because in the context of the late 19th century, that is what the ministers thought they were observing.) Frazer then paralleled the traditions with European Pagan customs, Christian legends, as well as Greek and Roman literature, in which he is still considered to be an expert. He wrote extensively about his findings, noting similarities and differences and making speculations about the origins of worship. Other writers, sociologists and folklorists have made similar observations about these Pagan holiday customs. 
A popular historian recently accused some of the anthropologists of manipulating data on the seasonal ceremonies. Supposedly, they asked participants to include certain elements such as “fire worship” in their rituals. However this does not take into account the similarities found in ceremonies held across Europe during nearly 150 years of study. Many of these traditions were also documented by local folklore societies, the nobility of a region, or family historians, who interviewed older residents with the intent of preserving individual town histories. Some of the rites vary in minor ways, such as the wording of song lyrics. Many of the traditions that Frazer wrote about were photographed, often by family members with no scholarly agenda, and these pictures now appear online. Several of the customs are still practiced in isolated European communities, or are being revived in the present day. Here are a few:

Imbolc, Imbolg, Oimelc – Translations: In Belly, In the Bag, Sheep’s Milk. This was one of the four holidays believed to be celebrated by the ancient Irish. The day was originally intended to commemorate the birth of lambs, an economically important event in past times. Several rituals were performed to enhance the fertility of the flocks, such as wreathing them with ribbons and blessing them, or putting up talismans in barns. Other sheep-related rites including drinking ewe milk and eating the last stored mutton. Cheese made from sheep milk was sometimes served for breakfast. In Norse countries, the Dísablot was held to celebrate female entities, such as the Valkyries, around the end of February.
Imbolc was the day to begin plowing the fields, as the climate was warmer during the Bronze and Iron ages. Pliny the Elder noted in the first century C.E. that the Celts had better plows than the Romans, and that they began plowing “early”. These tools were also used to cut turf for fuel. Plowing games and races were enjoyed, with attendant feasting. Some customs, such as Plough Monday, now celebrated in Britain near Twelfth Night or the Christian Epiphany, may have originally been related to Imbolc. A plow is decorated and carried from house to house by plow boys, plow jacks or plow stotts, young men dressed in rags with blackened faces who sing rowdy songs and beg for treats. Sometimes they were even called “plow witches”. Homeowners that refused to give them an offering would risk having their front yard plowed up. The Ploughboys are sometimes accompanied by a Molly or Malkin, a man dressed as a woman who performed a lively rustic dance.  This custom was first written about in the sixth century, when some plow jacks got into trouble for plowing up the kirkyard in Scotland.
The custom of dressing a Straw Man or Straw Bear and parading him through the streets is also part of this holiday in the Hebrides, mainland Scotland, Ireland, and Northern England. This may have come from the Germanic countries, because the Saxons had outposts in these locations. A similar straw figure is used in Norway and Germany in recent times. This figure may originally have been related to the fertility of the fields, or he may have served as a symbolic scarecrow. Imbolc was also the day that greenery left over from Christmas or Yule was removed from the home. It was often ritually burned. In some locations, it wasn’t removed until spring. Both the straw bear and the greenery may have protective or talismanic qualities, removing “evil” from the locality.
Brighid’s Day or Bridget’s Day was adapted by the Catholic Church as a saint’s day on February 1st or 2nd, very probably derived from ancient Irish veneration of the goddess Brighid. It was celebrated on the Continent as well as in the British Islands. In Britain, it was observed as the Wives’ Feast. Irish women create equal-armed Brighid’s crosses, which may have been an older custom which was Christianized during the Middle Ages. These crosses were made from rushes or straw saved from the last sheaf of grain harvested in the fall, and were used to bless and protect the home or cattle barn. Like the Celtic cross, they may represent the sun or the compass points. Women would also create “Bridey” dolls of straw and cloth. These were taken to sacred wells to be anointed and blessed. Villagers would decorate these holy wellsprings on Brighid’s Day, including the font at Kildare in Ireland dedicated to St. Bridget. There are hundreds of symbols, sacred sites and legends of Brighid, both as goddess and Catholic saint. Many can be found online. 

This holiday was never that important to the Welsh or Scots, although talismanic rites for the sheepherding industry were practiced. 
Oestara – The use of the name may be old, or may be the invention of Doreen Valiente, who sought balance with the divine feminine. The word Easter may have come from a little-mentioned Teutonic goddess Eostare or Oestara, or possibly Esther, Astarte or Ishtar (the other names have since been debunked). It might derive from the Norse “aestur” which means to “grow warm”. After the rise of Christianity, the Venerable Bede wrote about “Eostur Monath” or “Eastre”, which took place in April on the European continent. It’s notable that he used this name rather than calling it “Paschal month” for Passover or the passion of Christ. Alban Eilir can be translated as Time of Spring or Light of Earth in old Welsh. The equinoxes mark a time of equal daylight and darkness, and the dates when the sun crosses the celestial equator.
Dr. Margaret Murray wrote that the equinoxes were never celebrated in Britain until the Saxon invasions – but that would make the holiday “only” 1,600 years old. There is archeological evidence that spring equinox customs may have been celebrated in ancient times in Great Britain, then died out during the Iron Age, and later revived during the Roman occupation. The Sequani Calendar marks the equinoxes as astronomic events, as do various sacred sites of the British Islands
The Romans used either the first of March or the spring equinox to mark the first day of the new year. With the changeover from the Julian calendar to the Gregorian in Europe, the day of the new year moved from sometime between March 25th (Lady Day) and April 1st, to the first day of January. This change may be the precedent for April Fool’s Day. People who still celebrated the new year around the equinox were called “April fish”. Some of the current April Fool customs may be related to the first day of spring, or they might have come from the tomfoolery originally associated with Beltane. 
Coloring eggs may have had a ritual significance as early as the Bronze Age on the European continent and in the Scandinavian, Baltic and Slavic countries. Fragments of dyed eggs have been found in excavations of Saxon homes, and creating elaborate multicolored eggs is a Scandinavian art. Pace Egging endures as a working-class tradition in rural England and Ireland and may be based on a Pagan rite, although the name likely derived from “paschal”. On Easter, eggers go from house to house, singing songs, performing short plays and begging for colored eggs or treats. One description of the eggers says that they originally wore animal skins, linking the custom to hoodening. The term “egging him on” came from the bad puns and insults which Pace Eggers yelled at those who refused to give them a treat. An older celebration included looking for bird’s eggs in nests, because birds will not usually lay their eggs until the weather is warm enough for their survival. This information would be vital to an agrarian society, and the need to plant crops after all danger of frost is past. 
Folklore relating to hares and rabbits comes from both Celtic and Saxon traditions. The moon in March is called the “Hare Moon”, and the saying “mad as a March hare” refers to the crazy behavior of mating bunnies. Witches were said to transform themselves into hares, which may be the remnant of a shamanic belief in animal totems. (The word totem is used here to mean a spirit being, helper or guide in the form of an animal, or a special creature which the seeker has an affinity with.) Seeing a hare before sundown was said to bring good luck, but after sunset it may be an ill omen. And “hare pie” was a favorite dish amongst peasants and nobility alike.
Hot cross buns may have been baked as a Pagan tradition, before their use as an Easter treat. The cross may represent the directions, the quarters of the moon, or it may be a solar cross. In some locations they were hidden away in the attic as talismans.

The early Catholic Church held St. Patrick’s feast Day on March 17th and Lady Day on March 25th, both close to the spring equinox. The Christian holy day of Easter is held on the Sunday following the first full moon following the spring equinox, which has distinct Pagan overtones. The rites of spring were celebrated in Wales with sowing and planting activities, including plowman games. This may be patterned after the Roman rites of spring, which was also a time of feasting and games. Of course, the pre-Lenten Carnival or Mardi Gras activities have their roots in Pagan celebrations.
Bealtaine – There are varying spellings, such as Beltane, and pronunciations, including “Bell-tawn-yah”. Bel, Bile, Belatucadros, Belenus or Belanos is the British or Gaulish sun god, called Beli Mawr in Welsh. “Bel” is an older Irish and Welsh word for fire or brightness. “Tain” is a word for fire in Welsh, or raid in Irish. Sometimes Beli or Bile is also a god of death. Belisama is a British or Gaulish fire goddess. The Basque god Bel also had his holy day on May 1st. Calan Mai is Welsh for the first day of May, or calend of May. It was called Walpurgistag in Germany after the saint Walpurgia, or possibly an older Pagan deity.  
Catholics celebrated this holiday as Roodmas. This name comes from the Holy Rood, or the thorn tree which was the legendary wood used for the crucifixion (or perhaps the crown of thorns). One ceremony includes “bauming the thorn”, adorning a hawthorn tree with ribbons and trinkets. This may have been an older custom which was Christianized, as hawthorns were sacred in many Pagan traditions, providing visionary capabilities, homes for fairies, and protection against baneful magic. This parallels the custom of the clootie tree, although these decorated trees are not always hawthorns. Much lore about the hawthorn tree survives, including the belief that bringing the flowers indoors on Mayday is good luck, but previous to that date the flowers are unlucky. Similar tales are also told of rowan trees, said to be found at the middle of fairy rings. In the West Country of Britain, May trees were cut and placed outside the home to be decorated with flowers, trinkets, and paper chains. This is also used to charm a sweetheart.
Bealtaine was / is celebrated in Britain, Wales, the Isle of Man and Cornwall continually up to present times, documented well before Mr. Gardner wrote about Wicca. The holiday was definitely observed as a fire festival. In a book first published in 1894, Irish Druids and Old Irish Religion, a folklore scholar named James Bonwick compared the elder Mayday customs to ceremonies performed in his time. He interviewed local historians, including a Mrs. Bryant, listed as an “expert on Irish Celts”, who said, “There is more trace of sun and fire worship in the peasantry lingering among us today, than in the Bardic literature of the remote Irish past.” 
Several other Bealtaine customs are related to fire, including the well-known bonfire jumping by a couple to ensure their fertility. Fires were kindled on hilltops, and often were the focus of all-night May festivities. In some localities, hearth fires were extinguished, to be rekindled by a coal from the community “balefire.” This word is derived from the Anglo-Saxon languages, and may have the connotation of holding “baleful” or bad influences at bay. The word bonfire may have come from “bone fire”, or fires which were composed of animal bones. It may also have arisen from the French “bon”, or good. In Scotland, an elaborate ritual was enacted to kindle the fire, as documented by Robert Burn’s patron, Lord John Ramsay. Across the UK, cattle were driven around one fire, or between two fires, for their spiritual protection. And couples would sometimes lay by the fires to engage in more pleasurable activities.
Some Bealtaine traditions may have come from the Roman Floralia, or Flora’s day, when revelers adorned their homes with flowers in honor of the spring goddess Flora. The “Furry Dance” or Flora’s Dance of Cornwell is listed on several town websites as an older Pagan custom. Participants garland buildings with greenery and flowers, and dance through the villages in a day-long celebration, singing folk songs. “Bringing in the May”, or wearing flowers and leafy branches, is practiced at dawn accompanied by music and dancing throughout Europe. Churchmen were forbidden to participate in this rite as far back as the 1200s. In some costal locations a wreath of flowers and leaves was made to adorn boats, or thrown into water to appease the sea. Some of the materials used included hawthorn flowers, commonly called “the May”, birch branches, apple blossoms or greenery from the rowan tree.
Young men wearing elaborate leafy costumes called “Jack in the Green” parade through the streets of Great Britain on Mayday, accompanied by young ladies with flowery crowns or chaplets. While Jack in the Green can only be traced to the mid-1700s, practiced by chimney sweeps in urban areas, the custom might have been brought to the cities by rural youths longing for greenery. A similar ritual was enacted in several English locations, including the construction of a female foliage statue. These traditions may have been originally performed in honor of various forest deities and fertility goddesses. They could be related to the “Woodwose”, or wild man of the woods, or the Green Man, a legendary figure sometimes portrayed as half-man, half-plant. 
The custom of the May basket may be an older one, related to courtship. Often they were hung over the doorknob for the lady of the house to find. In more recent days, baskets of flowers, or bouquets called nosegays or posies were given to mothers, teachers and sweethearts. In Victorian times, the flowers came to have symbolic meaning, such as violets for remembrance. May baskets were also placed on top of the Maypole.

As previously mentioned, the May pole might have come from the Saxon incursions, or it may have been an expansion of the clootie tree rites, bauming the thorn or May trees. The Saxon tradition of using only red and white ribbons may have come from healing bandages, similar to the barber pole. An elaborate stained glass window in Betley Hall, probably dated from the early 1500s, shows one such maypole.  Some earlier English records indicate that maypoles weren’t originally decorated with ribbons, but with paint or garlands of greenery and flowers. Later societies used various colors of ribbon. There are town maypoles in Germany which are over 1,600 years old, still in use today. A similar ritual was said to be practiced in ancient Greece. A group of men carrying something that looks remarkably like a maypole is depicted on the Gundestrup cauldron. The Basque people may have originated the custom, and still hold maypole dances for tourists and their own enjoyment in France, Spain, and Boise, Idaho. May branches or May boughs decorated with flowers and streamers are an old British tradition, possibly related to these spring totems. One custom includes adorning the May branch with hollow colored eggs, another is using a garlic bulb for the tip of the bough.
“Rushbearing”, or bringing in rushes to cover cold stone floors, was a Mayday practice that was later Christianized. The rush leaves were also used as materials for baskets and Brighid’s crosses, or bound to be used as torches for Samhain and Yule. Decorated “rushcarts” overflowing with rush leaves, accompanied by dancers and street actors, could be found in small towns across the UK until the late 1870s. Some carts were painted with images, rather like a parade float. The celebration has been revived as a community festival for tourist enjoyment.
Morris dancing and mummers’ plays, or folkplays performed by street actors, may be more recent Bealtaine traditions, possibly based on elder rites. These folk customs involve a dance or dramatization presented outdoors or taken from house to house by amateur performers. The first known written reference to mumming is from 1377. The stained glass window in Betley Hall portrays mummery characters and Morris dancers, as well as a king and queen of the May. The earliest known record of the Morris dance dates from 1448, but Geoffrey of Monmouth made an observation about a similar dance being held at Stonehenge. Dancers wear bells on their legs, matching outfits, and sometimes wave handkerchiefs, or carry “Rapper” sticks or swords. Several of the dance troupes carried a maypole, a small branch decorated with ribbons and tipped with garlic or a pinecone, much like the Greco-Roman “priapic” wand. 
Many Morris “sides” or dance teams include a fool, a Molly or man dressed in women’s clothes, and a person wearing an animal costume, called the “Beast”. The famous Hobby Horses or “Obby Oss” of Padstow and Minehead in Cornwall and the “‘Ooser” of Dorset, England are favorite Mayday spectacles which often accompany mummers or dancers. In Kent and other locations, a “hooden horse” is used in a comic play with rural characters trying to shoe or ride an obstinate steed. These customs are possibly related to the tradition of guising, wearing masks and disguises for ritual purposes. Hoodening, wearing animal skins with horns or antlers, was practiced in many British villages from ancient times until the present day. This custom may have arisen from primitive hunting rituals or shamanic rites. Hoodening and similar folk dances are all performed several times a year in various locations throughout western Europe, especially at Bealtaine. In the early nineteenth century, they were called “ritual dances” by folklorists and the participants themselves. 
Some scholars believe that these folk dances are not really Pagan in origin, because the Morris was documented as a fad amongst the British nobility during the late middle ages. These historians speculate that the Morris craze spread from the upper classes to the “common” people. I believe these scholars may have it backwards. Like modern rap music, the Morris could have originated with working-class individuals, and then spread to the leisure class. While the nobility got bored with the Morris fad, the chimney sweeps and milkmaids continued their tradition. As one Morris website points out, “Nobody asked the (chimney) sweeps”. 
In 1899, a folklorist and musician named Cecil Sharpe witnessed rural British men dancing the Morris on Whitsun Day (“white Sunday”), a Christian holiday celebrating the Pentecost which takes place fifty days or seven Sundays after Easter, usually in mid-May to early June. (Other sources indicate that Sharpe first viewed the dance on Boxing Day, Dec. 26th.) Sharpe began documenting various Morris tunes, dances and customs, theorizing that these “ritual dances” had origins in an older Pagan tradition. As a result, secular societies began a revival of the Morris and other British folk dances. Sharpe also wrote down the lyrics and music of folk songs in the U.K. and Appalachia, finding many similarities between the American tunes and dances and their British predecessors. Sharpe was accused of both gentrifying and Paganizing the tradition. However, several Morris dances, folk plays and folk songs reflect Pagan themes, including nature, hunting symbolism, sacrifice, folk healing, and the concepts of death and rebirth. We’ll revisit hoodening and other folkplays in subsequent entries, below.
Leitha – The name is possibly the invention of Aidan Kelly, or perhaps it is derived from an Old English (Anglo Saxon) word for leaves. The Venerable Bede called both June and July “Litha Monath”. The word may also have roots in the Scottish village of Leith. In the nineteenth century, Leatha was a popular name for women. Alban Hefyn means “time of warming” or “light of summer” in old Welsh, but using this name for the holiday may be Iolo Morganwg’s contribution. It can also be spelled Alban Hefin. On the modern Welsh calendar it is listed as Gwyl Canol Haf, or first day of summer. The Irish name “Samraidh” can be translated as “summertime”. Christians celebrate St. John’s day anywhere from June 23rd to June 25th. Midsummer, as the name implies, was the midpoint of summer to some of the Celtic nations, whose summer season began at Bealtaine. It was the observation of the date between sowing seeds and harvesting the crop. Other civilizations recognized June 21st as the beginning of summer, when the earth begins to tilt toward the sun. The Solstice has the longest day and shortest night, which was likely significant to ancient people.
There is considerable evidence that shows that older civilizations celebrated Midsummer as a holy day. Several stone-age monuments, including the famous Stonehenge, and the ruins of buildings have architectural features corresponding to the solstice sunrise. The Scottish dolmens at Callanish on the Isle of Lewis also feature summer solstice markers, and one legend says that “the shining one” visited this monument at Leitha. (Could the island be named for the god Lugh / Llew / Lleu / Lugos?) The Sequani Calendar links Midsummer Day to several astronomic events. 
Midsummer traditions included bonfires, games, music, agricultural fairs, and divination using a glass ornament or crystal called a “glaine”, dragon’s egg, snake glass or witch’s ball. Several fragments of these glass balls, also called “Druid’s glass”, have been discovered buried within sacred sites or in common people’s homes.  Many different fire customs, including rolling a burning wagon wheel or carrying buckets of lit tar, were documented since the Medieval period. Some of these are attributed to burning St. Catherine’s torture device, or burning a scarecrow symbolizing Guy Fawkes, yet other rites seem authentically pre-Christian. Processions using lit torches were documented from Roman days. The burning of a wicker man on the solstice holiday was recorded both by Claudius Caesar and the Normans, and the custom survived until the mid-1880s, as observed by Mr. Bonwick. Wicker men were burned in Russia and the Germanic territories as well. Scholars are still debating whether or not sacrifices were burned inside these structures. Straw effigies were also set on fire in other locations. Harvest customs such as wearing straw costumes or leafy branches were practiced at Midsummer and survived in the British Islands until the 1930s. These traditions may point to a time when criminals were used as a human sacrifice. Later, scarecrows and straw men were burned instead.
Another favorite custom involves the gathering of oak, ash and thorn sprigs at Midsummer, immortalized in Rudyard Kipling’s Tree Poem. Oak represents strength, hawthorn was a protection against baneful magic, fairies and more mundane thieves, and ash was commonly used for arrow shafts, as well as a charm against fire. This is because in a forest fire, ash wood often does not burn. The three twigs are tied together with red ribbon and used as a talisman to protect the home, barn or workplace.
Many Midsummer customs involve fairies and other spirit beings, either the desire to see them or protection against their pranks. Sleeping beneath an elderberry bush on Midsummer night was guaranteed to make fairies appear, but the seeker was advised to wear her clothing inside out and carry a sprig of rue to prevent bewitchment. Milk and strawberries were left outdoors, often on the back step, to appease the fairies. Elves were said to created tangled “elf locks” in the manes of horses or lovers caught sleeping outdoors on the shortest night. And of course Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream contained legends of the fairy folk, including the playful Puck. In many localities, belief in fairies, elves and sprites long outlasted the advent of Christianity.

Leitha was a favorite time for pilgrimages to sacred wellsprings, where the font would be decorated with flowers, green branches, straw decorations and trinkets. These holy wells, often dedicated to goddesses, fairies or water nymphs, were believed to have purifying or healing properties. Sometimes the legend was altered to include a Catholic saint as the founder of the well. However, Pagan rituals associated with wellsprings were practiced right up to the present day. Approaching the well before dawn, circumnavigating the water three times, leaving an offering of silver, bathing in the spring for healing or purification, praying to the spirit of the well, and other overtly Pagan rituals were common at Midsummer as well as on the designated saint’s day. Some of these rites were documented as banned by the Church, although that didn’t seem to have much effect on their practice. Many photographs of these sacred wells appear online.
Another popular tradition is “dressing the well”, which occurs in the Peak district of England in small villages each summer. Well-dressing involves pressing flowers, leaves and other natural materials into a clay-lined frame to create a design or picture. The image is paraded through town and displayed at the site of a sacred well (or lacking that, the public water pipe or horse trough). Originally believed to be a Celtic custom, well-dressing was noted by the Roman Seneca. The first modern reference to dressing the well is from Tissington in Derbyshire, documented in 1349. The practice has since become Christianized, with Biblical-themed pictures and blessings by local ministers. This tradition is enjoyed from Ascension Day, forty days after Easter, until early autumn. Many of the wells are adorned around Bealtaine, Leitha and the summer bank holiday. Images can take days to create, but are rather ephemeral, lasting a mere week on the average. Most tourist websites about dressing the well cheerfully acknowledge the custom’s Pagan origin, possibly related to water worship or association with the goddesses of the sacred wells.
Lughnassadh – This was / is a two-week to month-long harvest festival in Ireland, celebrated with county fairs, dances, abundance rituals, sheep shearing contests, greased pig chases, kissing games, and other fun activities. The name may have come from the feast day of Lugh, a god associated with the sun, gaming, sports and skilled labor. His name is also given as Lug, Lugos, Llew, Lleu and Louis. The name Lunassa was used on the Isle of Man until recent times. Several small towns in England, Scotland and Cornwall still hold harvest ceremonies on or around August 1st. It was and is only a minor observation in Wales. 
The holiday was not called Lammas, or Loaf-mass, until after the Anglo-Saxon invasions. This term may have come from the Middle English “hlaef masse”, which means loaf mass or bread ritual. The custom of baking trinkets into a loaf of bread, as mentioned previously, occurred after the invention of iron ovens. Each trinket represents a prediction, such as a coin for wealth or a ring symbolizing marriage. Another possible origin of the word Lammas may come from the old Spanish or old French word for lambs. In several locations, a roast lamb or whole side of mutton was roasted over a fire on the closing day of the Lammas festival. The word may also come from the name of a special harvest drink, La Mas Ushal. 
Mr. Bonwick wrote that the Lughnassad customs survived until the mid-1800s in Ireland as “Lucaid lamh fada”, which he translates as “festival of love”. This may have a relationship to the trial relationships or “greenwood” marriages which took place during the holiday. The term “Telltown marriage”, or a marriage lasting for a specified period of time, may have come from the name Tailltiu, who was Lugh’s mother. 
In older times in Ireland, the entire month of August was traditionally the season for trade, convening court, and settling debt. Picking bilberries was a traditional Lughnassadh pastime, documented in the theatrical production Dancing at Lughnasa. Throughout Europe, Lughnassadh was the day to begin brewing beer from grain and hops. Harvest Home, the Ingathering and Muckle Suppers were celebrated from August to mid-September by Christians as a commemoration of the harvest (see below).
Mabon – Aidan Kelly is said to have named this holiday after the Welsh legend of Mabon, son of Madrone, which appears in the Mabinogion. However, the name may come from the Goddess / heroine / fairy queen Mab. (More about her later.) There is a St. Mabyn of Wales and Cornwell, about whom very little is known. The words Alban Elfed mean “time of autumn” or “light of the harvest” in old Welsh, and may come from Mr. Morganwg. In English, this holiday is sometimes called Harvest Home, possibly the invention of the Puritans, but it is likely based on older Pagan gleaning and threshing celebrations. The Muckle Supper, or harvest feast, was celebrated in the Orkney Islands. The word “muckle” meant plenty or large, as “pickle” meant little, but Muckle may also be a corruption of the name Michael. The Christian feast of St. Michael was held around September 24th as Michaelmas. Merry Night, a surviving Welsh tradition, is a day off from work to commemorate the conclusion of the harvest. The Ingathering, a Christian celebration, probably came from older Pagan harvest ceremonies.
One custom included throwing a sickle at the last sheaf of grain, so that the spirit of the corn would not blame any particular individual for its death. Farmers used straw from the final grain harvested to create various ornaments, including a “corn dolly” or woven wheat-straw figure. The dolly was often adorned with feminine clothing and ribbons, perhaps in honor of the goddess or spirit of the grain. Sometimes the straws were saved to make Brighid’s crosses or Bridey dolls in the early spring. Another tradition was to create a “bickle”, “bikko” or straw dog, and jestingly award it to the farmer who was the last to gather his harvest. Threshers would playfully spank the slowest farmer with a sheaf of his own grain. Other traditions included building a huge pile of straw on the back of a wagon, then parading it through the village, singing songs with both celebratory and funereal themes.
Of course after all this harvesting came the feasting. The modern American Thanksgiving Day, ostensibly “invented” by the Puritans, likely had its origins in older European traditions. Celebratory dinners, contests, drinking games, harvest dances and folksongs are well documented in numerous sources. Offerings were given to the Roman goddess Ceres or the local version of the grain goddess or harvest god in small roadside shrines. These locations later became dedicated to Catholic saints. This tradition also survived in the offerings left outside for fairies, sprites or the pookah. In many places, any fruit, grain or vegetables left outside after a certain date became the property of the spirits. Filling a cornucopia, or horn of plenty, was a custom that came from the Romans. Various goddesses are portrayed holding these woven wicker baskets overflowing with fruit, including Ceres, Hecate, Diana and the three Matronae, statues of which have been found in Britain.
The famous Abbots Bromley Horn Dance, a folk custom at least 900 years old, occurs each year in early September near the autumnal equinox. Dancers called “deermen” carry wooden stags’ heads fitted with real antlers, perhaps to commemorate the deer rutting season or in memory of a hunting ritual. The horns have been dated as over 1,200 years old, and come from a species of deer now extinct in Britain, or perhaps the antlers were imported from Scandinavia. The dance is quite similar to the Morris and hoodening rituals. A young man with a bow and arrows, a man dressed as a woman called Maid Marian, and various musicians accompany the deermen.
The autumn equinox and other harvest holidays are still celebrated with sports, games, parties, wine tasting festivals and bonfires throughout the U.K. and America. The tradition of the County Fair, with its contests, agriculture exhibitions and cooking awards likely came from these older harvest celebrations.
Samhain – This word is old Irish Gaelic for “summer is done”. “Ain” may be the origin of the word “ain’t”, although scholars have fits whenever I suggest it! The Welsh call this holiday Nos Calan Gaeaf, which means night before New Year’s Day or night of the winter calend. Nos Galan Gwaf is the Cornish version. This night is considered the Celtic New Year, or new year’s eve, which was widely celebrated across western Europe, especially in Ireland and Wales. Several cultures marked it as the beginning of the winter season. In many locations, the festivities lasted for three days. Historians have traced some Samhain lore to the 5th century B.C.E.
Numerous Celtic and Anglo-Saxon legends center on ghosts, frightening old hags, monsters, banshees, the gods of death, and other supernatural beings. The Cailleach Bheur is a fearsome crone representing winter in Ireland, while the Mallt yNos is the night-hag of Wales. The Wild Hunt was said to be riding the skies, collecting spirits to bring to the underworld. A ferocious pack of albino hounds with glowing red eyes hunted the souls of the dead. The Hunt was led by various dark figures, including Gwynn ap Nudd and the Mallt yNos, or in more Anglicized areas, the god Odin / Oðin. A large variety of ghosts, spirits, “bogeys” and supernatural beings with baleful intent are frequently found in Halloween folktales of the British Isles. In Wales, an enormous black sow with a cut tail plagued pedestrians, or the monstrous Gray King, a “wild man” figure, dragged people away to the mountains. Several Halloween rituals involve contacting the spirits or protecting oneself from their wrath. Poetic charms were spoken to prevent being taken by these entities. Turning your clothing inside out was believed to protect one from malevolent fairies

Perhaps the legends of darkness, death, and dreadful spirits associated with Samhain can be traced to actual events common in ancient Britain and Ireland at this time of year. This was typically the season to slaughter animals to provide enough food to last throughout the entire winter. It was also the final time to harvest the crops and gather wood from the forests before harsh rainy or snowy weather made it difficult to find sources of food or fuel. Other concerns included hunting and gathering enough medicinal herbs. Many of the ceremonies focused on preserving and maintaining the food supply. In several cultures, Death is personified as a specter or fearful entity, and with good reason. Ill preparation for the season could have meant starvation or hypothermia. This may be why ancient people seemed fixated on placating spirits and appeasing the gods. Much of our American Halloween celebration was likely derived from these British and Irish survival customs. 
Samhain was considered to be outside of the calendar, a time when the boundaries between the material world and the unseen realms were able to be crossed. Some rites include divination to learn about the events of the coming year. This included “scrying” or “kenning” using the flames of a bonfire or candle, gazing into a bowl of water or a dark mirror, and using natural objects such as stones or nuts for ritualized fortune-telling. Contact with spirits of the dead, or ancestors, was frequently practiced. In The Golden Bough, Sir James Frazer lists several older Samhain ceremonies, including divination and offering food to ancestors or spirits. The “dumb supper” may be one such ritual, or it could be attributed to spiritualism, which enjoyed a revival during the Victorian era. The dumb supper was practiced in Appalachia by Scots-Irish immigrants as a rite of prognostication or communion with a departed loved one, recorded by a folklorist in 1954. The table was to be set backward, with forks on the right. A plate of food was prepared for the dead ancestor, or empty plates left to represent future marriage prospects. Both ceremonies required all participants to eat silently. Some scholars believe this rite was not originally part of the Celtic holiday. Others think it was equated with offerings left out of doors for ancestor spirits.
Trick-or-Treating may come from the more recent Irish and English tradition of collecting “soul cakes” on All Soul’s eve, or it might derive from the ancient practice of giving wayfarers a dinner to show them hospitality. It was considered good luck to feed the first person to cross your threshold on New Year’s Day. Trick-or-Treating might also derive from the ritual of feeding ancestor spirits to honor or placate them. In the old days, fairies and unhappy ghosts were considered responsible for playing tricks. Parallel traditions to the modern Trick-or-Treat include mummery, plough plays, wassailing (caroling), pace egging, and other house-to-house begging for coins and goodies by village youngsters or adult farm laborers. In Ireland, children requested “Money for the King, money for the Queen” on Samhain night, documented from the 1800s into the 1950s. The modern purpose of Trick-or-Treating has become less about survival and more about fun.

Dressing up in costume may originally have been a shamanic ritual, revived during the Renaissance with the people’s love of theatre. Wearing a disguise may have been intended to fool angry spirits or to trick the gods of death. It may also have arisen from the ritual of hoodening, a continuous practice throughout the British Isles up to at least the 1930s. Hoodening is wearing the disguise of a stag, bull, ram or horse and going door-to-door, singing traditional songs and performing a ritual dance or theatre skit. Participants were rewarded with apples, nuts and small change. In Scotland, costumes are called “guises”, and Trick-or-Treating is called “guising”. Dressing in costumes made of straw, called ‘skekling’ was a Halloween custom in the Orkneys, Shetland Isles and remote locations of Ireland, suggesting a Scandinavian or Saxon influence. There are also skeklers, straw men and straw bears in modern-day Germany, parading through villages on All Hallow’s Eve and other traditional Pagan holidays. 
Bobbing for apples is a genuinely older custom. One ritual includes naming a particular apple for one’s intended lover, then attempting to capture it in a sympathetic magic ritual for catching that person. Apples, quite abundant at this time of year, were considered the symbolic fruit of Avalon (Island of Apples) representing the fairy realm and the underworld. An apple can be cut around its middle to reveal a pentagram within the seed cavity. Some participants skinned and apple in one long, continuous “whirley girl”, they cast the skin aside to form the initials of a potential mate. Even though my favorite custom, the Samhaine rotten-apple fight, might be a recent invention, I’m willing to bet that a few of my ancestors indulged in this tradition. Seriously, apples were easy to keep throughout the cold winter months, as preserves, dried or as apple cider. They may have been one of the main staples of the British and Irish peoples’ diet.
Samhain was another traditional fire festival, documented by various writers from the time of Julius Caesar. Bonfires were a common sight in the British Isles and America well into modern days. In the 1860s, one Scots Protestant clergyman despaired, “The practice of lighting bonfires prevails in this and the neighboring Highland Parishes.” Mr. Bonwick wrote, “In the Western Islands (of Ireland) the old superstition is dying very hard, and tradition is still well alive.” In some locations, all of the hearth fires were extinguished and re-kindled from a common village bonfire. In other places, this ritual was performed on Yule, Bealtaine, or all of these holidays. Fire was used as a fertility symbol, to protect animals, to scare away harmful entities, and in some cases to light the way for friendly spirits. Burning rushes or torches were often paraded through town. Turnips, rutabegas or beets were hollowed out and filled with oil, or carved and placed over a candle, to create a light to scare off baneful specters or welcome ancestors to the home. They may have been used to fetch a coal from the communal “need fire”. This custom later evolved into the legend about “Jack of the lantern”, a dead man forced to wander earth searching for an honest person. Irish immigrants brought the tradition to America, and soon found that pumpkins were much easier to carve into Jack O’Lanterns. The familiar orange gourd may have taken its name from “punkies”, the gourds or turnips used as containers for fire in Somerset, England at Samhain.

Yule or Alban Arthan – Although some websites claim it means “light of Arthur”, this is not true. The name actually signifies the time of winter or light of winter in old Welsh. It has also been translated as “point of roughness”, perhaps describing the stormy winter weather. Nowadays it means calendar day of bears. Arthan = bears, and this might be why King Arthur is symbolically related to both bears and winter, called “The Winter King”. The holiday is also called Yule, the Norse word for wheel, which may derive from the Anglo-Saxon “Yula”. This holiday was originally spelled Iul or Jul, since the Norse language had no letter Y. Jul might be the root word of the term jolly. The name may have come from the old Welsh “heul”, which means sunlight, or the English word yew, as in the tree. Astronomically speaking, this is the shortest day and longest night of the year, when the earth begins to tilt toward the sun.
In Ireland, the Newgrange monolithic tomb is arranged so that the first light of the winter solstice falls upon what is believed to be an altar stone. Stonehenge also marks the winter solstice as an important date. While the Druids did not build these structures, the artifacts discovered within show that the Bronze Age and Iron Age Celts likely used them for worship rites. Other sacred sites have similar architectural features which align with astronomic events.
The many non-Christian winter solstice traditions suggest that the ancients really did celebrate this holiday. Decorating with greenery was a common practice. Traces of evergreen branches have been found in several Neolithic sacred sites as well as the excavations of older private dwellings. Fire rituals were frequent as well. Some of the prehistoric temples were found to have yew or birch wood burned in their fire pits. More recent ceremonies included setting fire to brush piles, old furniture and wagon wheels. The custom of lighting bonfires on hilltops continued well into the 20th century. These traditions may be connected to observing the return of the sun. This would seem logical, to create more light on the shortest period of daylight during the year.
Mummers’ plays, believed by some scholars to have ancient origins, were presented at Christmas time right up to the 1930s in many isolated communities. This tradition of street acting is depicted on the stained glass window of Betley Hall, and is referred to in a much older manuscript from the 1300s, describing the same scene found on the window. Shakespeare also made mention of the custom. Mummers’ plays feature characters who represent light and dark, or good and evil, one of whom wounds or kills the other. A comic doctor, jester, dame or old witch named “Besom Betty” revives the injured or dead character and restores him to health with a magic potion. This folk custom might have led to Gardner’s “Oak King / Holly King” dramatization. It may carry a reference to the victory of sunlight over darkness, which begins on the winter solstice. In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the “bad guy” arrives carrying holly, perhaps to represent winter. Sir Gawain’s name in Welsh is Gwalchmai, which means “hawk of the May”, which might represent summer. The two engage in battle, with Gawain winning, perhaps symbolic of summer’s victory over winter. This poem may have inspired the Gardnerian Wiccan ceremony for Yule.
The custom of the Mari Lwyd, or “old grey mare” still exists in Wales and Cornwall as a tourist attraction on New Year’s Day or Twelfth Night. A horse skull is decorated with ribbons, cloth flowers, bottle-glass eyes and trinkets, and carried from house to house while participants sing bawdy songs, tell bad puns, and perform a rambunctious dance. Often a Mari has a skirt for the operator to hide beneath, so that the skull seems animated, and the songs and puns are attributed to the dead horse. Sometimes a candle is burned inside the skull. The procession often culminated at the village tavern. This practice is thought to be historically Pagan and probably originated in ancient times as a tribute to the personification of Death. (Or possibly as laughing in the face of death.) The Mari is paralleled by hoodening rituals, the Hobby Horse / Obby Oss, the horse character in some mummers’ plays, and other folk customs where a person is disguised as an animal such as a horse, bull, ram or stag. In Derbyshire, a ram skull called the “Derby Tup” is similarly decorated and paraded through the villages.

Another Welsh tradition includes hunting and killing a man dressed as a stag on the winter solstice, perhaps a form of the hoodening ritual. A parallel custom is the Welsh and Irish “Hunting the Wren” on St. Stephen’s Day, which is observed on Dec. 26th. The “Cutty Wren” song is sung by participants. Since “cutty” in a Northumberland dialect means old, worn out and shabby, it may refer to the past year. These traditions probably derive from much older hunting ceremonies. Guising as a deer occurs in some form in multiple cultures worldwide, from Europe to Asia to Africa to the Americas, which includes hunting dances, wearing stag masks, and folksongs. The “stag hunt” was also used as a form of hazing for a person breaking societal customs in parts of Britain. Santa’s reindeer may also have their origin in the hoodener or shamanic huntsman. (See 
Abbots Bromley Horn Dance” under Lammas, above, and lore about Cernunnos, below.)
Perhaps Santa Claus himself came from the Pagan gift-giving traditions of the Celts or the Roman celebration of Saturnalia. Dedicated to the god Saturn, this holiday was brought to Gaul and then Britain by Roman soldiers during the invasions. The Saturnalia festivities include a gift exchange, attributed to an elderly white-bearded god. Some historians believe that Santa was actually modeled on Saturn, or perhaps the god Oðin of the German, Icelandic and Scandinavian pantheons. Santa’s reindeer chariot may have come from the Finnish legend of Vainamoinen, who also lived in the north, had a magical workshop, and wore a long white beard.
There are many holiday foods associated exclusively with the winter solstice. Figgy pudding containing a sixpence, or plum pudding with trinkets, likely became popular during the late Iron Age, when brick or iron ovens were invented. Cookies or cakes shaped to represent human and animal figures, perhaps as a poppet or to align oneself with a certain totem, were eaten as well. Wassailing, or singing from house to house, is also an older custom. Wassail is a drink made from hard apple cider or mulled wine mixed with spices and herbs. It was also sprinkled on the apple trees to ensure their fertility. Several wassail bowls dating from Medieval times can be found in British and Welsh museums. The name may derive from the Saxon “waes heil”, a greeting that means “to your health”. Gingerbread cookies were believed to have been eaten during the harvest holidays, but today they are a popular Yuletide treat.
The traditional Welsh carol “Deck the Halls” makes reference to decorating with greenery and burning the Yule log. Originally called “Nos Calan”, which means new year or night of calends in Welsh, the song may have first been performed at Halloween. There is much debate about the Yule log, and whether its use began with the British Celts or if it was a Saxon custom brought to England. Burning a fire all night may have been intended to protect people during the longest night of the year, or to remind the sun to return. In some places the log is called the “Cailleach Block”, referring to the crone goddess who represents death, winter and darkness. One tradition includes burning a whole tree for twelve days, perhaps referring to the Twelve Days of Christmas, Twelfth Night or the Epiphany, or it may come from an older custom.
As stated previously, the decorated Yule tree may have derived from the raggy bush or clootie tree, although these were not holiday-specific. Evergreen trees were adorned at Yule in Scandinavia and Germany as far back as the year 500, before Christianity was widely accepted by the working-class people of those nations. Most of the trees were kept alive outdoors. In Latvia, a tree was adorned with cloth flowers, paraded through town, used as the center of a circle dance, then burned. In Denmark during Medieval days, a tree was brought indoors in the wintertime, but they hung it upside down from the rafters to save space. As mentioned previously, a May Tree was sometimes decorated in Britain. As were many other customs, the decorated tree was adopted by Christians. Queen Victoria introduced the Christmas tree to England, and immigrants brought it to America where it remains a staple of holiday fun.
Most of these traditions have little or nothing to do with celebrating the birth of Jesus at Christmas, yet they still continued to be practiced around the winter solstice time. As the Christian religion became established in Britain, the older beliefs were incorporated into the new holy day, such as decorating with greenery, caroling, and using glass balls for ornamentation. It’s possible that the date of Christmas, December 25th, came from the birth of Mithras, whose worship was brought into Great Britain and Gaul by Roman soldiers. As with other Pagan holidays, Christians adopted the calendar date for their own use.
Of course, just because a custom is ancient does not mean that it’s something you are required to do to celebrate a holiday. And newer Pagan practices are just as magically valid. Our family enjoys coloring eggs for Alban Eilir, going to the beach on Midsummer, and cutting our Yule tree at a farm. Any ritual that commemorates the season and honors your own spirituality is wonderful!
The Pagan Gods – Old, New and Otherwise:
Gerald Gardner was one of the first popular authors to connect the practice of witchcraft with the worship of the old Pagan gods. In an interview, Gardner stated that while Wicca promoted belief in a supreme being, primitive people weren’t quite capable of understanding the notion. Instead they revered a pair of lesser deities, personified as a God of the Hunt and a Goddess of Fertility, who were aspects of the higher power. This idea may have been borrowed from a theory of anthropologist Dr. Margaret Murray, whom we will discuss momentarily. Gardner also wrote that his belief in the gods was as a “personification of cosmic power”. Although this sounds like a typical anthropology lecture, to the mostly Protestant upper-class English society of the 1950s, this idea was probably quite shocking.

Gardner’s novel A Goddess Arrives was published in 1939, and though it wasn’t actually about goddess worship as we know it today, some of the concepts in the book seem to be the precursor of Wiccan ideals. This includes reincarnation, spirit communication, and a goddess who is related to the phases of the moon. Gardner first made reference to a “triple goddess” in The Meaning of Witchcraft, published in 1959, prior to the inception of the feminist movement. In the Gardnerian Book of Shadows, ritual consecrations are performed in the name of Cernunnos and Aradia, and these deities are included in the “Eko eko” chant. (The rest of this poem may be a mistranslation of the Basque language, or it may be an incantation from a 13th century grimoire. Or it might be nonsense sounds.) Gardner equated “our Lord, the Horned One” with the “dread lord of the shadows” ruling the underworld. The goddess as “Mother of us all” is invoked for Lammas. Cerridwen is summoned in the Charge, the spring equinox ritual, and in summer and winter with her magical cauldron. In other ceremonies, the goddess is invoked as Arianrhod, Diana, and Aphrodite. This belief in a duality of Goddess and God, or a pantheon of pre-Christian gods, is now widely accepted among neo-Pagans and Wiccans.
Much of Gerald Gardner’s material concerning the practice of witchcraft in Europe and the horned god Cernunnos came from the research of Dr. Margaret A. Murray. This eminent archaeologist and anthropologist was an expert on ancient Egypt, and wrote several books about the Egyptian civilizations. Dr. Murray became a professor of Egyptology at the University College of London in the 1920s, a time when few women held a postgraduate degree. Murray also had an interest in witchcraft, pre-Christian traditions, and the British witch trials. She published two books on the subject, The Witch Cult in Western Europe in 1921, and The God of the Witches in 1933. In these books, Murray proposed that witchcraft was the remnant of the primary religion of Europe, surviving until the times of persecution. At the time they were published, Murray was ridiculed by other scientists and vilified by the Christian church. The God of the Witches was re-issued in the 1952 by the Oxford University Press, and became a best-seller. Although several of her ideas have been discredited, Murray’s books have been one of the primary influences on the modern neo-Pagan movement.
As any researcher does, Dr. Murray proposed theories, then presented evidence to support her conclusions. She speculated that widespread organized pre-Christian fertility “cults” (belief systems) existed in Europe until the late 1600s, and that many people killed during the witch trials were actually members of an “underground nature movement”. Some of Dr. Murray’s scholarship methods were solid. She compared the documents, artwork and artifacts of various time periods, including woodcut pictures of “devils” which strongly resemble pre-Christian deities such as Cernunnos or Pan. One print shows a “witch” figure surrounded by “demons” with stag antlers. These closely resemble the stag figure in an illustrated Medieval manuscript about mummers or street actors, which in turn resembles cave paintings and petroglyphs of antlered men. Dr. Murray also studied transcripts of the witch trials held throughout Europe as a possible source of information about genuine magico-religious systems. She read the accused witches’ testimony and analyzed it as “ethnographic data”, which means looking at all the statements and checking them for common elements. Her findings lead her to believe that a number of the accused witches were actually practicing an ancient folk religion, although Murray did not call it Paganism or Wicca. 
Today, it has become popular to claim that Dr. Murray was a fraud, or that she faked evidence. Some of her theories and conclusions were found to be without merit.  Other parts of her material have been supplanted by later research. There wasn’t really any organized pre-Christian religious movement surviving in Europe up to Medieval times. However, Murray did draw several valid conclusions. Many Pagan religious societies were actually based on the worship of nature and the belief in magic. Authors including Carlo Ginzburg have pointed out the similarities between shamanic practice and statements made by prisoners during the witch trials. Archeologists following in Murray’s footsteps have compared prehistoric artifacts to modern non-Christian representational art. Forms of witchcraft were practiced in Europe up until modern times, as documented by numerous scholars. And the entity called Cernunnos really does resemble cave images* and petroglyphs of horned entities, as well as the Stag character of worldwide folklore. 
*(Since I originally wrote this, Dr. Ronald Hutton has claimed that the cave drawing of the man called “The Sorcerer” in the Trois Freres cave in France really does not have antlers. However, the original archeologist, Henri Breuil, made a sketch of the original art, showing an antlered man.  Prehistorian Jean Clottes, who has actually seen the cave drawing numerous times, states that the image does, indeed, have antlers.)

Dr. Murray’s books on Egyptology are still used by universities and professional archeologists. I suggest that you read Murray’s works about witchcraft, look at the evidence, read her critics, read the critics of her critics, and judge for yourself.
Some scholars question the authenticity of the Goddess of Wicca for various reasons. Testimony taken during the witch trials seldom mentions any goddess or female deity. In some of Gardner’s writings, the goddess seems to be a rather limited background character; in other works, she has the attributes of the average 1950s housewife. Historians point out that Doreen Valiente added material to Wicca to balance the horned god with feminine divinity. One of Valiente’s major contributions is “The Charge of the Goddess”, in which the deities of several pantheons are invoked. Not all of these goddesses have comparable qualities. A similar poem is found in Leland’s Aradia. Other Wiccan rituals can be traced to Aleister Crowley, including the “Descent of the Goddess into the Underworld”, which may be based on the legends of Inanna, Persephone, Kore, Isis, or the story of Pwyll and Rhiannon from the Mabinogion. Much of the wording of the “Drawing Down the Moon” ritual is taken from Crowley’s work. Some authors suggest that Crowley or members of the Golden Dawn used the principles of Tantra or shamanism to develop the concept of sexual polarity, purely as a way to raise and channel energy for use in ceremonial magic. It has been suggested that Gardner may have borrowed from these philosophies to create the Goddess of Wicca. 
Gardner may have gotten some of his information about a mother goddess from Robert Graves, a poet and student of myth structures. Graves’s The White Goddess, subtitled “A Historical Grammar of Poetic Myth”, was written between 1920 and 1940, and published in 1948. Graves wrote over 140 other works, including the historical fiction books I, Claudius and The Greek Myths, both well received by the academic community. In The White Goddess, Graves suggests that religious legends are based on archetypes, and that all myths evolved in the same manner within pre-literate societies. He proposed that the Christian religion was actually founded on Pagan themes. Graves theorized that most European female deities, including the Virgin Mary, were derived from a Great Goddess of love, birth, motherhood and death, represented by the phases of the moon. Her son or lover usually represents sacrifice and rebirth, including Osirus, Tammuz and Jesus. Graves blamed the suppression of the mother goddess on monotheism, particularly Judeo-Christianity. At the time, these notions were quite radical. Since The White Goddess was published fully ten years before Gardner’s non-fiction witchcraft books, Robert Graves likely had an influence on the formation of modern Wicca.

The White Goddess does not actually have much of a historic basis. Graves wrote his views about myth structures based on his familiarity with poetry and his knowledge about the evolution of language. Like James Frazer, Graves compared the legends of various cultures. He drew conclusions about the effect of symbols on the human psyche, and theorized that there were universal iconic themes. He also speculated about the Ogham alphabet, and its relation to the calendar, the veneration of trees and the use of magic. Later, Graves’s girlfriend claimed that she was a witch, and that much of the material written in The White Goddess was actually her work. Some of Graves’s writing has been challenged by scholars, especially his theories about Ogham and the universal nature of a mother goddess. I suggest that you wade through The White Goddess yourself, then decide what you believe.

Since Gardner’s A Goddess Arrives pre-dated Graves’s book, it’s possible that Gardner borrowed his concept of a moon goddess from another source, such as The Sea Priestess by Dion Fortune (Violet Mary Firth). One of the original members of the Golden Dawn occult society, Fortune extensively studied various pantheons and ceremonial magic, and wrote about the power of feminine energies. Her books may have given Gardner the idea for a triple goddess, or the notion of one universal great goddess. Around 1930, Fortune advanced the theory that Isis was the prototype for all other mother goddesses, including those of Europe. Her books may have influenced other writers, including Crowley and Valiente.

Although Valiente’s work had a profound impact on Wicca, later authors and Craft leaders were actually responsible for rise of the feminist spirituality movement. Pagan writers such as Anne Forfreedom, Zsuzsanna Budapest and Starhawk (Mariam Simos) helped to shape the current Goddess culture in America. Much of their material is based on the research of Dr. Marija Gimbutas, a major advocate for prehistoric goddess worship. While several of her ideas have been called into question, and a few of her theories have been debunked, many of Gimbutas’s conclusions have been substantiated. 
Dr. Gimbutas was an archeologist, anthropologist, ethnographer, folklorist and linguist. She was a Fellow at Harvard University, where she made a comprehensive study of the etymology of words in Indo-European languages and researched various societies’ myths and religious practices. As an archeologist, she discovered and cataloged countless relics of Neolithic (new stone age) civilizations. Gimbutas compared prehistoric societies to one another and to those of surviving Pagan cultures. She wrote many scholarly papers on her findings, proposing hypotheses about the worship of goddesses in ancient Europe. Books by Dr. Gimbutas include The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe, The Living Goddesses, The Language of the Goddess, and The Civilization of the Goddess, all of which incorporated years of field research. In several of her works, Dr. Gimbutas traced references to goddess worship from the Neolithic period to modern ritual and folklore in Europe. (More on her later.)
Dr. Gimbutas may have based some of her theories on the work of Charles Darwin, who speculated about humanity’s “matriarchal stage” in his paper, On the Origin of Species, published in 1856. She may also have read about similar ideas in the book Das Mutterrecht or “The Mother Right”, written by the Swiss-German academic Johann Jakob Bachofen in 1861. Bachofen’s premise was that motherhood was the foundation of all civilization, including morality, law, and religious training. He was one of the first scholars to write about mythology, archetypes and their relation to human development. Bachofen also believed that the remnants of ancient Goddess worship could be seen in the modern reverence for the Virgin Mary. Later authors who were likely influenced by Bachofen include Robert Graves and Margaret Murray. In Murray’s last academic book, The Genesis of Religion, she writes about prehistoric goddess worship as the possible source for the “witch cult”. All of these authors may have had an impact on Gimbutas, and thus on modern feminist spirituality.
I’m going to take a stab at identifying some of the sources or “monomyths” for the popular neo-Pagan and Wiccan gods and goddesses, and make guesstimates about their age and authenticity. However, I’m still suggesting that you study the works of the above-mentioned writers, then read the theories of those authors who agree and critics who disagree. As before, please weigh the evidence, then draw your own conclusions.
Cernunnos: 
In her book God of the Witches, Dr. Margaret Murray theorized that a horned deity was revered by the people of Europe up to the time of the Renaissance, and perhaps into the modern era. This image of a beast-man formed the basis for the Christian accusation that witches worshipped Satan, a horn-bearing mythological character. As evidence, Dr. Murray used ancient artifacts, woodcuts from the Medieval period depicting an antlered or horned figure, and she also found many descriptions of a horned deity or beast-man in her ethnographic studies of the witch trials. Recently, Murray’s assertions have fallen into disfavor. Gerald Gardner may have gotten some ideas for the God of Wicca from Murray, or from James Frazer, who made comparisons of various European gods to those of classic literature. While some of his material has held up under scrutiny, Frazer’s notion of a universal “sacrificial king” or harvest lord has fallen out of favor. So, was there really a Horned God venerated by the Pagans of ancient Europe? Did his worship survive into the present day?

There are numerous archeological and literary references to a horned god / demigod / hero / beast-man found throughout the European territories. They include the cave painting of an antlered figure called “the Sorcerer” in the Trois Freres cave in Ariege, France; the petrogliphs found at Valcamonica, Lombardy, Italy; the silver-plated Gundestrup Cauldron found in Denmark; the Germanic legend about the wild man of the woods; the fresco on “The Boatman’s Pillar” of an antlered man, discovered in the basement of Notre Dame Cathedral in France; British coins bearing his image; the horned helmet which was found in the River Thames; and the Welsh legends of Gwyn ap Nudd and the Buca, (which is different than the Cornish Bucca.) A carving of an antlered man is still visible on a Neolithic dolmen in Ireland. A bronze amulet with the head of a moose and body of a man was found in Russia. A horned figure was discovered in a Roman fortress in Durham, Northumberland in England, believed to be Celtic and created sometime between the 4th and 6th centuries. Of course, there is the Greco-Roman Pan and Herne the Hunter of Windsor forest, cited by Shakespeare. All of these images pre-date the Christian legend of Satan as a horned anti-deity.
(Since I wrote this, I have viewed many more British, Romano-British, and Romano-Gaulish coins featuring an antlered or horned man, as well as statuettes of stone and bronze men which have holes for antlers, frescoes of an antlered man seated between Roman gods, a golden belt buckle featuring a horned dancer wielding a spear, and a small seated figurine bearing a torc which was recently found in England. There is a Roman mosaic of an antlered man with long hair and a beard. Some archeologists believe all of these to be images depicting the same entity.)

Other artifacts bear evidence of our ancestors’ reverence for the stag or beast-man figure. Although the famed Abbots Bromley Horn Dance is “only” 950 to 1,200 years old, an excavation of a Mesolithic settlement in Star Carr, Yorkshire, England was discovered to contain hollowed-out stag skulls, with parts of the antlers intact. These skulls had holes drilled in them to contain thin rawhide straps, to make them wearable as a headdress. There are carvings of a horned or antlered male figure in several churches in western Europe dating from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. A wooden mask with bull’s horns, familiarly called the “’Ooser” was used in ritual folkplays and as a figure of punishment for spouse-abusers in Dorset up to the late 1800s. Some archeologists believe that the antlered images represent a hunting deity, while the horned men were depicted after the invention of agriculture and the domestication of animals.

The archetype of the Horned God seems to be quite universal. East India has a legendary Lord of the Beasts called Pashupati or Rhudra who looks amazingly similar to the European deity. In Bhutan, Japan and Mexico, stag dancers enact a symbolic ritual sacrifice. A deer Kachina is revered by the Hopi people. Found in a Viking hoard was a golden statue of a man with deer’s hooves and a staff or scepter topped by a golden deer. The Lapp people have a forest god called Radien Kiedde, pictured as a man with reindeer antlers. There is even a wooden mask of an antlered man from a Native American culture discovered in Oklahoma. If Pan, the Faunus and Dionysus are included, the horned or antlered beast-man can be said to be a worldwide phenomenon.

The word “Cernunnos” likely came from the Roman invasions of the Gaulish lands. This inscription exists on the fresco of a man with antlers, which are ringed by torc necklaces, found on the Boatman’s Pillar in France. There are similar spellings of the name in three other locations, including one in Greek, which may refer to the same entity. In Latin, Cernunnos simply means “horned one”. In one Romano-Gaulish carving, a man with horns is standing beside the Roman gods Mercury and Zeus. Since these figures are deified, it’s quite probable that the horned man is also considered to be a god. The more recent English name Herne may derive from the Latin “Corn”, or old French “Cern”, meaning horned. The word “Cornucopia” means “Horn of Plenty”. A ceremony called the “Kirn Supper” was held during the Harvest Home ritual, which involved harvesting grain and baking and eating bread. The Welsh version of Santa Claus is “Sion Cern”. Cerne Abbas is home to the famous chalk carving of the priappic giant above the Cerne River. The original name for Cornwall is Kernow, both of which may refer to a horn. There is a Herne Hill in London and a Herne Bay in southern England. In fact, in Britain alone, there are over sixty references to Herne in place-names, most believed to be pre-Christian. Many people in the U.K. bear the surname Hearn, Herne, O’Hern, Trehern, Hernden, Hobson, Hod or Hood. These latter appellations may come from Robin Hood, hoodening, or ol’ Hod, another name for the Christian devil. Hoodening is also spelled “hodening”, and the word “hod” may also refer to a horn, such as the container used to keep coal.
The horned man, man-deer, man-horse or beast-man is a figure of lore and legend as well. St. Patrick is said to have transformed himself and his companions into deer to hide from his enemies. In one King Arthur tale, Merlin rode a stag into the middle of a wedding celebration. Perhaps these stories originate from an older pre-Christian ritual or legend. The Woodwose, or wild man of the woods, was a popular figure on the coat-of-arms of Norman nobility and in churches found in the British Isles and on the continent. He is sometimes depicted as half-man, half-beast. Some speculate that the name of the horned Dorset ‘Ooser mask came from “Grand Wooser”, or woodwose. The beloved tales of Robin Hood include a fight with Guy of Gisborne, a man wearing a whole horse-hide as a hooded cloak. Saint Cornelly, the patron of wild animals, is sometimes shown wearing antlers, and may be a Christianization of Herne or Cernunnos. The Frank’s Casket of Northumberland has a figure of a horse with human hands, with a Runic inscription labeling is as “Hos”. In recent times, the metaphor of a man wearing stag’s horns meant that his wife had been unfaithful, perhaps an allusion to an earlier fertility ritual. A Stag Hunt was used for hazing of adulterers in the West Country of England. Of course, we all know the colloquial meaning of the word “horny”. 
In some aspects Cernunnos is the god of death and the underworld. The legends of the Wild Hunt still exist throughout Britain and Germany, in which a horned huntsman and his riders chase souls of the dead. The hunt was sometimes called the “Family of Herlechinus” or the “Hosts of Herlething”, possibly references to Herne, although these names have also been attributed to the Biblical character Herodias. Sir Walter Scott wrote a poem about a huntsman named Herne who worked for King Richard II. This hunter was grievously injured. He was healed by tying a stag’s antlers to his head. After Herne’s eventual death, his ghost appeared in Windsor forest, still wearing the horns. William Shakespeare refers to this same Herne in “The Merry Wives of Windsor”. As with much of the Bard’s work, the play might have a precedent in British Islands mythology. The Horned God may have taken his name from these stories, or it is possible that his identity dates back to a much older Pagan legend. 
Anthropologists speculate that pre-Christian shamans wore antlers and animal hides in a ceremony to imitate hunting, thereby attracting deer to their tribal lands. Some believe that these rites were performed as a spirit journey, perhaps to commune with a totem. Carlo Ginzberg wrote of similar constructs. The original Herne / Cernunnos may have represented this shamanic ritual. Up until the 1920s, Siberian shamans practiced similar rituals, and photographs were taken of them wearing antlered hoods. One of the paintings in the Lascaux cavern in France is of an entity with a bison head and human feet, who appears to be carrying a short hunting bow. He was discovered in 1940. A similar image was etched on a bone found in 1928 in the Pinhole Cave in the Creswell Crags of Derbyshire, England. And let’s not forget the famous “Sorcerer” of Les Trois Freres. These images strongly resemble the masked figure of the stag, bull or horse in many English mummers’ plays and hooded animal rituals. These folk customs, documented from the Medieval period onward, could not possibly have used the cave art for inspiration, as the prehistoric carvings and paintings were not re-discovered until much later. Hooded animal rites and the cave images existed independently of each other, leading me to conclude that wearing animal skins was an authentic Pagan ritual, etched in primal human memory, which survived into the modern day. The Abbots Bromley Horn Dance, the Derby Tup, the Mari Lwyd, the ’Ooser, hoodeners and the stag “beastie” accompanying some Morris dances may all have derived from the ancient hunting or shamanic practice of a man wearing an animal skin for ritualistic purposes. These customs may also suggest an image seen while in a trance state, or it might represent transformation into an animal. Perhaps hooded animal rites were originally intended to mimic a human “becoming” a totem.
The “stag-pole” or “ermula” of Saxon Europe may be a ritual tool which was used for a parallel ceremony. A stag-pole is the skull of a male deer, or a set of antlers, which are affixed to a long wooden staff. It may represent male fertility, a boundary marker, a warning to potential invaders, or an insult to enemies. It could have been used as a grave marker for an important individual such as a shaman. The modern Cornish pellars’ staff or “gwelen”, with its antler on top of a long pole, is used as a magical implement. There are still several Stagpole Inns and Stackpole Streets in Britain today. In the late 1800s, a few taverns in the Highgate region of London required customers to swear an oath of fealty on a set of antlers. This custom, called “swearing on the horns”, was perhaps the remnant of an older fraternal rite practiced by huntsmen.
So, was Herne / Cernunnos the original “God of the Witches”? We have no way of knowing for certain. The Horned Lord appears often enough in folklore, artwork, legend, ritual dances, place names, surnames and artifacts to believe that he was and is revered by many civilizations. He often appears as a mystical figure related to hunting and death. He was also a character of buffoonery, sexuality and fun, as portrayed by the Greek god Pan, the Basque Basa-jaun and the Roman faun or satyr. Some Wiccans and feminist neo-Pagans believe that the Horned God is the “consort” of the Goddess, but Herne has seldom been connected with any feminine figure. While the Gundestrup Cauldron displays female images, the horned male entity sits alone.
As an amateur historian, I personally believe that hooded animal rites and the ritual use of animal skins, skulls, horns or antlers are the “missing link” which connects pre-Christian ceremonies to the modern Pagan worship of the Horned God. Perhaps seekers might try making an excursion to the woodlands to invoke Cernunnos for themselves!
The Great Mother, the Triple Goddess: 
Some Wiccans and neo-Pagans may believe that one single Mother Goddess was universally revered throughout history. They might insist that an Earth-based, matrifocal, pacifistic society survived in western Europe up to the Neolithic era, before it was destroyed by a male-dominated warrior culture. Some believe that veneration of a Great Mother continued after the invasion, although in a less powerful form, until goddess worship was deliberately repressed by the Catholic Church. This was considered an intentional way to subjugate women’s power and defeat matriarchal rule. Only a few defiant witches maintained secret underground covens to preserve the feminine spiritual tradition. These priestesses handed down their lore, ritual and magic to their initiates until Gardner and his protégés revealed the Wiccan religion to the general public in the twentieth century.

Some scholars claim that no female deity was actively worshipped in Europe after the middle ages, when Christianity had replaced all other religions. These individuals may insist that the Great Earth Mother of Wicca and neo-Paganism was wholly created by Murray, Graves, Gardner or modern feminist thealogy. Authors have theorized that the only remnant of maternal veneration to continue until modern times is the Roman Catholic ideal of the Virgin Mary, or perhaps the reverence held for various female saints. Others believe that the Triple Goddess with maiden, mother and crone aspects was invented in the twentieth century and was never actually a figure of Celtic worship. 
As before, the truth is contained somewhere in between these viewpoints. It is an indisputable fact that maternal and earth-based goddesses have been venerated since at least the Bronze Age in Europe. In the course of my research, I found plenty of references to European goddesses in legend, folklore, artifacts, place names, art, music and popular culture. These include Celtic deities who were revered in the British Isles, Ireland and on the continent. Several of them were triform, or taking on a threefold aspect. In some cases, the classical Greek or Roman goddesses had supplanted the native deity. Most Celtic goddesses weren’t portrayed in artwork until Roman times. Few artifacts relating to Celtic female deities were dated after the Roman withdrawal, as Greco-Roman, then Anglo-Saxon goddesses replaced them. However, the legends of the Celtic goddesses survived up to the 12th century, when many of them were written down.
Some scholars believe that goddess worship was transferred to reverence of the Mother of Jesus, and that many formerly Pagan rituals were thusly sanctioned by the Catholic Church. There are dozens of books and websites devoted to the possible pre-Christian origins of the Virgin Mary. Often the history of a Catholic saint or legendary heroine could be traced to a local deity, including St. Bridget or Maeva of Ireland. It’s possible that the era of chivalry has its roots in the veneration of Our Lady, who was formerly the maiden or mother aspect of the divine female. The romantic tales of Guinevere and Morgan le Faye in the Arthurian cycles may have originated in Pagan religious legend, although the Medieval versions were adapted to Christianity.

During the Renaissance, goddess figures often took the form of metaphor, such as Ceres as the spirit of agriculture representing harvest bounty. Some goddesses survived only in the guise of a frightening myth, such as the Mallt yNos (old woman of the night) of Wales or the Cailleach Bheur of Ireland and Scotland, who may be the precursor of the modern stereotype of an ugly, scary old witch. Perhaps the public adoration of such historic women as Joan of Arc, Queen Elizabeth I and Queen Victoria can be attributed to a need for devotion to a powerful maternal figure. After the Reformation, goddesses become mostly symbolic, such as Mother Nature or Lady Liberty. During the late 1800s and early 1900s, with the rise of the women’s suffrage movement, a fascination with goddesses resurfaced. However, a reverence for a female deity was not really connected to witchcraft until recent times. So, did a pure form of historic goddess worship actually exist in the British Islands until the present day? Or did Gerald Gardner and the authors who promoted feminist spirituality actually re-invent the feminine divine?
A prehistoric “great mother” theme is well represented in artifacts found throughout Europe, from the Paleolithic era right up to the Bronze Age. These include the famous “Venus” or “goddess” figures, such as the Venus of Willendorf, Austria or the Lespugue Goddess discovered in Garonne, France. Similar statuettes have been discovered in Britain. Some of these figurines of well-endowed ladies were created over 20,000 years ago. Other prehistoric artwork features feminine images, including cave paintings, carved standing stones, and petroglyphs, all similar enough to conclude that they have a common basis. Dr. Marija Gimbutas was one of the first modern scholars to make the connection between these female figures and religious veneration. Gimbutas theorized that the prehistoric statues, carvings or drawings of full-figured women, sometimes called “matrikas”, were actually religious icons, because several of these images were found in sacred places such as tombs. Other figurines were discovered with similar objects of religious significance. The Willendorf statuette was painted with red ochre, a substance used in pre-Christian funeral rituals, possibly to represent blood. It may also signify menstruation or childbirth. The Venus of Laussel in France, carved into the wall of what is thought to be a hunting shrine, was originally painted red and holding a bison horn. Gimbutas speculated that these artifacts showed a relationship between reverence of women and a Goddess-centered matriarchal civilization.

Dr. Gimbutas theorized that a matrifocal society had been established on the European continent in prehistoric times. She believed that up to the Neolithic (new stone age) era there was very little warlike activity or murder, basing her assumption on the discovery of many female images in statuary and cave drawings, indicating a feminine-centric culture, and the presence of few weapons or murder victims in certain Neolithic and Mesolithic sites. Gimbutas claimed that an aggressive Indo-European culture, which she called “Kurgan”, had usurped the peaceful matriarchal societies of Europe about two thousand years B.C.E. She based this idea on the progression of Indo-European languages throughout history. Gimbutas made a comparison of artifacts from cultures that she believed came from pre-invasion times, contrasting them to archeological findings from the era after the languages changed. The result was her “Kurgan Hypothesis”.  
An earlier theory of a peaceful matriarchy was proposed by Cambridge scholar Jane Ellen Harrison at the turn of the twentieth century. Harrison wrote that a single Mother Goddess with three aspects had been worshiped by a prehistoric matrifocal civilization in Europe, although she believed that the dominating patriarchal culture had originally come from the north, possibly Russia. These ideas were later used by feminist Wiccans and neo-Pagans as a basis for some modern Goddess traditions, including the all-female Dianic Wiccan path. 
Harrison, Gimbutas and their adherents may have believed that a matrifocal society would have naturally resulted in a peaceful, nurturing environment. However, more recently documented prehistoric artifacts tell a different story. There are weapons used in warfare which date from the Mesolithic age onward, found throughout Europe. Prehistoric settlements have evidence of fortification. Archaeologists have discovered ancient tombs with bodies that were clearly murder victims or combat casualties, and there is physical evidence to support the theory that our predecessors used capital punishment. Several of the “bog bodies” found in Ireland were strangled, decapitated or dismembered. Hero tales describe warlike activity from time immemorial. The only possible “peaceful matriarchy” that may have existed was on the island of Malta, and I’m going to argue that this wasn’t likely a true self-supporting “society”, but a training center for a priest/ess-hood similar to the Druid college which was thought to be located on Ynys Mon / Anglesey in Wales. 
There is no real proof of any solely matriarchal society in Europe, either. There were egalitarian societies, in which women had political and economic power, but no civilizations ruled exclusively by women. In artwork from the Neolithic era to the Bronze Age, images of both genders are nearly equal in number. Artifacts with religious significance relate to both male and female entities. There are male and female deities associated with the hunt, including Diana, Artemis, Ullr and Cernunnos. There are numerous goddesses of war, including the Morrigan or Maeva of Ireland, the Roman Minerva and Athena of Greece, all of whom were revered by both women and men. Kali, the East Indian goddess of death, required blood sacrifices and was often depicted surrounded by victims. Many of the older legends contain males and females in roles of equality. Both women and men owned property and worked at trades in Celtic society. There were Celtic and Germanic women warriors, as well as religious leaders, in oral literature and documented by the Caesars, Pliny the Elder and Geoffrey of Monmouth. The legendary Germanic Valkyries are associated with combat. This evidence rather spoils the notion of any peaceful matriarchy, as well as the idea of a male-dominated Indo-European or “Kurgan” society.

Like most academics, Dr. Gimbutas made mistakes, and some of her findings were later discredited. However, many of her theories really do hold water. Gimbutas discovered dozens of artifacts, catalogued them, and made significant contributions to the study of prehistoric civilizations. She showed that ancient people honored and revered women, fertility and motherhood, as evidenced by the “goddess” figurines and the artwork featuring fertile or pregnant women. She traced many of the myths, customs and legends of European culture to a few common sources, and was recognized as an authority on the evolution of language. Her work is still used in university anthropology and linguistic departments today. Following Dr. Gimbutas, many modern scholars believe that the worship of female deities can be verified through studying pre-historic artifacts, cultural practices and myths, and by observing intact Pagan civilizations.

Most archeologists now dispute the idea that there was one single Mother Goddess who was universally revered throughout history. Although Stone Age artifacts depict a well-endowed female figure which may represent a maternal deity, most of the subsequent Bronze Age artwork and legends relate to a pantheon or family of gods. There seems to be many goddesses, but not one Great Goddess that everyone worshiped. Perhaps the “one goddess” did not survive past the Neolithic era. She may have given birth to her subsequent sisters and daughters around the time agriculture was invented. The goddesses of these sacred families are roughly equivalent in most civilizations – some are mothers, but many are maidens, warriors, scholars or workers. Often they are attributed to the sea, herdsmanship, textiles, farming or smithcraft. Some historians believe that polytheistic worship began with the specialization of tasks performed within a society. Others believe that animism played a big part, and that the spirit of the wind or soul of a tree later evolved into sacred figures with human characteristics. It’s interesting to note that almost every culture with a pantheon of gods revere a pair of deities representing parental figures, a mother and father of the other gods and sometimes of humanity.
Folklore and cultural practices relating to these pantheons of deities or families of spirit beings existed in Britain, Ireland, the Scandinavian countries, and on the European continent, right up to the modern area. German writer Jacob Grimm, of fairy tale fame, wrote about a Frau Hulda or Mother Holle, a folkloric witch figure who rode a spindle through the sky and cast spells. Grimm speculated that this story was based on an earlier Teutonic goddess, perhaps called Berchta. It’s possible that such writers as Bachofen, Harrison, Frazer, Graves and Murray were aware of nineteenth- and twentieth-century rituals and legends with a basis in ancient goddess worship. Dr. Gimbutas certainly knew about them, because she documented numerous modern Pagan religious rites from eastern Europe, including her own homeland of Lithuania. Goddess worship continued in several northern cultures right up to the 1940s, when they were persecuted by the Nazis or Stalin’s communist regime. As an amateur folklorist, Gerald Gardner was likely familiar with the legends and surviving earth-based traditions, and may have obtained some of his information about goddess worship from looking at artifacts, observing pre-Christian rituals, and speaking with hereditary British Pagans.
Several Gardnerian Wiccan ceremonies relating to women may have their roots in older Pagan customs. While not specifically oriented to the goddess, these rituals might be traced to working-class women’s mysteries and the folk customs and lore of Britain. In Gardner’s second-degree initiation, a new female witch swears an oath on her mother’s womb. This type of vow has a precedent in religious legends and folktales, so it may be based on an older practice.  Gardner referred to the cauldron of Cerridwen in several holiday celebrations, including his Midwinter ritual. Perhaps he got this idea from the Welsh Mabinogion, or from a custom such as wassailing, blessing an object or person with apple cider, or “saining”, purifying a child with water from a cauldron or chalice. He may have been simply referring to a symbolic womb. The dramatization of the Charge, as performed in the second degree initiation, may have come from watching British folkplays. The Descent of the Goddess, borrowed from Crowley, may have been inspired by various Celtic, Greek and Roman myths, or from fairy-tales in which a heroine went “under the hill” to dance or mate with the people of the Sidhe, the Gentry, or the King of the Fae. Many of the spells and healing rites in Gardner’s Book of Shadows are authentic, including the use of unguents, herbal remedies, hypnosis and positive suggestion. These practices may well have derived from “granny magic”, as women’s medicine was called in those days. 
A woman or priestess serving as an altar is found in the third degree Gardnerian initiation ritual. Using a naked woman for an altar was an accusation made during the witch trials, supposedly as a link to pacts with Satan. In Medieval times it was considered blasphemous, but it may have been a holy rite salvaged from an earlier period. Louis the XIV of France kept a mistress, Madame de Mountespan, who employed a practicing witch named Catherine la Voisin. De Mountespan and la Voisin created both love spells and poisons using de Mountespan’s nude body as an altar. When imprisoned, la Voisin told her captors that only another “goddess like me” could understand her motive. Gardner may have borrowed the altar concept from Crowley, who was known to use a naked woman as an altar, perhaps lifted from ceremonial magic of Asian civilizations and East Indian religious rites. Or perhaps, Gardner may have used witch trial texts as a basis for his third degree initiation. While none of this is conclusive evidence, it must be noted that the Gardnerian Book of Shadows was not originally intended for public consumption. Gardner would have had no need to promote these rituals as ancient, as he did with his published writings. It must be noted that Gardner’s earlier works did not feature a High Priestess, just a male leader called a “Magus”.
There may be a reason that the goddess-related liturgy and ceremonies are somewhat incomplete in Gardner’s original works. Like his contemporaries, Gardner belonged to several lodges, fraternities and magical societies. Most of them were male-dominated, such as the Masonic order. Gardner gained access to their secrets by becoming a member, then very probably borrowed some of their rites and applied them to Wicca. This may be why so many of the original Gardnerian rituals are rather male-oriented, and why the goddess sometimes seems like a minor character. This might be true of Gardner’s folklore studies, as well. His research on the feminine divine may have been limited by cultural constraints. Because he was male, Gardner may not have had much access to women’s ceremonies or traditions. Rituals associated with midwifery, herbalism, and “moon lore” were commonly passed from woman to woman within families or small groups. Even if Gardner’s female contemporaries knew about Pagan women’s mysteries, they may not have shared them with their male coveners.

As I did with the Horned God, I searched for legends, artwork and customs which may have shaped the modern belief in the Great Mother. I also looked for Pagan traditions related to goddesses which were still practiced in Britain up to the last century. This proved a bit of a challenge. Because women were mostly centered in the home, their rituals were not held as publicly as men’s ceremonies. Legitimate healing practices and household lore were dismissed as “old wives’ tales” by the educated classes. Because the monotheistic religions were male-dominated, the rites of women received scant attention by those who documented history. Goddess legends might have been ignored by the monks who chronicled pre-Christian sagas. While Catholicism may have incorporated some of the female Pagan deities as saints, the Protestant religion in England did not recognize them and also marginalized the Virgin Mary. Some goddess lore and customs may have been lost during this era. Yet I still found plenty of information!

The Moon Goddess:  The idea of a goddess linked to the moon phases is undoubtedly much older than Gardner’s Wicca, or even Graves’s white goddess. Many cultures revere moon deities, including Selene, Artemis, and Nakomis. Arianrhod, a Celtic goddess whose name in Welsh means “Silver Wheel”, may be symbolic of the moon as a silvery disc in the sky. Welsh goddess Rhiannon has connection to the moon. Diana, a Roman goddess who was brought to the British Islands by soldiers, is often symbolized by the moon. Her Latin name was “Diana Triformus”, meaning a single entity with three forms, probably relating to the waxing, full and waning moon phases. The sickle-shaped new moon is sometimes called “Diana’s bow”. (More about Diana later.) 
Hecate, a Greco-Thracean goddess, was brought to Europe by Romans who created artwork depicting her as a triform image. Several Hecate statues have been discovered with three distinct images, or one central figure with two profiles facing outward on either side. One of these is framed by a symbolic moon. Hecate was adopted by witches in Medieval Europe, perhaps because of her association with sorcery and the dark moon phase. This viewpoint may have been prompted by Shakespeare using her as goddess of magic in MacBeth. Hecate is referred to as a “witches’ goddess” or “queen of the witches” several times in English literature. Although she is mostly linked to the darker aspects of witchcraft, Hecate is sometimes shown holding midwifery implements and babies, intimating that she was viewed as a mother figure, as well. 
It is understood by esotericists that the moon affects women’s menstrual cycles. During the witch trials, women were accused of using menstrual blood as an ingredient in their potions. This actually has a precedent in older rites such as standing in a field while menstruating to fertilize the crops, using moon blood daubed on talismans or poppets, and the presence of menstrual blood in witches’ bottles. Moon blood was supposedly used to “baptize” new witches or as an anointing substance when a witch was accepted into a coven. A few written love spells from the eighteenth century used moon blood to “mark” a potential mate. This lore may have a basis in the ancient use of red ochre, a pigment made from powdered iron ore, to anoint bodies during funeral rituals. Ochre was also used to decorate the prehistoric goddess figurines, perhaps symbolizing birth or menstrual blood. There is ochre anointing the hunting shrine goddess at Lascaux, who holds an instrument shaped like a horn with thirteen notches. This might represent the thirteen full moons in one year on an instrument shaped like the crescent moon. As women have reclaimed goddess culture, the menstrual cycle has become less of a taboo and viewed as a time of strength and magical power.
It is also a scientific fact that the moon controls the tides, which would be important to a seafaring people. Spells and rituals relating to safe voyages, and lore about the moon’s effect on ocean travel, were documented from several Scots and Manx coastal villages from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. The Morien, a sea entity rather like a mermaid, was said to cavort under the full moon in Welsh legend. The moon has also been proven to affect the growth of plants, which may be why almanacs advocate sowing seeds on the waxing moon, and harvesting crops during the waning moon. Sap rises during the period from new moon to full, and pruning to discourage growth can be done during the dark of the moon. Such lore likely had sacred connotations in ancient times, and may have contributed to the lore about moon blood and fertility deities.

The full moon in British folklore is called the pregnant moon, while the new moon is sometimes named the daughter moon. A full moon seen in the water of the well supposedly had the power of bewitchment or was used for divination. Of course, Medieval witches were believed to perform their rites during the full moon, with ecstatic dancing, feasting and copulation. Fairies dancing in a ring under the moon, and the picture of Mother Goose as a witch flying on a broomstick across a full moon, may be cultural remnants from an earlier civilization which honored a moon goddess. Mother Goose is believed to have arisen from the legends of the Germanic Frau Holt, Old Dame Hulda, Hilde, Hilda, Holla, Brunhilde or Mathilde, who was originally a mother goddess called Holda, Holle or Heartha. Mathilde is still a figure of dark legends about the wild hunt, said to occur on the full moon. She is sometimes called Mathilde of the Night, and may have gotten her name from the Mallt yNos of Wales – or vice-versa. The name Holt means “forest home” in the Saxon language. The Brunhilde of sagas may have given rise to the comic image of witchy Broom Hilda. This goddess icon of Holda, transformed by literature into Mother Goose on her broom, may be one more precursor of the Halloween witch, silhouetted against the full moon astride her flying broomstick. 
More Triple Goddesses: A threefold goddess seems to have quite a precedent in Europe, not just as a copy of the Holy Trinity of Christianity. Her worship had been around for years prior to the Christian incursions. St. Augustine denounced the concept of a triple goddess as blasphemous. Many legends, artwork, and lore relate to a triform or threefold female deity, much of it surviving into modern times. For instance, the Lithuanian sun goddess Saule has two daughters, the morning star Ausrene and the earth Zerne. All three are associated with a stag bearing nine horns or tines, similar to the entity found in Celtic myth.

A classic example of the triform goddess is the representation of Brighid, who appears as a young woman, mother and elder. This goddess of Celtic legend was believed to have two sisters, both also named Brighid. She / they have triple characteristics representing fire, poetry and smithcraft. In her youthful aspect, Brighid is associated with healing and fertility. As a mother, she is the matron of agriculture, particularly cattle and dairycraft. One Romano-Celtic fresco depicts her milking a cow. As an older woman, Brighid represents warriors and battle, often shown holding a sword, spear or rod similar to the Gardnerian magical staff. There are legends of Brighid as a mother mourning the death of her son, as a young woman ashamed of being too beautiful, and as an elderly nun, serving her congregation as a teacher and healer. She is said to be a wife of several different husbands, perhaps all at once. Brighid or St. Bridget was extolled as a daughter of a druid, the midwife of Jesus, an abbess of a convent, and a Pagan woman who out-witted the Christians by asking for as much land as her mantle would cover, then magically enchanting the cloak to spread for miles. The holy well dedicated to St. Bridget at Kildare has two breast-like fonts gushing water, likely symbolizing Brighid’s earlier image as a nurturing mother goddess. On Imbolc, many Irish women still create “Bridey” dolls from straw collected during the harvest. These dolls are kept for three years and called the Maiden, Mother and Grandmother. Brighid was undoubtedly a model for the Wiccan image of maiden, mother and crone.
A deity believed to be related to Brighid is Brigantia or Brittannia, the goddess symbolizing the land of Great Britain. She was thought to have been worshipped by Boudicca of the Iceni tribe, but she may have been an invention of the Romans – or another Romanized Celtic goddess. There was a tribe called the Brigantes which occupied most of what’s now Northern England prior to the Roman invasions, who may have taken their name from the deity. One Romano-British statue of Brighid or Brigantia has three female images stationed around a central pillar, with a bowl for offerings on the top. All three figures wear crowns resembling flowers. One goddess bears a sword, and one holds tongs, perhaps to signify war and the craftsmanship of the forge. Brittania was depicted on 2nd century C.E. English coins with a sheaf of grain representing abundance, as well as bearing a sword. Some scholars believe that she isn’t much older, and that she was invented at this time to represent the land. Her image could also be seen on the twentieth century fifty-pence piece. On other artwork, Brittania is shown holding a sword, scroll or book. In later times, she may gradually have become the icon of liberty and justice on a courthouse wall or in New York harbor.
Worship of Brighid has continued into the present day in the form of veneration of St. Bridget of Ireland, St. Fraid of Wales, and as a goddess of the sacred springs throughout Europe. Dozens of wells dedicated to Brighid or St. Bridget survive into modern times, adorned by clootie trees and votive offerings. Proper names of women in many European lands include Brigitta, Brea, Brittany, and Bergitte – pronounced “bear-zheet”, as well as many different spellings of Bridget, which means lofty, exalted, high one or shining one. Nicknames include Biddy, Birdie and Bridey, and the word “bride” may have come from Brighid, originally pronounced “breed” or “bree-id”. (More on Brighid and sacred wells appears below; also please refer back to the subject of Imbolc.)
Other Celtic goddesses have triple aspects, but they seldom appear all together in the same legend. The Morrighan of Ireland has three images associated with war, sometimes called the Badb and Macha. The three goddesses of Ireland are sometimes called Eriu, Banba and Fiodla, whose names are associated with the land. The latter may vary, with different names given in different legends. They are further attributed to cattle and sovereignty. Some Celtic female deities are described as a maiden in one story and a mother in another, such as the Welsh Rhiannon. Others appear as a mother and elder, such as Cerridwen. The older Arthurian legends tell of three Guineveres, possibly sisters, all of whom were married to the king. The three Norns, Wyrds or Fates of the Anglo-Saxons, brought to the British Islands during the invasions, may be where Shakespeare got his idea for the three Weird Sisters in Macbeth. While the latter are not considered actual goddesses, they may have been deified in the distant past.
The Romans also brought their own threefold goddesses to Britain, or co-opted deities who were already there. The three Matres or Matronae were revered in Europe from at least the first century C.E until the fifth century. The Matronae are believed to have originated in Celtic cultures, although they weren’t depicted in artwork until Roman times. Several statues of these goddesses have been discovered or preserved on the European continent. Some of them have one bare breast, as do the Roman images of Diana. The Matronae occasionally appear as a maiden, mother and older woman, as well as a trio of matrons. In Britain, more recent art depicts them with cornucopias, sheaves of grain, or baskets of fruit or fish. Others are shown holding small children. A triple goddess fresco commonly called “The Three Matrons” can be found near a natural spring in Cirencester, Glouchestershire, England, which was once the second largest town in Romanized Britain. The three matrons are seated, holding baskets of grain and a baby. In Lincolnshire, a Romano-British triple goddess statue called “the Three Mothers” survives on what is now St. Martin’s church wall at Ancaster, which translates as “Anna’s encampment”. This site was originally a Pagan shrine. Each seated goddess figure is holding bread, a basket of apples, and piglet or lamb. Unfortunately the statue has been damaged, and the middle head is missing. Another triple deity image called the “Matres Domesticae” can be seen in Chicester. 
Similar threefold goddess icons have been found in London and in the north of England near Hadrian’s Wall bordering Scotland. Other triple deity statues may be attributed to Coventina, another Romanized goddess believed to have British origins. An excellent carved relief survives at Coventina’s Well, which was originally located in a temple in Northumberland. Three female figures hold vessels in one hand and pour water with the other, rather like the “Star” tarot card in triplicate. Dedications in Latin are etched into the stone wall nearby. (More on Coventina below, under “sacred wells”.) The Matronae and triple Coventina statues are sometimes referred to as the “Witches Three”. 
The original name for the Matronae is not known for certain; the Latinized “matronae” means “important mothers” or “venerated ladies”.  A similar mother goddess exists in legend and place-names as well. The River Marne in France was named after the Gaulish deity Dea Matrona, a single earth-mother figure who was revered throughout the southernmost Celtic lands. She is called “y Mamau” in Welsh, which simply means “the mother”. “Benedyth y mamau” is translated as “the mother’s blessing”, which is also a generic term for the fairies of Wales. Madrone of the Welsh legends may be a precursor of the Matronae. Up until the eighth century, the day before Christmas was called “Madron nect” in the Germanic languages, which means “Mother night”. While this holiday was later attributed to the Virgin Mary, it very likely arose from worship of a mother goddess. The single earth-mother entity or trio of deities are likely the source of the English word “matron”. All of these images or legends may have inspired the belief in the triple goddess or mother goddess as Robert Graves, Dion Fortune and Gerald Gardner wrote about in their books.
As previously mentioned, the Romans also brought their threefold goddesses Diana Triformus and Hecate Triformus to Britain, where they were accepted by the common people as representations of witchcraft and magic. Originally from Thrace, the worship of Hecate spread to Greece, where artwork depicted her as a single entity, a trio of voluptuous ladies, or as one woman with three faces. Gazing in different directions, she was a goddess of three-way crossroads. Some legends tell of Persephone as the daughter, Demeter as the mother, and Hecate as the wise elder goddess. Hecate herself was depicted in triplicate up until the year 400 C.E. in Greece, Rome and on the European continent. She sometimes had three animal heads including a horse, dog and serpent. One Greek marble relief now housed in the British Museum shows Hecate standing with a dog, placing a wreath on a horse’s head, perhaps associating her with the hunt. Although she is not depicted as an old woman or crone in artwork, legend sometimes portrays her as an elder figure. In Britain, she was usually related to the night, the waning moon, sorcery and mystery. Literature tells us of Medea, the priestess of Hecate and keeper of her accumulated wisdom. And popular tales hold that Hecate is the goddess of witches, the queen of ghosts, and the matron of all darksome magic. Reverence for Hecate survived into the modern age, in the form of written spells, invocations and rites of protection found in individual grimoires.
Although these goddesses are frequently depicted as a triform entity or triple deities, this is not always true. Some Romano-Britons referred to their goddesses as symbolizing the four seasons. Many Roman, Celtic or Germanic goddesses were the members of large extended families. And some forms of the Goddess may have existed alone, as a Great Mother figure, just as modern neo-Pagans suggest.
Goddesses in Literature and Legend: It is difficult to separate the history of Goddess worship in Britain from the belief in fairies and association with the “Queen of Elfhame” sometimes referred to in the witch trials. Volumes have been written about the Fairy Faith, fairy doctors, folktales labeled “fairy stories”, fairy lore, and geographic locations with a relationship to the fair folk. Sacred wellsprings dedicated to a fairy, sprite, water nymph or other supernatural being are common throughout the British Isles. There are many land sites such as hills and lakes related to fairies, and their mounds called sidhe, (pronounced shee or shay), especially in Ireland. Anyone with the surname O’Shea, McFee, MacVay or Sheehan is said to be descended from the sidhe, fey, fae or fair people. Fairies were sometimes called “The Lady’s Own” by the Scots. The Picts, an original ethnic group of Scotland, were believed to trace their lineage through their female relatives. The word “pixies” probably came from the Pictish people, but that is alos their name in Cornwall (piskies, pyscies) which may have come from the Latin term for fish. As mentioned previously, fairies in Wales are sometimes called bendyth y mamau, or the mother’s blessing. Offerings are set out for fairies in Ireland and Wales to the present day. Some historians believe that this belief in fairies was the basis for witches accused of consorting with “demon” familiars during the witch trial era. Dr. Eva Pocs, a Hungarian scholar, wrote extensively about the fairy faith and its relationship to the accusations of witchcraft. Many writers have linked goddess worship to the ancient belief in fairies or elves, which survived throughout Europe up to modern times.

Although some scholars disagree, there is a great deal of literary evidence for a working class belief in goddesses long past the rise of Christianity. Common folktales, legends and oral literature referencing goddesses were inscribed by monks from the 7th century until the late Middle Ages. Some of these tales may have been altered by the authors’ own patriarchal beliefs, giving women and goddesses less social standing than they originally held. For instance, it is commonly believed that the Lady of the Lake from the Arthurian legends was originally a goddess figure associated with water, such as Coventina. Some of the more brutal stories may represent the takeover of Celtic culture by the Romans, Saxons or other invaders, or perhaps even the Celtic suppression of earlier civilizations. Quite a few of these narratives indicate rape, forced marriage, and ill treatment of women, including the tales of Deirdre, Macha, Rhiannon, Isolde, Muirna and Branwen. Tales where the heroine is rescued by a nobleman, such as Arthur recovering Guinevere from a kidnapper, might represent that particular aspect of history, or may show a hope of rescuing the land from the conquerors. Other stories show capable women who were vilified for their strength, such as Maeva of Connaught. Many folklorists agree that these tales may reflect an earlier belief in a goddess, or at least a revered female with leadership capabilities, who was reduced by time and misogynistic writers to a shrew, harridan or slut. Folklore was called “old wives’ tales” in a demeaning manner by patriarchal scholars, and “granny stories” were those which had no credibility. Perhaps these terms were used to denigrate women’s wisdom. In their original form, such literature and folk belief was probably held in high esteem by the working class, especially women.
Some folklorists believe that the older songs and nursery rhymes may also show a hidden reference to goddesses. For example, the fine lady upon a fine horse of Banberry Cross may represent the goddess Rhiannon or Epona, and Mary quite contrary with her garden of silver bells and cockle shells may be symbolic of a goddess, with the pretty maids all in a row as her priestesses. The old women who lived under the hill or in a shoe may actually be a witch or fairy who dwelled in the “fairy mounds” or prehistoric underground homes and passage tombs. Robert Graves wrote extensively about his theory that Maid Marian and Robin Hood represented a forest goddess and god. These stories were originally told in ballad or poetic form. Medieval metaphysical song-poems such as “Vertue” by George Herbert, with its line about “a bridall of the earth and skie” may refer to the sacred marriage of god and goddess. “I Sing of a Maiden” ostensibly refers to the Virgin Mary, but the tune may have its origins in goddess worship. And the three maidens fair may be another representation of the threefold goddess. 
Some goddesses of the Roman period have come down to us in the form of iconic images, as was previously discussed, with Brittania transformed into Lady Liberty or into a representation of the land. Another example is Demeter, the Greek goddess of agriculture, who was called Ceres by the Romans, and brought to Great Britain by settlers and soldiers. Shrines to Ceres dotted the countryside during the Roman era, with votive offerings of grain and fruit. Ceres is most often remembered today for the food named after her – cereal. Venus, Minerva and Diana were the inspiration for many classical statues. Justina, the goddess of justice, can still be found on numerous public buildings. And of course the nine muses inspired many a poet.
The penitential writings of the Middle Ages mention a belief in goddesses including Hecate, Diana and Frau Holda. These books were written by lower-level clergy as a list of thoughts or actions considered to be sinful by the Catholic Church, and suggested measures for redemption. They also noted a belief in fairies and other supernatural entities, including the Three Sisters or Fates. Goddesses graced the pages of fiction books, poems, and stage plays, sometimes altered from their original form. Mab the Queen of the Fairies is mentioned by Renaissance authors Ben Jonson, Edmund Spenser, and William Shakespeare. These writers likely drew upon the folk legends of working-class people. (More on Mab can be found in a subsequent listing.) Shakespeare’s Titania may have been based on the “Queen of Elphame”, and his characters such as Lady Macbeth might reflect older Celtic figures, including Macha or Maeva. Right up to the modern era, poets including Yeats, Browning and Shelley wrote paens to goddess figures. These writers may not have actually worshipped a goddess; however, it is likely that they referenced the legends and folklore of people who did. 
In the mid-1800s, an interest in folklore experienced a revival, and authors such as the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen reproduced the tales of their native lands. Many of them included good queens, wicked witches and fairy godmothers, who either granted magical boons or cast spells to harm the protagonists. As mentioned, Jacob Grimm believed that Frau Holda had her origins in a goddess figure, but he also believed that Oestara had been a Germanic goddess with roots in a proto-Indo-European deity*. While intended to entertain children, the “Mother Goose” tales often had a basis in pre-Christian legend. One has only to read a book of Irish or Welsh fairy tales to find a fairly recent belief in goddesses, witches, and “supernatural” beings including fairies, elves, and water nymphs. Some of these stories closely resemble the legends transcribed by monks, although there are slight differences, suggesting that changes were brought about by an oral recollection passed down through the generations. Others have nothing in common with the Medieval scripts, which leads me to conclude that these stories were still in circulation, yet not written down until recently. 
*(After this writing, scholars concluded that fairy tales really were ancient, had a common Indo-European source, and had been handed down orally in Europe for generations. Mr. Grimm is vindicated!)
Earth Goddess: As Gerald Gardner wrote, many British and Irish goddesses were worshiped by individual tribes, and were unique to a particular location. Others were more widely accepted, including the Teutonic Heartha or Holda; the Celtic Danu, Anu or Dôn; and the Basque Mari, who actually predated the Virgin Mary. Several of these personifications arose on the continent and came to Britain with settlers. Some may be aspects of the same deity, including Brighid, Brigantia and Brittania. There are place names, proper names, and sacred sites identified with Celtic, Roman and Germanic goddesses throughout the British Islands. Goddesses have given their names to European land features including mountains, hills, lakes, rivers, standing stone monuments, and even caves.  
For instance, the old name for Scotland was “Caledonia”, from a Pictish tribe called the Caledonii, who possibly took their name from the goddess Don, Danu, Donu, Dana, Dannuia, Donia, Danann or Danand. The mountain range called Snowdonia in Wales may have a similar origin. “Donia” in Latinized Welsh means either “the endowed one”, endowment as in “gift”, or “dark-skinned”, which may be a metaphor for the earth. The Irish goddess Danu possibly derived from an Indo-European source, similar to the Danu mentioned in the East Indian Vedas, who is associated with water. The Danube of eastern Europe, the Don River of the Ukraine, and the Donau river in Austria are likely named for the goddess Dôn or Danu. The Dane Hills of England may have taken their name from this deity, or from Danish invaders. The Tuatha de Danann, people of the goddess Danu, are mentioned frequently in old Irish literature as fairies, supernatural beings, gods or a race of people who proceeded the Celts. A mountain range in County Kerry, Ireland is familiarly called the “Paps of Anu”, because they are shaped like breasts. In Gaelic this land feature is termed Dhá Chíoche Dhanann, or Danu’s Breasts. A more obscure Irish and Cornish sea goddess is called Domnu, Christianized as St. Domnu, for whom a sacred well is named. European women’s names including Donna, Dana, Danuta, Donia, Danica, Danae, Anne, Anna, Aine, Anja and Ana might have derived from these sources. Men’s names including Donald, Donal, Dane, Dana, Duane or Dwaine and the surnames Donner, O’Donnal and Donelly may also reflect an older reverence for the earth goddess of Europe.
The old Brythonic / Breton word “guern” is possibly the origin of the word queen and the place-name Guernsey. This term also lends itself to a dialect unique to that channel island, called Dgèrnésiais or Guernésiais, which arose from a combination of Breton and Norman French (or possibly the original Gaulish language). There are two prehistoric goddess statues called “the Gran’meres”, which means grandmothers, and numerous female-shaped dolmens on Guernsey, showing that a woman-based culture was once revered there. As late as the 1930s, these monoliths were garlanded with flowers on Mayday. Although some sources have translated the word guern as “swamp” or “alder”, which is a tree often found growing in wetlands, it is very likely that “guern” also denoted a female ruler or priestess.  Its Indo-European root means “leader”. In the Arthurian legends, “Yguerna” is the original name for Igrainne. This possibly came from “y guern”, the queen, or the name of another goddess, the Irish Grainne or Grania, associated with the sun. The word “grain” may have come from either source.
Some modern place-names are associated with aspects of the goddess, as well. There is a Maiden Lane in London, as well as Maiden Stones in a dolmen monument. A small town in Cornwall near Penzance is called Madron, a word which likely has the same root as Madrone or Matrona. The name is also given to a nearby sacred wellspring. There are hundreds of Bride’s wells in Ireland, Scotland and Britain, probably named for Brighid, and countless Lady wells, including the Brideswell and Ladyswell of London. These wells named for Our Lady may make reference to the Virgin Mary, although quite a few are believed to be older than the Christian incursions. There are several Anne’s wells or granny wells found throughout the British Isles. These may have been named for St. Anne, the mother of the Virgin Mary, and thus the grandmother of Jesus. However, Ancester or Anna’s encampment was a Roman fortification likely named before the Christian incursions. (More about sacred wells appears below.)
The Goddess in Art: As was previously mentioned, numerous examples of artwork showing a symbolic image of women were created during the Megalithic and Neolithic periods (middle and new stone ages). Dr. Marija Gimbutas was the first archeologist to theorize that the small figurines of well-endowed ladies, now called “matrikas”, may have been objects of reverence. Although no one can say for certain that these female statuettes are representative of a goddess, signs point to their use as an image of worship. Several of the figurines were daubed with red ochre, a pigment made from iron ore which was often used to adorn bodies in elaborate burials. Other matrikas were found in places considered to be sacred, such as a hunting shrine or tomb. Many of the female images were interred with personal items such as a dead hunter’s bows and arrows or jewelry. 
Although one recent historian has claimed that no matrikas have ever been found in the British Isles, this is not true. Three spindle-shaped “goddess” figures with clearly delineated hips and breasts were carved from deer and horse bones, probably around 26,000 B.C.E. These statuettes were discovered in the grave goods of a skeleton painted with red ochre in Goat’s Hole Cave, near Paviland on the Gower Peninsula of southern Wales. The body was mistakenly called the “Red Lady of Paviland” although it was actually a young male. He was decorated with seashell and bone necklaces, hunting tools, and other items giving evidence of reverential burial. The Paviland hunter is the oldest human remains found in Britain, and is probably the oldest ceremonial burial in western Europe. A “Venus” figure was found in Grimes Graves in Norfolk, England, possibly dating from the Neolithic (new stone age) period. This image, made of chalk, was discovered in a flint mine used by prehistoric hunters to make arrowheads and tools. The matrika was found on a stone altar with a phallic-shaped wand, also made of chalk. Although efforts to determine the statue’s date are inconclusive, some archeologists think the statue and wand are fakes. In Nab Head, Pembrokeshire, Wales, a figurine made of clay representing a squatting woman, possibly giving birth, was dated from the Mesolithic area. This matrika closely resembles other artifacts found throughout old Europe, and is considered to be authentic. There are also feminine images etched into cave walls and dolmens which may represent a goddess figure, including the Gran’meres of Guernsey. If you count all the “holey” standing stones, woman-shaped monoliths and carved spirals, this shows that the female form was an object of artistic worth throughout the British Isles.
A few modern writers have tried to explain away the matrikas and their possible use as sacred objects by saying that they were merely implements used for breaking a young woman’s hymen or children’s dolls. Okay, I see a couple problems with this theory: 1.) If you’ve ever cared for a toddler, you’d know not to give them any small object they can swallow, or poke themselves in the eye with, or break into sharp pieces. Most of the “Venus” statues have sharp points, are made of substances like stone, clay or bone, and are small enough to become lodged in a toddler’s throat. Just as we do in our culture, pre-industrialized people gave their children soft, plushy stuffed toys to play with. Older children didn’t often use dolls, as they were involved in caring for their smaller siblings. 2.) If the matrikas are just prehistoric dildos, wouldn’t they be more, ahem, dildo-shaped? I can believe that the phallic wands were used for that purpose, but not small, sharp-edged bone or limestone statuettes. 3.) Many of the “goddess” figurines have holes drilled in them, probably to be used as jewelry or an amulet, and 4.) Several of the matrikas are carved into a wall, difficult to use for either doll or dildo.
Some historians believe that the female figurines weren’t intended for sacred purposes, but were simply “gynecological” implements, used as a ritual object during childbirth. Well, how much more sacred can you get than bringing forth life? Many pre-Christian cultures believe that giving birth is a holy experience, and have designed ceremonies, songs, lore, talismans and other reverential items used exclusively by mothers and midwives. This theory also doesn’t take into account the many matrikas discovered within hunting shrines, or found with stashes of grave goods including weapons and jewelry. Several of the female statuettes were deliberately broken and interred with male corpses. Some anthropologists believe that these “Venus” figurines may symbolize a ritual sacrifice, a return to the mother’s womb, or even a marriage in the afterworld. Breaking the matrikas may have been intended to release their spirit, or to render them useless to thieves. This pattern resembles the ritually sacrificed items of later periods, such as the swords and vessels of the Bronze Age, which were broken and cast into rivers and swamps or buried in the earth. 
While I think we can rule out child’s doll or adult sex toy as a use for the ancient matrikas, we can’t unequivocally state that they are an image of the Great Mother Goddess, either. The artists who created them may have been representing a goddess, a lesser spirit being, an individual woman, an effigy of an ancestor, or a fishing lure, for all we know. However, there are enough of these figurines found throughout Europe, similar in appearance, to believe that they have a common purpose. We may never discover what that might be.
The Celts of the Bronze and Iron Ages did not usually depict their goddesses as physical entities. Instead, the Irish, Welsh and Britons composed poetry, songs and inspiring tales of holy women. (The ancient Celts did not create many images of the male gods, either.) Most Celtic goddesses that survive as carvings or statues were crafted after the Roman incursions. Of course, there are always exceptions. One Welsh goddess is shown carrying a load of stones in her apron, likely symbolic of a burden. A wooden statue of a female figure with a crystal stone placed in her vaginal area was discovered in a bog with other sacrificed items. Goddess images appear on the Gundestrup cauldron. Bronze castings of Brighid decorate a tablet and an ewer (water vessel). These images pre-date the holy women shown on Roman statuary and later Romano-Celtic artwork, but they are the exception rather than the rule.
Perhaps the most enigmatic female symbol found in the British Isles is the Sheila-na-Gig, (also spelled Sheela or Síle). These stone carvings portray naked women with exposed genitalia, often holding their vulvas wide open, and are thus labeled “exhibitionist” figures. Many of the Sheilas have the blocky head and thin limbs associated with Romano-Celtic artwork. Yet most historians believe that the Sheila-na-Gigs weren’t created until long after the Celts were assimilated with Anglo-Saxon culture. There are hundreds of Sheila-na-Gigs surviving in Ireland, Britain, Wales, Scotland and on the continent. Others were destroyed, removed or defaced from the Reformation years to present times. Many are held in public museums or private collections. Around ten different Sheilas can be found in basement storage in the National Museum of England. Historians, artists, and anthropologists have debated whether the Sheilas depict a certain goddess, or if they represent scary old witches, beloved priestesses, or simply an intangible concept such as fertility. Some speculate that the carvings are a parody of womanhood. Others think that the exhibitionist figures are merely a generic protection symbol, placed on old buildings for good luck. Still others argue that the Sheila is a Christian image, a proscription against the sin of lust, because she is carved on so many Norman churches near male figures which possibly represent avarice. 
In fact, most of the Sheila-na-Gigs can be found on small rural Catholic churches. With few exceptions, the Sheilas date to the Romanesque period of the Middle Ages, long after the Christianization of Britain and Ireland. Many resemble elderly women, with haggard features and grimacing expressions. This leads some scholars to believe that the Sheilas were created by Christian artisans, perhaps to represent a witch who was tried and executed at the church. Another theory is that the exhibitionist figures were intended to scare away the devil by displaying their womanly attributes. Some believe the elderly or anguished Sheilas are a warning against promiscuous behavior. A few exhibitionist figures are portrayed as young and beautiful. They are sometimes posed as acrobatic contortionists or smiling cheerfully, such as the Sheila-na-Gig on the Kilpeck Church in southwestern England. Some historians think these figures may symbolize a supernatural being. Others speculate that the carvings may represent the “sinful” nature of women, the theatre, and acrobats or other performers. And many suggest that the Sheilas may be a remnant of goddess worship, placed on the churches by hereditary Pagans.
After looking at hundreds of Sheila-na-Gigs, my conclusion is that she is a representation of an ancient holy woman or goddess, who predated the Christian religion and survived into the Middle Ages. Many of the Sheilas resemble similar figures of Kali and the Yoni found in temples in East India and Malaysia. They have also been compared to the “Baubo” figurines of old Europe. Although the Sheila appears most often on Norman churches in the British Isles, she is also found in public buildings, castles, inns, and on outdoor pillars or freestanding stones. While some of the Sheilas are placed right over the front door of a church, others are hidden out of sight, high up on an exterior wall or indoors near the ceiling. Several of them were even concealed inside a wall. This fact negates the theory that the carvings represent a warning about witchcraft or a proscription against sinful lust, because the church congregation may not have been able to actually see them. Many Sheilas are composed of a different material than the stone and mortar surrounding them, and likely came from another location. Some of the exhibitionist figures are believed to be older than the buildings that contain them, and several may predate the Christian incursions. This evidence leads me to believe that the Sheila-na-Gigs were not originally a Christian symbol. 
In the eighth century C.E., Pope Gregory ordered the construction of Catholic churches on the sites of older Pagan temples. Perhaps the Sheilas survived the transition, and they could have been transferred to some of the church buildings in an effort to preserve them. Or perhaps artisans created new exhibitionist figures, based on images from the older shrines, during the Norman conquest. Since many of the carvings are quite difficult to see, my theory is that Pagan craftsmen may have placed the Sheilas so the common people knew where to find them, so they could continue to worship their own deity while in church. The elderly Sheila may be a portrayal of the Cailleach, or the goddess in her crone aspect, ready to receive the souls of the dead for rebirth. The younger Sheila may represent life-affirming sexuality, or be a talisman to increase fertility, or she may just be “mooning” the patriarchal new religion. One theory that I found amusing: the exhibitionist figures may have originally represented the temple of a sacred prostitute. Perhaps they were placed on churches to rebuke the Christians for profaning the sexual nature of women.
There is quite a bit of folklore regarding the Sheila-na-Gig. In Ireland, women still rub the vulva of an exhibitionist statue or take rock dust from the vaginal opening with the intent of using it for healing magic or fertility energies. Many of the carvings are worn down from centuries of rubbing. Another folk custom is using the Sheila as a sympathetic figure for a painless childbirth. The exhibitionist carvings are also believed to bring good luck or scare away evil. Parallel traditions include the magical use of stone monuments which resemble female genitalia. Near Edinburgh, a monolith shaped like a vulva is called the Witches’ Stone. Young women slide down the rock with the intention of enhancing their fertility. Similar customs include women passing a child through the center of the vagina-shaped Mean-an-Tol stone in Cornwall, with the goal of creating magic for good health, or women crawling through the opening to ensure conception. These practices may have pre-dated the Sheila figures. 
The meaning of the name Sheila-na-Gig is lost to obscurity, but it likely comes from the old Gaelic language. It may mean “Sheila of the breasts”, although few of the carvings actually have discernable breasts. Another possible translation is “Sheila on her hunkers” because many appear to be squatting. “Gig” is pronounced “gee” in Gaelic, and may be a reference to a woman’s genitalia. In Australia, a “sheela” is a slang term for a woman. A British colloquialism for the sex act is “gigging”. Sheila is a common name for women in Ireland, England and America, as well as in East India, so it was very likely considered a positive word at one time – mothers probably did not name their daughters for an object of ridicule. Sheila may be a feminization of the word sidhe or shee, another name for the fairy folk of ancient Ireland.
The Goddess of the Sacred Wellsprings: Water wells or natural springs have been revered as holy places in Europe for thousands of years. Many of these have survived into the present day. Several sacred wells are merely a pile of tumbledown rocks surrounding a trickle of stream, or exist in rather obscure locations, or have been lost all together. Yet there are hundreds of holy wells still in existence throughout the British Isles. Many of them are still used, not only for a source of water but as a place of religious reverence. Some have elaborate fountains or buildings placed over the pool. England alone has over 300 sites identified as free-flowing water springs, many of which were once dedicated to a goddess, spirit, fairy, water nymph or other magical entity. In the 1800s, Scotland boasted over 600 holy wells on a topical map. Hundreds of sacred springs can be found in Wales and Ireland. There are Queen’s Wells, Lady Wells, Maiden Wells, Mother Wells, Crone Wells and Granny Wells, which may have been named after a specific individual, or which might originally have been dedicated to aspects of the Goddess. 
Some sacred wells are believed to have originated with a Christian religious figure, such as the Virgin Mary. Others may have initially been associated with a Pagan deity, then were rededicated in the name of a Catholic saint. Many of the holy wells currently bear the name of a male, such as St. Patrick or St. Nechtan. Others are attributed to the mother of an important male figure, such as St. Non’s Well. However, quite a few of the springs were named for a female saint or holy woman who was, at one time, likely worshipped as a goddess. Other sacred waters were, and remain, shamelessly Pagan. 
Several of the holy wells of the U.K. are quite famous. Ireland’s font dedicated to St. Bridget at Kildare attracts thousands of tourists, pilgrims, and worshippers from around the world each year. As previously mentioned, this well has two breast-shaped fountains that distribute water. Objects of reverence, including prayer cards and Brighid’s crosses are frequently left at the site. An evergreen clootie tree stands sentinel nearby, its branches thick with ribbons and prayer rags. There are several other Bridget’s Wells, Brighid’s Wells and Brideswells found throughout the U.K., which at one time were believed to be dedicated to the Goddess Brighid or St. Bridget. Some of them fully acknowledge their pre-Christian history. Many of them are covered in votive offerings which may have both Christian and Pagan connotations. The well at Kildare also boasts a set of five small Neolithic standing stones believed to represent virtues, which exist right alongside the Stations of the Cross.

In the course of my research, I found that several of the other saints who had wells dedicated to them very likely pre-dated Christianity. Some were never actually beatified by the Catholic Church at all. Others were originally Pagan heroines, spirits, or Goddesses, who were later canonized.  These figures are called “ahistorical saints”, or saints without a history in the Church. They are also called “folk saints”. Among them is St. Domnu of Cornwall, whose holy well water is believed to cure rickets in children. It is debatable whether St. Domnu was actually male or female; however, there is an Irish deity called Domnu who was a goddess of the sea. The name is similar enough to Danu or Dôn to conclude that St. Domnu might once have been a version of this goddess. St. Madron has no actual history within the Catholic Church, and often the saints Madron, Modron, Madrone or Mabyn are given both genders. Yet the name is similar to the Madron or “mother” in the Welsh Mabinogion. At St. Madron’s well in Penzance, Cornwall, women’s undergarments are sometimes left as clooties (prayer cloths), and the water is said to enhance female fertility. St. Winifred of Wales has a holy well which was believed to have sprung up from the earth as a result of sacred powers (or as revenge for an assault). This wellspring was actually named after a woman called Gwenfyd, said to have magical abilities, who later became a saint. St. Alkelda, Kelda or Kilde of Scotland never existed at all within Catholicism, even though she has her own holy well. The name Alkelda very likely comes from a Saxon word for water spring. St. Keyne or Kane was never formally canonized. Her name may have come from the Welsh Cain or Ceinwen, which means shining white in Old Welsh. She has wells in Wales and Cornwall which honor her. The well dedicated to St. Vivian likely predated her beatification, and her name may come from the Arthurian legend about the Lady of the Lake. Wells named for St. Anne may be honoring the Goddess Anu or Danu, as two of these springs pre-date the onset of Christianity in Britain. 
There is considerable folklore surrounding the sacred wells of Great Britain, including their magical attributes. Many waters are believed to have esoteric powers including healing, prophecy, purification, and even cursing an enemy. During certain nights of the year, including Beltane, Midsummer and Samhain, several of the wells are used for communication with the dead. Some of the springs are places of divination or vision-questing, as memorialized in the epic Piers the Plowman. Other waters are said to have the capability to alleviate diseases such as infertility, epilepsy, women’s troubles, blindness and insanity. To be healed, it was often required to drink from a sacred pool, bathe in its waters, or use a rag to wash the afflicted area. According to legend, rags must be torn, not cut, from a garment worn by the individual, and no iron may be used. The cloth was then tied to a nearby clootie tree, cloutie tree or raggy bush. As the cloth rotted, the symptoms were believed to dissipate. While this ritual is still practiced today at holy wells dedicated to saints, it is believed to have originally been a pre-Christian custom. The trees were often yews or hawthorns, believed to have magical properties. Clootie trees can be found throughout Great Britain and on the European continent, and also in India, China and Tibet.
The modern practice of tossing a coin into a wishing well or fountain may have come from the belief in the magical powers of sacred water. Ritually throwing a votive offering into a body of water is an older custom, and may have originally served the purpose of honoring the spirit of a wellspring, river, lake or ocean. Objects discovered within sacred wells by archeologists include clay or metal effigies, tablets, buttons, beads and of course coins, especially those made of silver. Related lore states that silver offered to a water-spirit promotes healing or grants a wish. Some of the ritual objects found in the wells had been deliberately broken, perhaps as a sacrifice. Many holy springs were found to contain sewing pins, often bent into a V-shape, which according to legend are intended to avert evil. They were also believed to get rid of warts that had been poked by a pin, then thrown into water. In other locations, bent pins symbolize casting an evil spell on an enemy. This may be where the saying “see a pin, pick it up, all the day you’ll have good luck” got its start. 
Some of the votive customs related to water are genuinely ancient. Bronze-age figurines cast in lead were found in one English spring. All kinds of things have been pulled out of the River Thames, including a golden horned helmet, swords, and treasure. The sacred pools at Bath contained objects judged to be at least 7,000 years old. Archeologists also found lead “curse tablets” written in Latin, probably left by Roman soldiers. Coins discovered in wells or fonts range in age from the age of the Britons, to the Roman era, to English sovereigns, to shillings and pence pieces, to modern currency. Coventina’s well is thought to have received some of its offerings over 10,000 years ago. White stones, especially moonstones, were also used as votive objects, perhaps because of their association with lunar deities. A more recent Irish custom is leaving a moonstone at a sacred well for a period of time, possibly to absorb energy, then later mailing the stone to a relative who’d emigrated. In recent times, worshippers leave items at sacred wells such as crutches or bandages, as a sign of faith that the individual expects to be healed. Photographs of loved ones are also placed at a holy well for a blessing.
Many ritualistic acts are associated with sacred wells, such as approaching a spring from the east, or timing a visit to coincide with dawn, dusk, or midnight. Some wells had to be approached at dark, and worshippers were required to leave before dawn, perhaps a remnant of the times of persecution. Circumnavigating a font, usually three times, usually deosil, was called “doing the rounds” in rural Derbyshire and Yorkshire, England. Healing wells, and springs used for divination or spirit communication, require visits only on certain days, including the holidays now known as the Wiccan sabbats. The waters’ magic is not believed to work at other times. Worshippers would often speak certain words, recite specific poems, or were bidden to keep totally silent. For prophecy or healing, the faithful would bathe a certain number of times, make a wish while facing away from the pool, or carry water away in a ceramic vessel. Dressing wells with rowan or hawthorn branches or flowers was a springtime custom, as was making lovely pictures from flowers pressed into clay tablets. Dancing around wells or lighting fires on nearby hilltops were rituals documented by numerous historians. These ceremonies were believed to activate the power of the well, or possibly to capture the water spirit’s attention. However, desecrating a holy spring would incite the wrath of the deity or fairy who lived in the water.
Some holy wells contain human-made symbols of the womb or female genitals, which I believe to be a clear association with the feminine divine. Many of the springs are enclosed in buildings which have doorways or grottoes that resemble a vulva or womb. Some were purposely designed to represent a woman’s genitalia. One shrine built over a sacred well has a Sheila-na-Gig carved over the entrance, her legs arched around the doorway. Visitors appear to be entering a vaginal opening. These pools often were believed to have the ability of helping to alleviate birth pain or to increase fertility. Other springs have natural features such as reddish water from iron deposits, and were thusly associated with menstruation or birth blood. One example is the famous Chalice Well of Glastonbury, whose rust-tinged water is sometimes called the Red Spring or Blood Spring. This sacred place, referred to in some modern Arthurian legends, has long held a place of magical significance. It later became the site of Christian worship, when a monastery was built nearby. Several other red springs exist in the British Islands, all of which have some history of being a site of reverence.

As was previously mentioned, one of the most famous “triple goddess” designs can be found at the Well of the Coventinas, which were re-discovered in 1876. The spring is near Hadrian’s Wall on the border of Scotland and England, not far from Chollerford. There is extensive evidence that this wellspring was used by Romans as a place to make votive offerings, including copper coins, altars, vases, rings and other jewelry. Inscribed tablets were also found within the pool, indicating that prayers were made to the goddess or spirit of the well called Coventina. She is not known to exist in any other pantheon, which leads scholars to believe she is a Latinized version of a local entity. Her worship seems to have died out after the Roman occupations, although the well was used as a site of worship for over ten thousand years previous.
Another famous Romano-British water goddess was Sulis, or Sul Minerva, whose sacred pools are in Bath, Avon, England. Her name is only inscribed at this single location. Originally called Aquae Sulis, these hot springs average 120 degrees Fahrenheit, and were used as a communal bathing facility as well as a temple of worship. Objects found in the springs include lead “curse tablets” asking the deity for revenge against enemies. There are Latin inscriptions made by Roman and Teutonic soldiers on altar stones nearby and on pillars which originally supported the buildings. Historians speculate that Sulis may have originally been a Germanic goddess or water nymph, who was later equated with the Roman goddess Minerva. She may have been brought to Britain by German soldiers conscripted into the Roman armies. Artwork at the shrine shows both Celtic and Roman influences, including a monument to Sul Minerva with an elaborate coiffure, and statues representing the goddess Diana. The spring was believed to have been used for over 7,000 years, although the buildings caved in after the Roman withdrawal.  
Although the worship of Coventina and Sulis petered out after the Saxon invasions of England, the customs of reverence and the practice of magic at sacred wellsprings survived throughout western Europe. In the fifth century, Saint Augustine proscribed against worshipping water or using sacred wells for healing and cleansing rituals. Some academics theorize that the custom was then transferred to the practice of Catholicism and the reverence for saints. During the Protestant Reformation, the use of holy wells was forbidden as a Papist religious practice, and thus many of the grottoes were pulled down and the wells were capped off. Some of the springs naturally dried out or became marsh land. Some were filled in as a precaution against typhoid fever. Others were co-opted as town fountains for a community source of drinking water. Modern Perrier and Evian bottled waters are named for these cities, where sacred wells were once revered. In Germany, the town of Baden-Baden, which means bath, was once called Aquae Aurelia for a Pagan deity. One wellspring survives in the middle of a London public building. Others have been paved over, yet still run underground. But many sacred waters still survive, intact.
Nobody knows for certain how or why certain wellsprings or bodies of water came to become sacred in Europe. A reverence for water is more understandable in locations where it’s a scarce commodity, and thus more precious to humans. Although water is quite plentiful throughout the British Isles, it is still an object of veneration. Parallel customs include the religious rituals practiced at the River Ganges in India, the cleansing Mikvah bath practiced by Jews, and of course the Christian rite of baptism. All of these traditions may have arisen from a reverence for the water itself. Perhaps they came into being because the waters were the site of some miraculous event. Or they could have become sacred purely as a symbol of a particular deity.
Other holy water sites exist in Europe besides the sacred wells, including many rivers named for goddesses such as the Shannon, Marne, Don, Danube, Boyne, and Tyne Rivers. The Severn in Wales is believed to have represented the entity called Sabrina, while the Seinne in France was likely named after the goddess Sequana, for whom the Sequani calendar is also named. In the late Neolithic to Bronze Age, offerings were thrown into rivers and lakes, including weapons, helmets, coins, statues and the human remains. The Thames has recently disgorged many votive objects. Considerable folklore also exists about various water deities or spirits. Breaking a bottle of wine over the helm of a boat was originally considered a sacrifice to Taltha, a Scots river goddess. Lakes and wells are often believed to be entrances to otherworld. Besides female spirits, well guardians include fish, snakes, birds and deer. In Ireland, the elderly “Washer at the Ford” was dangerous omen for warriors, including CuCullain. Seeing the Washer laundering her bloody linen was believed to foretell a death. Mermaids or morwen; fairies; water sprites or nixies; and selchies, roan, or seal-women are all mystical beings associated with water. The customs of throwing wreaths into the sea at Beltane, garlanding ships’ prows with flowers, calling boats “she” and giving them female figureheads, and the Scots tradition of making a bargain over running water such as a stream, all likely came from the religious veneration of sacred water or its related holy women and goddesses. Some of these practices endure into the present day.
Like the custom of hooded animals links prehistoric hunt ceremonies to the modern Pagan worship of Cernnunos, my conclusion is that the sacred wellsprings also connect the past to the present. I believe that the practice of leaving tokens at a pool dedicated to a saint, goddess or spirit, and performing magical rites using holy water, is the “missing link” between ancient religious traditions and the contemporary worship of the Goddess. Although some water rites have a thin veneer of Christianity, I believe that many of these rituals survived intact, right up to the present day. Many of the holy wells of yesteryear are now being renovated, and their attendant rituals are undergoing a revival. Yet some of them were used continually from ancient times until today.
For more information and pictures on the topic of Goddess traditions worldwide, including those of the British Islands, I strongly encourage you to check out Max Dashu’s “Suppressed History Archives”. This feminist independent scholar and artist has compiled a fascinating look at women’s culture and history, goddess spirituality, the witch trials of Europe, and Pagan folk religions.  And if you want to commune with Goddess for yourself, She may have some interesting things to tell you!
Diana:
Originally a Roman goddess, Diana was brought to the British Islands by the invaders and quickly accepted by working-class people. This may be because the Celts already worshipped a female hunting and war deity in the form of Mab or Maid Marian. This goddess and heroine also appeared in legend and literature as Mabh, Mabb, Meabhdh, Babh, Bedhbh, Maeva, Maude, Mag, Mari, Maire, Macha, Madrone, St. Modron, St. Mabyn, Maub, and Mab the Queen of the Fairies. In East India, Mab is the goddess of heat, and in Ireland, she is Medb, the goddess of mead. In some older legends, Mabh or Maeva was considered a fierce deity whose appearance foretold battle. Others list her simply as a maiden or mother. A figure said to be Mab in her chariot appears on the Gundestrup cauldron. Shakespeare wrote of Mab as a midwife to the fairies, who drove her tiny chariot across a sleeper’s forehead, bringing dreams. Other tales say that Mab set sail in a teacup, or rode a butterfly as a steed. Another legend tells of Mab’s prowess as a hunter, and refers to her as one of the leaders of the Celtic diaspora to the British Isles. This may be where the name of the “Mabinogion” came from, a Welsh collection of legendary tales, although others ascribe it to the word for male child or son. Some legends link Maire or Mor to the sea. She may be a form of Mab, or a different deity entirely. A standing stone monument is called “Queen Mab’s Throne”. One of the moons of the planet Uranus is named for Queen Mab. The goddess may be remembered in modern times simply as a caricature in the “Molly” of folkplays, the elderly Malkin in stories, and the Mallt yNos of darker fairy tales. Of course, the Robin Hood heroine and ingénue Maid Marian appears in folktales, literature, and folk dances and dramas. The veneration of Mab seems to have faded out after the Roman occupation, perhaps supplanted by reverence for the Goddess Diana.
Like Mab, one of Diana’s aspects is a goddess of the hunt, and she is often depicted carrying a bow and quiver, accompanied by a faithful hound, pursuing a deer. Diana was also considered the queen of the fairies in some locations. Oak trees were sacred to her. She was also seen as an aspect of the moon, and the first sliver of new moon in the sky is sometimes called “Diana’s bow”. There are statues and artifacts related to Goddess Diana in Britain dating back to the early Roman incursions. As mentioned previously, literature and statuary make reference to “Diana Triformis”, a Romano-Celtic representation of the threefold goddess, perhaps relating to Diana’s association with the phases of the moon. A temple dedicated to Diana in London survived until being pillaged by the Saxons in the 7th century. St. Paul’s Cathedral was later built on the site. A transcript of a Church canon law from 906 C.E. described women who rode on the backs of beasts with “Diana, a goddess of the pagans, or with Herodias” and that on certain nights “they obey her commands as though she were their mistress”. Right up to the 1300s, priests were specifically instructed to ask their parishioners about worship of Diana in the confessional. During the Victorian era there was a resurgence of interest in “classical” writings, including the legends of Diana or Artemis. The latter was an antlered hunting deity, who transformed a would-be suitor (or rapist) into a deer. Gerald Gardner possessed a gold necklace charm bearing the image of Diana as a moon goddess, which has been dated to mid-1700s Italy. It is currently for sale on e-Bay (as of 2006). Diana is a popular woman’s given name in Europe, especially in Greece and Italy. And of course, the Goddess Diana is revered by neo-Pagans and Wiccans today.
Diana is mentioned in two different forms in “The Charge of the Goddess”. In several of their written works, Gerald Gardner, Aleister Crowley and Doreen Valiente made reference to “Herodias”, possibly the Greek form of Diana. This name may also be a contraction of the Roman goddesses Hera and Diana. In the Bible, Herodias was the wife of the man who beheaded John the Baptist, and a Jewish queen that plotted John’s death. Mr. Gardner also wrote about a witchcraft goddess called Aradia, which may be a Romano-British pronunciation of the name Diana. Or perhaps Aradia may have come from Ariadne, or be an Italian pronunciation of Herodias. “Eko, eko Aradia” is one of Gardner’s most popular chants, although he originally spelled it differently. Aradia’s name is also used to ritually consecrate water. Gardner sometimes tended to combine legends of Diana, Aradia, Brighid, Cerridwen and the Matronae in his ceremonies. The Roman representation of Diana Triformus may have inspired Robert Graves’s poetic image of a triple goddess associated with moon phases, which in turn might have influenced the modern neo-Pagan representation of Maiden, Mother and Crone. Gardner may have borrowed the name Aradia from author Charles G. Leland.
Many of the current legends about Diana arise from Mr. Leland’s Aradia, Gospel of the Witches, published in 1899. Leland, a folklorist and author from the USA, went to Italy to study mythology and folktales. While he was there, he is said to have encountered a woman named Maddelina, who over the course of twelve years gave him parts of a manuscript that Leland believed to contain the rituals and religious stories of a native Italian witchcraft tradition. Aradia has references to an “Old Religion” which was still practiced. The book has instructions for making talismans, a ritual for consecrating food, “conjurations” or spells, and other magical topics that pre-date modern Wicca. Leland was also the first contemporary writer to use the word “sabbat” as a term for a periodic witchcraft rite.

The manuscript states that Aradia was the daughter of Diana and Lucifer, a god of light who was not considered evil. Cain was listed as Aradia’s consort. Although the god names are the “bad guys” of Christian mythology, they have no negative connotation in this book. Aradia does not have a threefold law or rede, and makes no bones about cursing or poisoning an enemy. Aradia also contains a poem very similar to Doreen Valiente’s “Charge of the Goddess”, including the advice to be “naked in your rites”. Diana or Aradia are both referred to as “Goddess of the Witches”.
There is some controversy about Aradia, including the accusation that Mr. Leland invented the legend and forged the manuscript. Maddelina was said to have “disappeared”, leaving no written record of her encounters with Leland. However, a modern author, Raven Grimassi, traced her immigration to the United States where she was listed in records at Ellis Island. Grimassi wrote several books about Stregheria, a hereditary Pagan tradition of Italy, which he believes to have come from the Etruscan civilization and which exists to the present day. Charles Leland edited the Philadelphia Bulletin and wrote several other scholarly books and pamphlets, including a history of the legends and customs of the Algonquian Indians native to the Eastern United States. He also wrote about Romani (Gypsy) folklore and fortune telling. Several of his works are still used by university anthropology departments. Several modern authors have made comparisons between British witchcraft and Stregheria, and some historians have suggested that Gerald Gardner borrowed heavily from Leland’s Aradia. 
Today, Dianic Wiccens and neo-Pagan feminists have embraced Goddess Diana as representing the divine feminine. Some practice a form of monotheistic witchcraft, featuring Diana as their only deity. Others believe that Diana is one of many goddesses in a complete pantheon. And some honor the Maiden, Mother and Crone as universal aspects of the one Goddess of Wicca, the matron of Witchcraft.
The Green Man: 
Nearly every ancient civilization had some representation of a fertility god, who may have symbolized death and rebirth, or the cycles of the sun and the growth season. Some of these deities take on the aspects of plants, including Dionysis with his wreath of grapevines, or Saturn whose head was cut off and sown in a field. The green fertility god likely gained prominence after the invention of agriculture, but he might also represent forests and the natural world. The Greco-Roman Pan and Sylvanus have woodland aspects. A British equivalent is a forest deity called Amaethon. Sir James Frazer theorized that the agricultural rituals popular in olden times were symbolic of the death and rebirth of a fertility king or deity. While some of these god forms were believed to die and be repeatedly reincarnated, several of them seem to represent the permanence of Nature.
The “Green Man” figure may be once such entity. Julia, the Lady Raglan, first used the name Green Man in 1939 for the image of a male face surrounded by or constructed of leaves, which can be found in many British buildings. The term soon came to mean any nameless icon of a human or animal face composed of foliage, vines, and fruit. Some images of the “Woodwose”, or wild man of the woods, depict the entity as half-man, half beast, or sometimes as half-plant. Robert Graves and other modern writers made the connection between the image of a leafy Green Man and various legends of a pre-Christian god who died and returned to life. Others viewed him as a representation of wild, untamed nature. Gardner wrote that he believed the Green Man was carved into the woodwork of church buildings by Pagan artisans as a connection to their Old Religion. Many scholars agree that the Green Man is likely a Pagan symbol, although there are few European representations that pre-date Christianity.
Countless foliage-face images can be found throughout western Europe, as well as in East India and Indonesia. Probably the oldest is carved on the Goar Pillar of Germany, which was created during the 5th century B.C.E.  However, most Green Man figures date from the 12th to the 15th century C.E. and are located in Catholic churches. Images of the Green Man can be seen on Exeter Cathedral in England, St. Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh, and in Notre Dame in Paris. There are over a thousand stone frescoes or wooden carvings representing the Green Man in churches across the British Islands. There are over seventy Green Men in Canterbury Cathedral alone. Besides the images found in Christian shrines, the Green Man is carved on public buildings, castles, banks, taverns, and “chapter houses” throughout Europe. There are also several Green Man taverns, pubs and inns which date to the same period of history. 
Anthropologists have several ideas about why the Green Man appears most often in Catholic churches. Some agree with Gardner, theorizing that stonemasons and craftsmen retained their original pre-Christian religious heritage, and carved the figures so that people could continue to worship the old Gods while in church. Others believe that the foliate images were put there to entice Pagans to attend Christian services. Since Canterbury Cathedral was built on the site of an older Pagan shrine, the artisans may have been trying to reclaim their holy ground. Some scholars think that the images may have symbolized punishment for the sin of avarice, as several of the Green Men spew foliage from their eyes and mouths, and resemble the victims of torture. I don’t subscribe to this theory, as there are far more smiling, cheerful Green Men than grimacing images. Other historians believe that the Green Man had lost much of his earlier veneration, and that he was simply used as a symbol to represent nature or prosperity.
The Green Man can be found in ritual, music and literature as well as in art. An older folk song in the English language, “John Barleycorn Must Die”, is believed to be a reference to a god of the harvest. Green George, Jack-in-the-Green, Robin Goodfellow, and Sir Gawain’s Green Knight may be metaphors for an agricultural deity or forest lord. Graves proposed that Robin Hood, the king of the merry Greenwood, was a symbol of a woodland spirit or nature god. Many folkplays and several folk dances contain a Robin Hood character. The Wiccan ritual involving the Oak King and Holly King likely comes from an older legend, perhaps of the Celts or Saxons, about the lords of winter and summer fighting for dominance. The story of King Arthur playing a board game with King Owain may parallel these seasonal ceremonies. Middle English legends and songs about holly and ivy (or holly and oak) representing male and female, winter and summer, show that awareness of foliage symbolism existed long after the rise of Christianity. Several Medieval tapestries depict the images of holly, ivy, and oak, along with other items of Pagan significance. Bringing greenery indoors at Midwinter, decorating building facades with green boughs on Mayday, and adorning trees or bushes with trinkets or ribbons may hearken back to worship of forest deities or nature spirits. 
Several pre-Christian rituals honoring agriculture or revering nature survive to the present day in Britain. “Bringing in the May”; wearing crowns or costumes of wheat, straw, grapevines, leafy twigs or flowers; playing harvest games such as grain-cutting and threshing contests; creating Brighid’s crosses, bickle dogs, wheat weavings, and corn dollies or other effigies from the last sheaf harvested; and making wreaths out of green boughs to decorate the home were all documented by Frazer’s Golden Bough, Robert Chambers’ Book of Days or more recent anthropologists and folklorists. Skeklers wearing straw costumes at Halloween were photographed in the Shetland and Orkney Islands and Ireland in the early 1900s. The “straw bears” of Scotland, England and Germany, men covered in straw who march through the streets, may be a parallel to this custom. The Furry Dance of Cornwall involves garlanding buildings in greenery, and young men and women wearing green leaves or flowers, older traditions which persist until the present day. A parallel image of Jack in the Green exists in Sweden, where a man draped in pine boughs and greenery appears as “Naturklaus” or the Wild Man during winter festivities. In one recent ceremony, the Green Man is beaten with green sticks and splashed with water, likely to propagate the growth of the crops, although it had somewhat disintegrated into a drunken brawl over the last several decades. The Burry Man, a figure covered with cockleburs, is paraded through towns in the north of England and in Scotland each summer. Anthropologists speculate that this modern buffoonery has roots in ancient times.
While several of the Gods and Goddesses revered by Wiccans have their origins in Celtic or Anglo-Saxon Britain, others come from ancient Greece, Rome, Egypt and India. Some appear as an individual deity, others are worshipped in triplicate, and some traditions revere a pantheon or family of sacred entities. So, were the Father God and Mother Goddess of Wicca fabricated by Gardner? Perhaps a more spiritual explanation is required. I believe that the Goddess and God appear to different individuals in varying forms, in such a way as to appeal to their particular culture. Many of the legends about the gods are quite similar. Yet the religious rites, images and worship of the various deities are different enough to satisfy the needs of diverse people in civilizations throughout the world. As for Gardner’s concept of duality, I agree that the Goddess appears in every woman, just as the God is personified by every man.

Real Witchcraft… Really! 
This segment of “Another Pagan History” will discuss those individuals who actually practiced witchcraft in the British Isles during the modern era. These accounts include people who used divination as a method to foretell the future, performed “necromancy” or communicating with the spirits of the dead, underwent shamanic journeying, or used magical spells to facilitate change, including protection, healing, and increase. Some believed in supernatural forces, while others thought that their abilities were just another talent, like the ability to sing. The neighbors of these magical folks either feared and despised them – or became their clients.
The words witch or witchcraft were not always used to describe people who used magic or practiced a folkloric religion. In Cornwall, these individuals were called “pellars”, which may a diminutive of spellers or dispellers. A midwife or herbalist of Scotland was called a “howdie”.  A “wise man” in Wales was called “dyn hysbys”. In the Orkney islands, “spae wives” were those skilled in healing, divining, spell-casting, and spirit communication right up to the late 1800s. In Ireland, they were sometimes referred to as “fairy doctors”. “Cunning folk” practiced throughout England and Cornwall, including London and other large cities. In other locations, they were called conjurors, herb wives, old wives, wizards, hedge riders, hexen, hags, crones, grannies, medicine men, wise women or men, and gypsies. The term “witch” was often used as a pejorative, and witchcraft was interchangeable with infernalism or diabolism. Sometimes, ordinary people used magical means as “protection against witchcraft”. Writers often distinguished between white and black witchcraft as benevolent or baneful. Spells, rituals, signs and apotropaic items usually had the goal of thwarting those who employed supernatural forces to cause harm. Objects such as witch balls and witches’ pegs were meant to scare away witches or deflect witchcraft. Yet in other locations, the term Witch was a positive label for a person who practiced benevolent magic, cast helpful spells, foretold the future or assisted with healing.
Many place names and landmarks of the British Isles have the word “witch” in their titles.  These locations are sometimes named for an historic event or person. There are witch’s rocks, witch’s caves, witches’ woods, a Witches’ Knowe or burial mound, a Witch’s Quay and a place nicknamed Witch Island. The Witches’ Stone in Edinburgh is shaped somewhat like a woman’s vulva. Women still slide down the rock formation as an act of fertility magic. The Witches’ Dub is a pool supposedly used for the tortuous trial by “swimming” during the witch hunts. The Coventina and Matronae statues and frescoes are often called the Witches Three. The witch hazel tree is known for the astringent properties of its leaves. However, the famous Witches’ Mill owned by Gerald Gardner probably didn’t have anything to do with witches at all.
The stereotype of the witch, with her pointy black hat and striped socks, flying on her broomstick across the full moon, may have come from several sources. Pictures of Mother Goose show her wearing a peaked hat with a buckle, a style which was in vogue during the late 1600s. The image may have been used to imply age or wisdom, or perhaps a lack of modern fashion sense. Her position as a goose-keeper may be an indication that she was of the servant class. Mother Goose’s witchy striped stockings might be representational of poverty, because frugal country people used remnants of yarn from other projects, knit together to make wildly colorful socks and mittens. During the period of Celtic revival in Wales, a Welsh national costume was adopted which very much resembles Mother Goose’s ensemble – or the literary interpretation of a witch. 
The traditional image of the witch may also have come from Frau Hilda or Old Dame Holde, who might have been derived from the German goddess Holle, Holda, Hulda or Heartha. In past days, she may have been the entity known as Berchta or Percta. She is also called Hilda or Mathilde of the Night, whose legends tell of her mystical ride along with the wild hunt. Hilde or Hilda is often associated with the “hexen” of Saxony. The word malkin, a colloquialism for a cat, or a slovenly or elderly woman, may have come from the name Mathilde. In Wales, she is called the Mallt yNos, or old woman of the night.  Her “witches’ ride” is said to occur on either Beltane Eve / Walpurgisnacht or Samhain night. Some legends say she flew on the back of a goose, a hound, a horse, a distaff or spindle, or even a broomstick. The icon of the witch’s broom may also have come from a character called Besom Betty in English ritualized street theatre, who sweeps the stage and the audiences’ feet to banish evil spirits. However, Betty may have gotten her broomstick from older folkloric sources pertaining to witchcraft.
Be that as it may, none of our real witches were known to wear pointy black hats or fly on broomsticks. However, many of them were believed to cast spells, foretell the future, cure ailments, find lost objects, and use other forms of magic. Most of these people used their mysterious talents openly, without being prosecuted as witches, although the Witchcraft Act was in force during their lifetimes.
One of the last native Cornish speakers, Dorothy “Dolly” Pentreath was born in 1692. She drank beer, smoked a pipe, and had a son out of wedlock, all of which was considered scandalous in her time. A fishwife and laundress by profession, Dolly also practiced astrology and lifted curses. She was famous for scaring away a “press gang”, a group of men who forced others to be drafted into the English military. When the press gang beached their boat near her home, Dolly screamed at them, threatening them with curses. (Other accounts say that she chased them with an axe!) The press gang quickly sailed away, without taking any Cornish citizens to be drafted. It is believed that Dolly lived to the ripe old age of 102. 
Joan Wytte was born in 1775 in Cornwall. She was sometimes called “the Fighting Fairy Woman” or the Wytte (white) witch. Her healing practice included the use of “clooties”, cloth strips tied to a tree as a form of sympathetic magic. When the cloth rots, the disease is believed to dissipate. Joan was also famed as a clairvoyant. Unfortunately, she was incarcerated in Bodmin Jail, not for witchcraft but for public brawling. Due to tooth abcesses and poor conditions in the jail, Joan passed away at the age of 38. Her bones were disinterred and used for séances and various pranks, then later displayed at the Witchcraft Museum. Joan was finally laid to rest in Boscastle in a peaceful wooded area.

In the late 1700s to early 1800s, John Parker practiced as a cunning man in Lincolnshire. He lifted curses, created charms and talismans, told fortunes, and even used pamphlets to advertise his services. Parker supposedly learned his craft from a London occultist.
An elderly “beldame” named Bessie Miller, born in 1814, was believed to have a talent for controlling the weather. For a sixpence, Bessie would “sell a favorable wind” to sailors. Little is known of her other than this magical ability, including her location, which is listed alternatively as mainland Scotland, the Orkneys or the Isle of Man. Her nickname was “awful Bessie”, which at the time actually may have meant “awesome”.
John and Henry Harries were brothers who practiced the cunning craft in Carmarthenshire, Wales in the mid-1800s. They possessed a vast library on the subjects of the occult and astrology. The brothers practiced fortune-telling, clairvoyance, herbalism and other methods of healing. Not all of their neighbors approved, and several called for their arrest. Others exalted them as “wizards” and trusted them to perform conventional medicine as well as herbal and magical cures. Some accounts state that the Harries brothers learned the craft from their father, who was also an acclaimed cunning man and healer.
Tomasina Blight, sometimes called Tamson, Tamsin, Tomasine, or Tammy Blee, was one of the most famous witches of Cornwall in the mid-1800s. Along with her husband James Thomas, she engaged in shamanic trances using hallucinogens to help her predict the future and communicate with spirits. She was also skilled at making charms and herbal cures and dispelling harmful magic. Tamsin was labeled a hedge witch* or “white” witch, and was beloved by her neighbors for her power to renew magical amulets, heal farm animals and arrange matches for young people. James was later arrested for making a pass at another man, so Tammy distanced herself from him. Her magical practice did not seem to be affected by her former husband’s indiscretion. 
*(Some scholars say the term “hedge witch” only goes back to 20th-century fantasy novels.)
In 1906, an elderly Cornish witch called Granny Boswell was nearly hit by a car. She cursed the offending auto, shouting that it wouldn’t make it to the end of the street. The car promptly threw a rod in its engine. Granny Boswell also had the ability to tell fortunes, cure ailments in livestock, break curses and assist young people with love magic. Believed to be of Romani descent, her husband was called “King of the Gypsies”.
The criterion for the witches listed above is that they had an authentic magical talent, but were not convicted and executed for using it. More about real witches will appear in the segment about the “burning times” in the next installment. This includes the individuals who were likely practicing a genuine form or folk religion or magic, who were accused and tried for witchcraft. Several of them paid the ultimate price.
A Word about “Secret” Societies:

Once upon a time, an author wrote a series of fictional books about a secret society which had existed in Europe for centuries. Its clandestine practice came to America in the late 19th century, where it took hold immediately. This tradition was passed down from father to son. It required initiation ceremonies, covert rituals, and a vow of silence. Some even believed it required human sacrifice. For years, scholars and authorities debated if this fraternity really existed, or was simply a legend. When the author first published his books, some believed that the society was just a fabrication. Finally, other members of this secret organization came forward to substantiate its actual existence.
Witchcraft? Kabbala? Vodoun? Santaria? Freemasonry? Nope. The author was Mario Puzo. His first book in the series was called The Godfather. The tradition was La Cosa Nostra, commonly known as the Mafia. The Federal Bureau of Investigation speculates that this organized criminal fraternity has existed in America since the 1880s, but survived in its native Sicily for centuries prior. The Mafia may be responsible for 45% of all crime in our nation. Yet when Puzo first published his book, law enforcement officials disbelieved, scholars scoffed, and the general public had their doubts, but made The Godfather a bestseller anyway.
Like the Mafia, I believe that witchcraft, magical traditions and Earth-based religions have flown under the radar for centuries. Think of other societies that are common in America that you might not know much about. Mexican-American migrant workers. The urban hip-hop culture. Ethnic Basques. The Scots-Irish folks who live in Appalachia. People of Romani descent, also called Gypsies. Melungeons. Your local Native American tribes. And how much do you really know about the post-Civil War culture of African Americans? Now, is it so impossible to believe that hereditary Pagans may have lived next to your family for generations, and you didn’t even know about it?
If Gardner didn’t make it all up – Where did it come from?

As I’ve already suggested, much of the material contributing to Gardner’s Wicca can be traced back to working-class British folk beliefs. For instance, his writings about healing techniques in the Book of Shadows are accurate renderings of genuine home cures or herbal remedies, taken from folkloric medical practice. One recipe closely resembles a topical sports analgesic which contains menthol. The idea to use the power of suggestion in healing, or to utilize hypnosis to reduce symptoms, wasn’t commonly practiced by the conventional medical establishment until after Gardner had passed away, yet these “magic” techniques are outlined in his work. 
In the “Ardanes”, or laws, imprisoned witches were reassured that before they are burned, “Dwale will reach you, you will feel naught”. Prisoners were told this would bring death, or perhaps that they would be unconscious when they die. Witches were also cautioned not to confess under “the engine” or torture rack, as “Dwale will reach you”, and that it will cause “a swoon”. This was desirable because Christians feared anyone dying while under torture, thus the inquisitors would stop “questioning” a suspect who’d fallen unconscious. Some scholars have explained the use of the arcane word Dwale by saying that Gardner got it out of the Oxford English Dictionary. However, this definition lists dwale as belladonna, deadly nightshade or “a stupefying or soporific drink”. Okay, here are a couple problems with that: 1.) If a prisoner is being led to “the pyre”, or being “engined” or tortured on the rack, would they be allowed to stop and enjoy a nice, hot cuppa tea? 2.) “Soporific” means inducing sleep, not necessarily a deadly drug 3.) Herbalists may tell you that English belladonna taken orally in liquid form is poison, and 4.) If it were going to induce “a swoon”, nightshade would have to be applied topically in the form of an unguent, such as flying ointment. 
I believe that this particular Ardane dates from the Protestant Reformanion, during the era commonly referred to as “the Burning Times”. It may have been genuinely intended for folk magic practitioners, so that they would not confess under torture and reveal the identity of other non-Christians. I also think that the “dwale” referred to is the old Brythonic word “dwaile” or “duale”, which means any poisonous plant. It makes much more sense for a whole herb to be given to a prisoner facing torture, so that the individual could make an ointment to help induce a trance state before being forced to confess. Or perhaps the herb was slipped to a witch being led to the gallows or pyre, so that she could eat it in its pure form, and die of heart failure before suffering pain. But hey, this is just my theory.
Gardner likely used written literature as well as common legend and lore, although his information may have been based on older European folkways. For instance, Gardner’s image of the Crone may come from the Greek legends of Hecate, the goddess of the witches. He may also have used the symbol of “Besom Betty” or “Molly” found in English folk plays, whose costume often resembled the stereotypical pointy-hat witch. The Betty or Molly character carried a broom, and swept the audience’s feet to clear away the past year or to banish evil spirits. She often helped to resurrect the dying characters of St. George or Robin Hood. Molly may be related to the word Malkin, the Middle English term for an elderly woman, slovenly girl, or cat. She may have roots in the Mallt yNos, the old lady of the night from Welsh folklore or the Germanic “hag rider”, who rode along with the God of Death to collect souls. Gardner may have borrowed his ceremonial sweeping of the circle, his ritual about the fallen and resurrected god, and his lore of the Crone from these sources.

The “Lord of Misrule”, found in some Wiccan ceremonies for Samhain or Yule, is derived from an authentic folk tradition. In the middle ages, the “Feast of Fools” was held around Christmas time until Twelfth Night, and a Lord of Misrule was crowned to preside over the drunken, rowdy festivities. Comic rites included parodies of Catholic ceremonies and spoofing hierarchal figures. Servants could change position with masters for a short period of time. The custom was banned in Britain in 1431, then outlawed yet again in 1555. During the Renaissance, the popular French “Feast of Fools” was held in the springtime. Festivities included cross-dressing and other role reversals, comic fool figures, pranks, and other silly events which are still practiced today on Mardi Gras or April Fool’s Day. All of these traditions were likely based on a similar festival held in ancient Rome during the Saturnalia holiday. The Roman Lord of Misrule was able to command people to do any action he pleased, or force them to pay a forfeit. By some accounts, he was ritually sacrificed at the end of his reign. This character may be related to the comic Fool figure of the mummer’s play or Morris dance. The Fool card in the tarot deck may represent him. He might have his roots in the Scandinavian, Icelandic and Germanic god Loki, the Greco-Roman forest deity Pan or the troublesome Celtic spirits including fairies, pixies, the bucca, pookahs, or Puck. Puck, or Robin Goodfellow, was a nature spirit dedicated to mischief who appeared in woodcuts, poems and of course Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream. One Medieval woodcut print depicts Robin Goodfellow as a “God of the Witches”, a horned deity bearing a priappic wand, surrounded by a circle of dancers. All of these sources may have contributed to the folkloric character dedicated to misrule.
Many of the legends, deities and practices of modern Wicca might vary somewhat from the older British folk customs, which in turn are quite different from the “classical” Celtic texts or Saxon sagas. There’s a reason for this variance: The Paganism of the British Isles was never cohesive, like the Greek or Roman pantheons and myths. This means that not everyone in pre-Christian British society worshipped the same deities in the same way. There were many Celtic nations, including the “Insular Brythonic”, or Welsh, Cornish and Breton or British, and the “Goidelic”, or Irish, Manx and Scots. Various geographic areas contained dozens of tribes and villages, each with their own unique religious customs. While there are similarities, the traditions, deities, and legends may change significantly from one area to another. For instance, Brighid is a goddess of smithcraft, cattle and poetry in Ireland, while Brigantia is a goddess of war who is probably the namesake of Britain. Some scholars believe that both are representations of the same goddess figure. Since there was no written Celtic history, only an oral tradition, religious practices and beliefs changed and adapted to the location as well as to the times.
The Roman incursions certainly had a profound impact on the Celtic nations, adding Latin words to the Celtic languages, merging holiday customs, and creating a new Romano-British culture. After the subjugation, much of Britain adopted Roman gods and goddesses, or depicted their own indigenous deities as Roman images. These entities appear on coins, in local place names, in artwork and in legend. An example of a Romano-Celtic goddess includes Sulis-Minerva, found in the shrines and Roman bathing facilities of what is now Bath, England. Coventina, a water nymph or goddess found in settlements along Hadrian’s Wall bordering Scotland, is depicted as a triform entity. Neither Sulis nor Coventina appear in any other Roman pantheon. Depictions of these two deities occur only in these areas, and their legends and lore aren’t found in any other Celtic literature, either. With the advent of Christianity, the Romanized Celts often worshiped Jesus Christ right along with their own local gods. 
The Germanic and Norse tribes began attacking the British Islands around the year 300 C.E., although they’d been trading with the Britons for decades prior. These “Viking” raiders also came from a wide range of locations, and their languages, traditions and legends within each society were quite different. The commerce and armed incursions brought many northern gods, customs and place-names to the British Islands. Cultural and religious practices of both Romano-Celtic Pagans and Christians were affected, some supplanted, some changed, and still others added. For example, the Germanic custom of the May pole might have been grafted onto the Roman celebration of Floralia with its dances and floral decorations, which was in turn added to the Beltaine bonfires and woodland excursions. However, we can’t always tell what tradition came from where, and when.
Many of the original Celtic religious customs were further divided by social and economic class. The Druidic or bardic class was composed of lawyers, judges, physicians and other educated individuals. The warrior class included lords and soldiers, and the working class was made up of artisans, farmers, craftsmen and other people concerned with material survival. Each class had its own mythology, lore, rites and activities. The Druids’ ceremonies were likely quite different from those of the laboring class. Much of the Druidic knowledge perished when Roman leader Seutonus Paulinus embarked on a campaign to wipe out the priesthood. During the Norman Conquest, when the British nobility were converted to Christianity, it was assumed that their troops would follow suit. Because of these cultural transitions, most of the Celtic or Anglo-Saxon Pagan customs which survive to the present day are those of the working class. Practices were further divided by gender, and many of the women’s mysteries may have been lost over time.
The Norman Conquest established a new form of Christianity along with the feudal system throughout the British Islands. As many of the English and Irish people slowly became Christianized, it’s likely that much of the material of the old religion was incorporated into the new faith. Some customs may have merged, becoming “composite” traditions. For instance, Brighid was a pre-Christian goddess who later became the Catholic saint Bridget. One of her sacred wells at Kildare (Cil Dara) in Ireland became the site of an abbey and church. People continued to leave totemic gifts at this shrine in the reverence of Goddess Brighid or St. Bridget, dropping coins into the holy well and tying rags onto a nearby clootie tree. The two religions seem to have successfully merged, with Christianity viewed as the “official” faith recognized by the authorities. Both traditions have survived to the present day. Several of the sacred Bridget’s Wells across the U.K. have Catholic statuary, rosaries, prayer cards and other Christian imagery placed right alongside Brighid’s crosses, Bridey dolls, raggy bushes and other Pagan symbols.
Another example of a composite tradition is the Carmina Gaedelica, a book of Scots folklore compiled in the early 20th century by Alexander Carmichael. This book contains both Pagan and Christian rituals, prayers and spells, showing that each religious practice existed simultaneously into modern times. One more example is the celebration of Martinmas in September, when older agricultural traditions are wedded to the veneration of Saint Martin. Folkloric ceremonies including the Abbots Bromley Horn Dance are still held on or near this date. The antlers are blessed by a Christian cleric, and stored inside a church building. This dance still retains overtones of Paganism, including a stylized ritual hunt and a huntress Maid Marian figure. Perhaps the older customs were given a veneer of Christianity as a deliberate effort to preserve them.
In the book Witchcraft, a History, author P.G. Maxwell Stuart writes about the use of Penitential books by parish priests, and how these journals often show the intermingling of Christian and Pagan beliefs. Stuart theorized that the old religion existed in Europe well past the Middle Ages, influencing Christianity in the matters of attitude toward nature and divinity. The common people believed that ritual and magic could affect the weather, fertility and healing, although Christian authorities sometimes blamed “demonic” forces for these abilities. Other sources show that the books also reference belief in fairies, incantations, divination and a reverence for a goddess, long after the population had supposedly converted.
The secular practices of ancient people were also incorporated into the newer societies. Many aspects of the Celtic Brehon law and Anglo-Saxon rules were translated into British common law. Several Saxon property customs were adapted to the new land. Since the general social, legal, and political systems were based on the original religious customs and practices, if a “new order” had been imposed, the society might have collapsed. Hence much of the old tradition was preserved under new auspices. Religious laws became secular ethical systems, gods became local heroes, holy sites became churches or shrines, and Pagan holidays were adopted by the Christian calendar. Folk religions that were ingrained into the culture survived, even through the era of persecution commonly referred to as the “Burning Times”.

The Burning Times – Fact and Fallacy:

Much of what was printed about the Burning Times in the popular neo-Pagan press was quite frankly wrong. In the 1980s, it was common to hear that “nine million” witches had been killed during the witch trials. This figure might be attributed to feminist author Mary Daly, who used the number in 1978. The statistic may have come from an advertising pamphlet written in the 1940s by Cecil Williamson for his Witchcraft Museum. The number may have been used by Mathilda Joslyn Gage during the women’s rights movement of the late 1800s. German historian Wolfgang Behringer attributes the figure to a 18th century scholar who took the number of people executed for witchcraft during one year in his area and multiplied it by the number of years the witch trials were held. Due to the exaggerated claim of nine million victims, there has been a backlash from some recent historians. Authors such as Ronald Hutton and Jenny Gibbons suggest that only 40,000 people were killed, which doesn’t actually match records kept by the Church and local authorities. Some scholars today estimate the number of people killed during the witch trials and inquisitions to be around 750,000.
There are also misconceptions about what the victims were actually doing. One extreme tells us that all of the witch trial defendants were persecuted for their religion by the patriarchal Catholic Church, in a deliberate effort to suppress goddess worship, folk magic, herbal healing and midwifery. Some feminists believe that the extermination of witchcraft occurred specifically to disempower women. The other extreme says that none of the people killed during the witch trials were really practicing any form of witchcraft or magico-religion at all. The individuals who espouse this point of view usually tend to doubt that Paganism survived much past the fourteenth century. Yet neither viewpoint is totally correct. 

During my reading, I discovered that Dr. Murray’s theory of a “Witch Cult” was not really that far off the mark, although it was not nearly as organized or expansive as she assumed. Folk magic practice wasn’t exactly “secretive” or kept hidden “underground”, either. Nor was the art of magic totally suppressed by the Church or the nobility during the era of Catholic incursion. I am not arguing that persecution of Pagans did not happen, or that institutionalized Christianity did not actively work to supplant the old religion with the new. Instead, I’m suggesting that the Burning Times likely did not do much to eliminate genuine folk religion in Britain. Although witchcraft was illegal, many Pagan legends, herbal cures, everyday magical charms, folktales and common rituals were so entrenched in working-class British society as to be overlooked by the authorities. Or it’s possible that the “peasant” folks simply disobeyed the law.
For example, in the year 452, the Catholic Church under St. Augustine outlawed lighting torches to commemorate the holidays, and the worship of “trees, fountains or stones” by the “infidels”. If a bishop allowed these activities in his territory, he was “guilty of sacrilege”. Apparently this edict didn’t have much effect on Pagan worship. In 601 Pope Gregory forbid the “veneration of trees, stones and water wells”, insisting that citizens must go to church for their healing or purification ceremonies. He further recommended that Pagan temples should be converted for Christian use, rather than being destroyed. Chapels with baptismal fonts were built over sacred wells, yet people still persisted in practicing their old ways, making offerings at the fountains and using the water in healing rituals. Similar canons against “water worship” were issued in the 10th century and yet again in the 11th and 12th centuries.  Evidence shows that the wells survived to modern times, still used for Pagan offerings and healing ceremonies. 
In the sixth century the custom of hoodening was forbidden by the Church. It was labeled a “filthy” and “devilish” practice, and the bishops stated that no good Christian would take part in such a pastime. It was condemned again in 690 by no less than the Archbishop of Canterbury. Despite this proscription, the hooded animal tradition continued up until the twentieth century, documented in numerous sources. In the seventh century, church officials attending the Council of Paris ordered landowners to punish any diviners, enchanters and witches who were “certainly the remains of the Pagan cult”. The common people seem to have paid as much attention to these commands as modern Rap musicians obeyed the edict of Tipper Gore. In the 1200s, the bishop of Lincoln chastised Catholic priests and other church officials for “bringing in the May”, or decorating their buildings’ interiors with greenery. Yet still this tradition persisted until the late 1800s. Other customs may have been disguised as harmless fun and went unnoticed by the religious leaders and governing officials.
Although some scholars believe that Paganism had been largely eradicated by the time of the witch trials, evidence to the contrary is found by surveying legal documents and historical accounts related to the prosecution of witchcraft. An overview of the earliest witch trial transcripts shows several common elements: participants engaging in sexual rites, dance, music and feasting. Improper methods of worship, heathenism, and veneration of non-Christian entities are usually mentioned. There is much less emphasis on these pastimes in later witch trial documents, and more accounts of infernalism, heresy, engaging in sexual relations with a demonic figure, and performing various unspecified “evil deeds”. Accusations of hexing, cursing or other harmful magical acts began to appear more frequently. Perhaps the earlier witch trials were more focused on abolishing the ancient Pagan traditions, which therefore became hidden or suppressed as time went on. The subsequent accusations of diabolism were more in keeping with the “witch-craze” mentality of a later era. 
While some historians may tell us that no “real” witches were actually tried, found guilty and put to death for the crime of witchcraft, my research shows otherwise. Yes, most of the witch trial victims were Jews, Quakers, the mentally challenged, elderly women, and wealthy people whose estates could be seized by the government. Gerald Gardner stated that he thought that “they” hadn’t actually killed many of “us”. Nonetheless, some of the witch trial victims really did practice folk magic traditions, such as midwifery or creating love spells. Others were abortionists, which may have given rise to the myth about witches using unbaptized babies for evil magic. Some of those tried for witchcraft had genuine psychic abilities and were able to find lost objects or divine the future. Although people continued to practice their religious folkways, those who openly used magic were often persecuted. Individuals who were identified as witches, usually women, were arrested, tried, imprisoned and executed by the authorities. It’s notable that while intellectual men freely studied alchemy, astrology, and ceremonial magic, they were not often prosecuted for witchcraft or demonology. Yet women who practiced divination and herbal healing were frequently accused and imprisoned.
In the 1640s in Scotland, a lengthy trial convicted Janet Cocks of several counts of witchcraft. She had been a practicing folk healer for years prior. A woman from Boston called Goodwife Glover, nominally a Catholic, used poppets for counter-magic rituals. Margaret Jones, a “cunning woman” from rural Massachusetts, was documented as “healing the sick or delaying their recovery” and “foretelling the future”. She was arrested in 1648 on charges of practicing witchcraft and executed. Samuel Wardwell, a carpenter from Andover, Mass., was hanged for telling fortunes. Those who employed some type of ethnic magico-religion were also victimized. One witch trial defendant, a Saami noaid (shaman) from Finland, was actually observing a faith outlawed by the local government. Another victim, the slave named Tituba who was killed in Salem, was an authentic “witch”, but her folk tradition came from the Afro-Indian religions of her native West Indies. Despite these cases, it is believed that most of the victims of the witch hunts were actually Christians or Jews. In my estimate, the number of people truly involved in some form of folk magic religion or witchcraft practice was around ten percent.

But ten percent is still quite a large number. It must be noted that the estimated figure of 750,000 witch trial victims does not include individuals who were seized, imprisoned, tortured, enslaved or deported, but lived through the ordeal. It doesn’t include those who died while in jail, awaiting trial, or those who died of torture but found innocent. Nor does it consider the “ethnic cleansings” of Basques, the Moors, the Welsh people, the Scots, or the Irish, all of whom may have been practicing their own indigenous folk religions. The 750K figure may not include the persecution of the Cathars, the Knights Templar, the Gnostics or the Freemasons, who were accused of witchcraft as a political ploy. Nor does it consider trial records which may have been lost over time. I firmly believe that the 750K figure is somewhat low, but that nine million is quite inflated.

When Dr. Murray did her study of witch trial transcripts, she discovered several common elements which might be attributed to the practice of folk customs such as hooded animal rites or shamanic practices such as astral travel. She found few references to goddess worship, but this may be because the inquisitors were leading the witnesses, asking them about infernalism rather than belief in a goddess. In 1390 in Milan, one woman was accused of “practicing the rite of Diana”, and there are a few other references to goddess worship, but it’s rare in comparison to other charges. Hungarian scholar Dr. Eva Pocs believed that some of the victims practiced a “fairy faith” which revered the spirits of nature. Many of the witch trial testimonies made reference to fairies, elves and similar entities. Almost all of them had references to “demons” or a devil, but this may be the authorities’ word for any pre-Abrahamic spirit or supernatural being. Another theory is that some people may have used heretical Satanic rites as a protest against repressive Church policies. Some scholars have stated that the testimony found in the witch trials may be unreliable, as it was obtained under pressure or torture. But that wasn’t always the case. A few women, including Isabel Gowdie of Scotland, confessed to witchcraft without being arrested or physically harmed, perhaps out of defiance, or maybe because they were mentally ill. Perhaps they were genuine Pagans, and mistakenly expected clemency for discussing their beliefs.
The words “Burning Times” are a misnomer as well. Many victims were hanged, stoned, drowned, pressed beneath weights, or beheaded. Most of the witch trials were not held in England, but in what is now Serbo-Coatia, Switzerland, Germany and Italy. Not all Christian authorities were involved, as many royals and church officials protested the persecutions, especially in places where entire towns were accused. The common people rebelled, as well. And although St. Augustine threatened to “burn all Pagans, Jews, infidels and heretics”, many of the witch trials were not overseen by the Catholic Church.
Most of the witch craze in the British Isles occurred between 1610 and 1690, part of which was commonly referred to as the “Puritan” era, or the Protestant Reformation. From 1644 to ’47, self-appointed “witchfinder general” Matthew Hopkins was responsible for the deaths of between 200 to 400 people, mostly women. King James I and VI believed that a coven of witches had attempted to magically raise a storm to sink his ship, and thus he actively persecuted alleged witches in Scotland. His version of the Bible included the phrase “thou shalt not suffer a witch to live”, viewed by some scholars as a mistranslation of the original text. King James also outlawed many folk customs in Ireland and Wales, which permanently ended some of these practices. (There were more casualties of the “Burning Times” in Ireland and Wales than anywhere else in the U.K., although there are few actual “witch trials” on record in either location. Several rulers worked incessantly to destroy Welsh and Irish culture, and didn’t seem to need the justification of eradicating “witchcraft” in these countries.)
The Protestant reign from roughly 1648 to 1660 may have done more damage to hereditary Paganism than anything devised by the Catholics. Cromwell’s political movement was meant to reform the corrupt Church, but in the process it destroyed much of English culture. The Puritans held a disdain for things which they deemed impractical such as theatre, dancing, and decorative art. They forbade “heathenish” pastimes, including the performance of instrumental and vocal music. During this era, there was much more enforcement of social laws than ever before. Some common ceremonies may have been suppressed during this time period, or the customs may have died out completely. Other rites went underground, and were practiced in secret, just as Dr. Murray postulated. For example, mumming, hooded animal rites, the Mari Lwyd (old horse) processions, “bringing in the May” and maypoles were all outlawed during the Reformation. People were actively prosecuted and sentenced for these celebrations. Yet all these customs resurfaced after the Restoration and endured into the twentieth century. 
Just because music and dance were outlawed during the Puritan era does not mean they vanished – quite a few songs and folk dances survived. One traditional English folk song, “Gently Johnny”, with lyrics about physical love, is believed to have originated in the 1100s. In the chorus there is line about “My Jingo” (or gigolo) which may be a reference to Jaunicot, the Basque representation of the forest god. The song was outlawed during the Reformation. Its words were replaced by more socially acceptable metaphors in Victorian times, but the original music and lyrics still survive to the present day. The song is now a favorite among neo-Pagans. If music and the Celtic languages survived, we can surmise that the practice of magic survived as well.
“It’s a Family Tradition” (with apologies to Hank Williams Jr.)

Dr. Margaret Murray may have been incorrect about the scope and structure of the underground folkloric and / or witchcraft traditions, but it’s obvious that many Pagan customs endured into the modern age. Rather than an organized religion practiced by covens of thirteen with one central leader, it is much more likely that small bodies of lore were handed down through families, apprenticeships or within remote villages. Holiday celebrations seemed to continue unbroken, mostly in rural locations such as Derbyshire farming communities, Cornish villages and small Welsh towns, where many of the citizens participated. Urban areas had their own witches, cunning folk or fairy doctors as well, mostly practicing in enclaves within ethnic neighborhoods. In his book Witchcraft, Magic and Culture 1736 to 1951, author Owen Davies presents extensive evidence that folk magic was practiced in England well into the modern era, especially in London. Herbalism, charms and spells were taught to individual students. Legends were told orally to children as fairy tales. These folkways were limited mostly to the working classes. Other people, especially the wealthy and educated, were just not that interested. 
The “Age of Reason” did some damage to folk religious practice and the common people’s belief in witchcraft and magic. Such things were considered backward, superstitious nonsense by the more educated and wealthy classes. Nature was viewed as a force to be conquered, not as a holy power to be worshipped. With the advent of public schools, children were encouraged to abandon the outmoded ways of their ancestors. The Witchcraft Act further eroded the practice of magic, by declaring that fortune-telling, lifting curses, selling charms and other such pursuits were an attempt to dupe the gullible, and therefore witchcraft was declared illegal as an act of fraud. Folklore was on the decline by the 1840s, when academics began to study the older customs and legends in earnest. However, the real demise of folkloric religions in Britain did not occur until the early twentieth century. The culprits were the widespread broadcast of radio programs, the onset of television, a terrible influenza epidemic, and two devastating world wars which decimated the population of young working-class men. Secular pastimes supplanted earth-based religious gatherings, and the media replaced oral literature. Rather than being destroyed by Christian persecution, the mass practice of traditional Paganism was quite probably the victim of attrition.
Some folk customs were fortunately documented in the modern era by folklorists such as Frazer, Bonwick and Carmichael, and poets or prose authors such as Burns, Scott, Browning, Yeats, Kipling and Graves. Cecil Sharpe recorded many ritual dances, including the Morris, as well as folk songs and music. Other customs were preserved by town councils, folklore societies and individual families. A great deal of folk knowledge likely remained intact, more than some historians might suppose. Since the Celtic languages and culture have not died out, despite the efforts of the dominant government to supplant them with the English language and an anglicized cultural system, we can surmise that the pre-Christian religious traditions did not completely die out, either. Even though Irish jigs and Welsh ballads weren’t played on the radio, their tunes were preserved by individual family musicians. Most of the people interviewed by folklorists stated that they got the information about their cultural traditions from family members or neighbors, rather than books or the classroom. If the music endured within families, it is likely that the magic did too. 
Robert Trubshaw’s article “Paganism in British Folk Traditions” attempts to determine what religious customs were new, which practices were revivals, and which ones were genuinely old. Although Mr. Trubshaw does not accept parallelism or any other source unless written proof is provided, he suggests that Christianity did not completely replace indigenous Pagan religion, but that the two co-existed side by side until fairly recent times. Trubshaw believes that many of the old practices were so common, they simply were not reported in public sources such as legal records. Up until the eighteenth century, Pagan traditions were so ingrained in society as to not be newsworthy. Mr. Trubshaw further suggests that Paganism persisted as folk beliefs within families, not as an “organized religion” but as legend, lore, and “common superstition”.
Revivals:
Recently there have been many significant efforts to preserve and recover the old Celtic and Saxon languages, literature, music, customs and the religious rites of pre-Christian people. This is not a new thing – preservationists and reconstructionists have been making an attempt to save the old ways for nearly a thousand years.

In Wales, some practices were revived with the national Eisteddfod, or poetry festival, which was established after the Norman Conquest in the hope of preserving the Welsh language, culture, and Celtic Christianity, as well as Celtic Pagan traditions. The festival included re-telling the King Arthur tales, which were originally pre-Christian legends. Some of the Welsh mythology was written down as The Mabinogion, a cycle of stories transcribed in Latinized Welsh. With the anglicization of Wales, the Eisteddfod petered out, until it was revived in 1792 by Edward Williams, whose Welsh Bardic name was Iolo Morganwg. (He was also called Myfyr.) A stonemason by profession, Mr. Morganwg had an interest in Welsh folklore, language and custom, as well as the Druids. He drew upon the folk traditions of working-class people, the romanticized Arthurian stories, the poetry of historic bards, local legend and customs, and original works. Myfyr appointed an “Arch-Druid” to oversee the Eisteddfod festivities, and speculated about ancient Druidic ceremonies, including the possibility that they used stone monuments for their rituals. He drew conclusions about astronomy and the architecture of sacred sites, based on folklore, fully one hundred years before the discovery of the Sequani Calendar by archeologists in 1897. Some of Mr. Morganwg’s material was fabricated, but much of it may be an authentic representation of Pagan tradition. There is a current study, conducted by the University of Wales, to determine what of Morganwg’s works are authentic. As for now, it’s impossible to determine what is ancient and what has been recently created. Scholars can only guess.
In England, folklore societies are actively working to preserve the folkplays, dances, legends, harvest rituals, songs and traditions such as hooded animals. Many town festivals and customs have been resurrected or have continued from olden times. Straw bears, plough Jacks, Mollys, pace eggers, Jack-in-the-Greens, Furry dancers, skeklers, May queens and horn dancers perform each year on their particular holiday. Wells are dressed, thorns are baumed, and maypoles are beribboned by schoolchildren learning about their cultural heritage. Morris societies are reviving the art form as well as inventing new dances for the enjoyment of participants and onlookers. To find some of the more popular celebrations, surf tourist websites and individual villages’ holiday notices. Several of the town council websites openly brag about their Pagan heritage. Others dismiss any connection to pre-Christian religions. 
Modern Wiccans, Druids and other neo-Pagan groups have also re-created some of the older rituals. Check them out; many of their websites have amazing pictures and text.
American Immigrants:

From the 1790s to the 1930s, thousands of people moved to America from Ireland, Wales, Scotland and the European continent. Some migrated freely, others as indentured servants, and others as prisoners. Sometimes, “convict laborers” were allowed to bring family members with them. Some were found guilty of “rebellion”, which could include rejection of Christian values, failing to observe the Sabbath, refusal of baptism, speaking their native languages, and practicing folkways. These immigrants carried many of their old family traditions and ethnic religions to the “new world”. Their folklore was most likely to survive in isolated places where there was not much formal education available, such as Appalachia, the Ozark Mountains, the Cumberland Gap, Newfoundland, the upper peninsula of Michigan, the French Quarter of New Orleans, and northern New England. Farming families often had twelve or more children, some of whom were certain to be interested in preserving the old ways. This body of tradition includes music, crafts, recipes, holiday rituals, folklore and the practice of magic. For instance, Grandma’s double wedding ring quilt pattern may have been a form of Celtic knotwork, designed to protect the sleeper from bad dreams. Broom lore or use of a besom for magical purposes was documented by folklorists in the American regions of the Cumberland Gap and the Ozark Mountains in the 1950s. Divination practices using well water, mirrors, moonlight, ordinary playing cards and Bible verses were common in rural areas right up to the 1960s. And don’t forget that dumb supper, documented in Appalachia. These older customs coexisted alongside modern Christianity, sometimes without the individual’s knowledge of their Pagan origins, but often with full appreciation of their history. Some of the European immigrants married Native Americans or enslaved Africans, and adapted their customs, as well. Many of these folk traditions are still alive today.

Numerous folklore societies and ethnic foundations exist here in the United States to preserve these ancient traditions. Often the material is not presented as a religion, but as a cultural heritage. There are many folklore web sites and cultural centers, sponsored by universities, the government, and private organizations. A good place to start is the American website www.loc.gov/folklife/ , which contains a treasure trove of lore, folk music and arts, some of which can be purchased as copies. Included are a few pre-Christian Celtic customs, such as the origin of Halloween. There are also online sources through university folklore departments and at various neo-Pagan organizations. Another great resource is talking to elders at ethnic gatherings, town festivals and local “old time” commercial stores like the small-town feed and grain elevator. Find the eldest person present, and politely ask them if they remember any Mayday celebrations, granny magic, folk crafts or harvest customs. Visit nursing homes and talk to the elderly residents. You might be surprised how many old-line Pagans you find!
We are the Old People, We are the New People:
Celtic and Saxon Paganism were not the only indigenous European religions to survive into modern times. The native shamans of what is now Russia, the folk magicians of the Balkan states, the Stregheria of Italy, the Saami of Finland and Scandinavia, the Basques of the mountains in Spain and France who still retain their native religion, the Travelers of Ireland, and the Romani (Gypsies) who migrate throughout the European continent, all continue to practice some form of their indigenous magio-religion. Russian shamans were persecuted by Stalin during the Communist anti-religion campaigns, and shamanic practice was outlawed in 1938. Today the Buryati and Tuvinian tribespeople of Siberia are reclaiming their traditions, and shamanism is enjoying a revival. The Mari people of Finland and Russia continue to practice their Pagan folk rituals, despite resistance from government authorities. 
Although thousands of Romani were victims of the Nazi Holocaust, there are thriving communities in Europe and America in the present day. Their religion and culture contain elements of Christianity, Hinduism, Asian tribal beliefs, Islam, and nature spirituality, including the practice of divination and healing rituals. The Irish Travelers are nominally Roman Catholic, but also have their own ethnic language, culture and earth-based religious beliefs. They number around 24,000 in Ireland, 15,000 in Britain, and 7,000 in the United States. The Pennsylvania Dutch (actually Germanic) Pow-Wow tradition has roots in pre-Christian magic. Dr. Marija Gimbutas found several surviving Pagan religions in eastern Europe, and helped to revive the ancient proto-Russian spiritual tradition from the Baltic nations, now called Romuva. There are also several other surviving folklore traditions from the Baltic and Slavic geographical areas. Many of these indigenous religions do not self-identify as “Pagan” or as witches because of the negative connotations of these words, or because they use their own designation for themselves.

There are also several magio-religions surviving in America that do not trace their descent from just Europe. The practice of Vodoun / Voodoo / Hoodoo flourishes in the American South, as well as Condomble, Santeria and other magical earth-based religions. Mexican-Americans have their curenderas or healers who use herbalism as well as prayer and magic to assist their patients. These traditions have their foundation in the cultures of Africa and the native Indian tribes of the Americas. Additional material may have been borrowed from the Spanish or French versions of Catholicism. Customs such as placing glass bottles over the branches of a tree, used to trap evil spirits, or cleaning a person with smoke for purification came from these rich cultural heritages. Many parallels can be drawn between the magical practices of European Pagans and the worship rites of people the world over.
Conclusion – Who knows?!
In short, no one can conclusively state what our pre-historic ancestors did or did not practice as their religion. No one can really determine which rituals survived intact to modern times, either. Anyone can speculate. And anyone can debunk these theories, replacing them with their own educated guesses. Here are a few of mine:

*Many older customs survived in Britain right up to Gerald Gardner’s day. Some of these traditions were hidden or practiced covertly, but many were openly celebrated and photographed. More of these rituals had pre-Christian roots than previously believed.
*As an armchair folklorist, Gardner discovered several older British customs related to the use of magic, the celebration of the seasons and the worship of elder gods.

*Since he and his contemporaries thought that “primitive” rites or common practices wouldn’t interest modern readers, Gardner spiced things up by calling it witchcraft, and adding rituals from other sources, before publicizing it.

*Dr. Margaret Murray was on track when she suggested that some of the people interrogated during the witch trials were practicing a folkloric or magical religion. Their descriptions are quite close to such rites as hoodening, trancework, divination, healing, spellcrafting, ritual dances, cursing and so forth. However, Murray made a few erroneous conclusions. She apparently couldn’t count, because there are only a couple of references to covens of thirteen – most gatherings had more or fewer members. And what was up with that Joan of Arc idea, anyway?

*Although James Frazer was mistaken about the universal “sacrificial king” theory, he documented many seasonal rituals and modern references to the old gods, some of which had been photographed or otherwise corroborated. 

*Some historians suggest that Charles G. Leland invented the Strega tradition and authored Aradia, Gospel of the Witches by himself, using made-up material. Yet his books on Gypsies and Algonquian Indian cultures are pretty darn accurate. This leads me to believe that the work on Italian witchcraft has merit, too.

*While not based on historic fact, The White Goddess by Robert Graves is worthwhile in comparing universal themes in Goddess cosmology.

*Even though the “Kurgan Hypothesis” was a turkey, Dr. Marija Gimbutas proved that women were important in prehistoric times, and that ancient people in Old Europe used religious symbols and were “civilized”. She also proved that several Pagan religions survived in Europe to the present day.

*These authors were supposedly discredited, and all of their theories debunked. Yet Murray’s writing on Egyptian civilization is still respected, Frazer’s comparative analysis of folklore and customs have often been verified, Grave’s books about Romans is used for college courses, and Gimbutas’s theory of Indo-European migration is still one of the leading ideas in archeology. Some historians seem to be tossing the baby out with the bathwater in saying that these authors’ study of witchcraft, Paganism and goddess traditions are completely invalid.
*Iconic images of gods and goddesses, such as the horned beast-man and the sacred well were the focus of religious veneration right up to modern times.

*(This is just my own idea, and hasn’t any method of scientific verification) People believed in magic and described using energy in the legends of the Bronze and Iron ages, and people used ritual implements related to the practice of magic long afterward. Since people are using magic and directing energy nowadays, or transforming themselves through shamanic rituals, then I conclude that magic, energy and the Gods didn’t just disappear for a thousand years. Magic was around then, it’s still around now, and it’ll continue to be around in the future.
Changes, Corrections, Kudos and Additional Material, provided by readers:
I received a load of mail about this series, most of which could not be answered individually. So – thank you to everyone who took time to write! Because of readers, “Another Pagan History” has been reprinted on many sites, and is being used for several courses teaching witchcraft. The kudos and corrections were greatly appreciated.
There were a few typos contained within my essays, noticed by diligent readers. The folklore movement didn’t happen in the mid-1900s, of course, but the mid-1800s. I transposed letters on Aleister and Gimbutas more than once. The probable root word for witch is spelled weik, (pronounced with a long I, probably), not wiek. However Easter really was spelled Eostar, Eostur, Eastur, Oestar, and so forth by the Venerable Bede. At least, that’s what it looks like in the original manuscripts. Bede himself was listed as Beede, Beade, and Beada. Spelling was a bit chancy, back in the day. The word “wiccen” is intentional, denoting an all-female tradition. However, the weird grammatical stuff in the essay about sacred wells, and the failure to underline or italicize every publication, was due to my lack of skill with HTML.
Several people wanted to learn my sources, or gain additional material on the subject matter. Well, I’m sorry, but in the interest of not being sued for unintentional copyright infringement, I leave it up to the reader to discover my sources for themselves. There are pointers about how to do this, listed below. Other readers requested that I rate the accuracy of some of the references I used. This also seems to be begging for trouble. Because I’m just one amateur historian, who is not backed by a university with deep pockets (financed by taxpayers’ money!), then I can’t afford to cite a source who might feel that I used their material illegally. Or drag me into court for defamation of character, if I think their pet theory might not hold water.
Lots of folks added supplemental material, which was extremely cool. Blk Derby wrote: “The symbol ‘the Star of David’, a six-sided star, could easily be converted to a Pentagram. In fact, if one were to move the bottom point of the Star of David to the center of the Star of David, you now have a Pentagram. I’ve always wondered what came first, the Star of David or the Pentagram? Also, I’ve read that the Star of David and the Pentagram both represent the blade and the chalice of the sacred feminine principle.” Wayne McFadzen adds, “The planet Venus marks five fixed points in the sky every eight years.” (Its path forms a pentagram.)
Historian Francis Cameron wrote about Gardner possibly using the Basque language in his chants: “I am aware of the one passage in Gardnerian ritual where some commentators have stated that the words are in the Basque language. I have consulted experts who have lived in the Basque country and are at home with the Basque language. These experts are unanimous in informing me that the words in question are NOT Basque.”  I am assuming that this is in reference to the “Lachar Bagaby” chant. The use of the word “Jaunicot” in another Gardnerian invocation really is Basque, as Jaunicot was the equivalent of Cernunnos, the forest god of in that pantheon. British sailors shortened his name to “Jingo”, which is where the expression “By jingo” comes from. It might be the root of “my Jingalo” in the bawdy folksong. However, nobody really knows where the “Bagaby” chant originates… and Francis is probably right, it likely isn’t Basque.
Kateryna Zorya pointed out that the Tungus language is not extinct at all. “What is now called Evenkian was originally the Tungus language, but as linguistics developed, the definition broadened to encompass a family of languages, creating the so-called Tungus-Manchu group. In any case, ‘saman’ or ‘shaman’ is still very much in use in those regions.” Eliza wrote to say that the Kachina are not of Navajo origin; instead they are Hopi. Jim Heffner tells us that “the passing of power in the initiatory process in some parts of Pennsylvania for the Pow-Wowers / Hexerei / Braucherei are by alternating gender.” And a reader called Coredne recommends the book The Myth of Matriarchial Prehistory by Cynthia Eller.
Wiccan researcher and author Aidan Kelly wrote, “Back in 1973, I put together a ‘Pagan Craft Calendar’, one of the first, I think. I was bothered that there were no common names for the summer solstice or fall equinox parallel to Yule, etc., and went looking for possibilities. I could tell from the Saxon calendar discussed by Bede that their name for summer solstice was Litha, so I used that. (Tolkien figured out the same thing.) For the fall, since Fred Hoyle had figured out from a secondary circle of holes at Stonehenge that the fall equinox had been of special importance then, I thought that it might have been associated with a descent to and rescue from the underworld myth, as in the Elusinian in Greece. The Welsh equivalent to that may have been the story of Mabon, son of Modron, in the Mabinogion, so I used his name for that festival. I sent a copy of the calendar to the Green Egg. Tim (as he was then) liked my suggestions for the names and started using them in the mag, and from there they spread into common Pagan usage.
Patrick (Padraig) Lewis writes that “Mr. Bonwick’s sources were wrong” (about the name Lucaid Lamh Fada meaning ‘feast of love’ in Irish) “as modern Irish has been spoken since the 18th century and the meaning of lamh and fada was the same in both Old Irish and Middle Irish. ‘Lamh fada’ is a common nickname in Irish. It has been applied to mean different things idiomatically, such as strong, influential, sneaky, etc. though all relate in some way to someone having a long hand or long arm. Lucaid is a man’s name and lamh fada means a long hand.”
Another Irish speaker called Lunus corrected me about the possible translations of Samhain: “As an Irish speaker, I have never heard of this particular 
translation. To the best of my knowledge, the word Samhain comes from Sámh, 
meaning kind of peaceful or at ease, the implication being that nature was 
quieting down, and that winter was coming. The word is also used in 
modern Irish as the word for November, the Irish for Halloween being 
‘Oíche Shamhana’, or ‘November Night’. Also, I am skeptical of your theory that the ‘Ain’ in Samhain is the origin of ‘Ain’t’. Unfortunately, I have no evidence to support either claim, though I will say that Irish words cannot be divided up as easily 
as English words, and attempting to divide up Samhain smacks of the 
right-wing Christian argument that witches were in league with Satan 
because ‘Samhain’ was actually a compound word made of ‘Sam Hain’, which 
they thought was the witches’ name for Satan.” In my defense, “hain” also means done or an ending, and “ain’t” means not… and it’s possible that the American colloquialism came from Irish immigrants who settled in Appalachia. Perhaps Samhain means “the peaceful time is over”?
As in the articles themselves, there was some discussion about the actual origins of various topics. The original name for the Síla / Sheela / Sheila na Gig was given as both Julia and Cecelia, possibly referencing the saint. There was varying information sent to me about Halloween, as well. Some tell me that trick-or-treating is a relatively new custom, less than fifty years old. Others attribute it to various other traditions, some hundreds of years old, including “beggar’s night”, held the evening before Halloween. Daighre Starr writes that the “traditional food given to the beggars (were) the ‘new harvest’, apples pears, nuts and fresh made popcorn balls.” Some suggested that Halloween begging derives from the custom of “souling” – or vice versa. Other readers suggested that the trick-or-treat custom actually came from the animated Charlie Brown holiday special. 
Looking it up your ownself:

More information about Pagan religion is becoming available each year with the discovery of “new” artifacts and archeological sites and translations of ancient literature. Fortunately, we now have the Internet, with the folklore, photos, and the speculations of historians readily available. All of the information contained in the text of these essays was either found online, or in books attributed to the authors mentioned, or by viewing artwork or artifacts found in museums, or it was the result of interviewing both neo-Pagans and people with some traditional religious heritage. Several of both the former and latter don’t want their names mentioned because of the publicity – they remember what happened to Sybil Leek! Oh, and some of my information even came from news articles found in “The Wren’s Nest” on “The Witches’ Voice”. (That venerable institution, a bastion of modern Witchcraft culture and information, finally closed down in Dec. 2019.)  
 If you wish to explore a topic for yourself, I suggest that you start with Wikipedia and Google, read all the articles listed, read all the bibliographies of all the articles, then read all the sources found in all the bibliographies. Type in the word for each subject, such as “pellar” or “stagpole”. Then weed out the obvious, such as a Pellar Corporation or pole dancing at stag parties. Try a combination of subjects, for instance, Gardner + “Book of Shadows”, “Gwen Thompson” + Rede, England + “harvest rituals”, pentagram + “witches foot”. Try using different wording, such as England + folklore, or Britain + folklore. You’ll find some sources that insist that a custom is really old, especially on local history sites, in museums, and tourist excursion brochures. Others will be just as adamant that a custom is newer and without Pagan roots, such as the folkplay study.

Look up the Green Man, and decide for yourself if he is a punishment for avarice, an image of an agrarian god or a cheerful forest sprite. Study Gardner’s Book of Shadows, read the literature he borrowed from, read the writings of his critics, read the interviews with his coveners. Read Dr. Hutton’s books Triumph of the Moon and Stations of the Sun, then read Ben Whitmore’s rebuttal, “Trials of the Moon”. Read Dr. Margaret Murray, and check out Jani Farrell-Roberts’s criticism of Murray’s detractors. Read Owen Davies’ documentation of “cunning” folk and urban magic, read Philip Heselton’s works about Gardner and his influences. Check out Aidan Kelly’s Crafting the Art of Magic, then read Donald Hudson Frew’s rebuttal. Read Max Dashu’s article criticizing Hutton’s errors, view her “Suppressed Histories” website, read her essays on witchcraft. Read the works of scholars who believe there was no basis for a mother goddess. Read books about English folklore and fairy tales. Look at the images of the Beast Man on the bone carving in Devonshire, the Horned God standing with Mercury and Zeus in a Roman fresco, the ‘Ooser mask of Dorset, and Native American buffalo dancers. Are they related? Decide for yourself. Draw your own conclusions. You don’t need any “experts” telling you what to think. Blessings and happy hunting!
If you’re interested in reconstructing the older traditions, there is plenty of material available to help you. Read books, go to museums, find a teacher. But keep in mind that historic authenticity is not the most important part of your spirituality. A newly created Pagan tradition may have just as much validity as a truly ancient path. What really matters is faith. Wicca is a genuine religion in that it offers a beautiful spiritual belief system, a moral compass, and a way to commune with your inner Deity. If a neo-Pagan says a prayer with devout, heartfelt feeling, that prayer is certain to be answered! 
Bio: Some of the ceremonies mentioned in this article were performed by A.C. & her family long before they became popular with modern Wiccans. Ace has appeared as the Crone (Besom Betty) in local folkplays and ceremonies since 1989, at least fifteen years before photos of this archetype appeared on the Internet. These photographs are believed to have been taken in England around 1910. Caer na Donia y Llew, a legal Pagan church in southwestern Michigan, is one organization working to preserve and revive the artform of ritual theatre. We sincerely hope that modern Wiccans and other neo-Pagans enjoy the revival of hereditary Pagan practice! ( 
