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Fforetward
by
Asghleen ©’ Gaea

hich witch is which? That was
‘: (at least comparatively) an easy
question to answer back in the
1960s when Rosemary and Ray

) Buckland brought Wicca to the
Umted States. There were, then, a few self-
styled “witches-with-a-small-w,” and there
were Gardnerians [followers of the religion
started by Gerald Gardner and his friends
in the 1940s, see Chapter 8] and Gardner-
ian-trained entrepreneurs. But after forty
years of sometimes explosive growth in the
U.S. and around the world, it’s hard to tell
the players even with a scorecard. Witch-
craft: A Concise Guide is better than a
scorecard.

Now, any Neopagan author could do at
least most of the same research Bonewits
has done over the years, but not many Wic-
can authors have bothered. There’s been a
trend in the last decade toward a develop-
ment of new Traditions [denominations] ra-
ther than to look deeply into the origins of
Neopaganism or delve into the magical and
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ethical principles underlying Wiccan prac-
tice.

That’s been exciting, and certainly worth-
while — but now that Wicca is reasonably
well known and still growing, it’s more im-
portant than ever that we Witches get a
handle on our history and a precise com-
mand of our vocabulary. If we don’t, we risk
not just stalling Wicca’s growth, but setting
it back.

Isaac Bonewits has been doing reality
checks for Wicca for a number of years now.
Initiated into “one of the most distinguished
(and prolific) of all the Gardnerian ‘family
lines’ in America,” he knows Wicca from the
inside out, and in this work he shares the
definitions and distinctions he’s developed
from his intimate experience and original
research. When you’re talking about Neopa-
gan Witchcraft, Bonewits is an author, advi-
sor, and scholar you want — no, let me be
stronger: he’s someone you need on your
side.

When we use the word “witch,” what do
we mean? How do we distinguish the Tradi-
tions of Wicca? How the heck old is this re-
ligion, anyway? These are questions that
the Neopagan community has debated for
nearly half a century, and they come up
again for every generation of Wiccans. There
are other books that discuss them, but
none so “concise” as this one, and conse-
quently, none so useful.

Xit
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For thirty years or more, Witches have
worked to earn mainstream religions’ and
other institutions’ acknowledgment of Wicca
as a “real” religion, worthy of respect.
Thanks to this effort — always hard and
sometimes perilous — Wicca is recognized
now, and it’s better understood and ac-
cepted every day. But every time someone
speaks from ignorance, or speaks impre-
cisely about Wicca — even if the error’s not
noticed immediately — it sets that work
back and disrespects our forebears and our
colleagues. Concise Guide in hand (or on
screen), all of us can uphold Wicca’s repu-
tation accurately.

With Witchcraft: A Concise Guide, Bone-
wits has made it easy to understand Wicca’s
history and structure meaningfully. Beyond
that, he offers one of the best bibliographies
I've seen — his reading list alone makes this
book indispensable on any serious priest’s
or priestess’ bookshelf. But there’s some-
thing else that makes this book special, and
that’s how reader-friendly it is. It’s scholarly
enough to be worthwhile reading, but it’s far
from dry or boring, and short enough to
take along wherever you go. The chapters
and appendices are clearly titled, and that
makes this Concise Guide easy to use as a
reference: you don’t have to read the whole
book every time you’re looking for a par-
ticular fascinating detail or discussion.
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From the etymology of “our words,” to
the development and distinction of Wiccan
Traditions, to the order of our services, to
recommended books and on-line resources,
Bonewits takes us on a tour of Wicca,
blending an initiate’s point of view with a
sociological perspective. Here is the context
and commentary we all need to discuss
Wicca intelligently amongst ourselves, with
other Neopagans, and with non-Pagans.

As for the self-styled “witches-with-a-
small-w” that came out of their broom clos-
ets when Wicca made its appearance in the
U.S.? Who better than the man who coined
the terms by which we know them now —
“Fam-Trads,” “Neogothics,” and “Imm-
Trads” — to talk about their place in the
modern Craft community?

Call Witchcraft: A Concise Guide a Wiccan
Cliffs Notes if you will. Bonewits’ years of
research are summarized here as he guides
readers step by step through Wicca’s histo-
ries and diverse origins. In his Appendices,
he presents equally well-researched and
useful material that transforms background
information into common sense and practi-
cal applications. This book is an argument-
settler, and one you’ll want to carry and
quote for years to come.

Ashleen O’Gaea is the author of The Family Wicca Book:
The Craft for Parents & Children as well as Raising Witches:
Teaching the Pagan Faith to Children.
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Preface

gy his book is the product of many
: years of reading scholarly works,
% some of them well respected by
*':é\“ their colleagues, some heretical
> (then or now), and a few genu-
inely ground-breaking ones here and there.
Just as important in many ways, however,
have been the words and actions of those
brave women and men who have founded,
invented, stolen, modified, mutated, and
otherwise perpetuated the many old and
new systems of magic and religion that I
have been informed for forty years were
what “Witchcraft” was really all about.

At the risk of offending someone whose
name [ am sure to forget, I would like to
specifically mention and thank the following
as having helped along the way — whether
they meant to or not — with knowledge,
wisdom and wit:

Margot Adler, Victor Anderson, Gavin
Bone, Stuart Clark, Scott Cunningham, Ali-
ester Crowley, Mircea Eliade, Janet &
Stuart Farrar, Donald Frew, Gavin Frost,
Gerald Gardner, Ronald Hutton, Richard &
Tamara James, Aiden Kelly, Frederick
Lamond, Sybil Leek, Patricia Monaghan,

Xb
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Jeffrey Burton Russell, Starhawk, Doreen
Valiente, and Carl Weschke. Other authors
whose works influenced this book are men-
tioned in Appendix S (and parenthetical
comments to “see So-and-So” refer to books
there).

The following are some of those who have
shown me the many ways that the Goddess
can manifest inside a Wiccan circle: Arlynde
de Laughlin, Sally Eaton, Rusty Elliott,
Yvonne Frost, Magenta Griffiths, Elspeth of
Haven, Anodea Judith, Alta Kelly, Deborah
Lipp, Phaedra Oorbeck, Selene Vega, and
Gaia Wildwood. My knowledge of Wiccan
priestcraft would be considerably poorer
without their priestesscraft.

This book would not have been written
for another twenty years, if not for the en-
couragement of Douglas Clapp of PocketPC
press and my old friend Mark Bartel/Mar-
cus Barccani of Virtual Publishing Group,
neither of whom wanted to wait for the
1,000 page tome I've been writing for the
last twenty.

I know it’s traditional for an author to
accept responsibility for all the errors that
may have crept into his or her work, and to
excuse those who may have just been
thanked, and I really should do that... but,
really, it’s all their fault!

Xbi



Part One:

A PWrief Bigtory
of
Pitcheraft






Chapter 1:
Yhat Boes the YWord “Bitch” Mean?

“Who were the witches?
Where did they come from?
Maybe your Great-great-
grandmother was one...”

.y his is one of those “easy” ques-
5] tions that require complex an-
N swers, since during the 1,200+
> years that the word has been
known, hardly anyone seems to
have agreed with anyone else on a proper
definition. Even those who call themselves
“witches” today, or who point to others as
being such, differ widely as to their inter-
pretation of the term.

Is a “witch” someone who does magic, or
who reads fortunes? Is a witch someone
who worships the Christian Devil? Is a
Witch (capital letter this time) a member of
a specific faith called “Wicca?” Is a witch
someone who practices Voodoo, or Macum-
ba, or Candomble? Are anthropologists cor-
rect, when they define a witch as anyone
outside of an approved social structure who
is suspected of doing evil magic and/or of
being a monster who can curse people with
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the “evil eye?” Were the first witches origi-
nally shamans, munching on psychedelic
herbs and mushrooms?

All these definitions have been claimed
as accurate in the past and are used to this
day by both friends and foes of (whatever
they consider to be) witchcraft. Most people
discussing the topic seem to have their own
pet definition and are outraged at those
with different ideas.

Is there a way out of this quagmire? Is it
possible to distinguish between “real” and
“fake” witches? Much of the evidence that
would enable us to give positive answers to
the relevant questions has been deliberately
suppressed or destroyed, centuries ago, by
those with religious, economic and/or po-
litical axes to grind. However, some aspects
of the problem can be cleared up with the
help of a little linguistic and historical in-
vestigation.

As some people may already know, the
word “witch” in Modern English comes, via
the Middle English wycche, from the Old
English/Anglo-Saxon wicce (feminine) and
wicca (masculine). The plural noun was
wiccan (now used with a capital letter as an
adjective for followers of Neopagan Witch-
craft, see Chapters 8 and 9).

All these words referred to agents or
performers of wiccian, apparently meaning
“sorcery or magic,” and they all came from
the Germanic root wic-, one of a cluster of
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similar-sounding roots that all referred to
bending, changing, turning, waking, and
possibly shouting.

(I know that many people are bugged by
etymology, so before people get antsy, I have
put most of the formicable details into Ap-
pendix 1.)

The Indo-European cultures, like most,
clearly associated concepts of speech, in-
tention and the performance of magic, and
at least some of the time expressed these
ideas in terms of bending, twisting, and
weaving. Those are extremely common con-
cepts worldwide for magic and divination
(see Real Magic). The references to twisting
may have been negative, while those to
weaving tie in with hints from other sources
that the Western Indo-Europeans may have
had their own version of what later devel-
oped into the Hindu and Buddhist magical
systems known as tantra (based on Sanskrit
tan, “to weave”).

There is little here to indicate an ancient
religious role for witches except as assumed
representatives of the energies of chaos (the
“Outsiders” in Proto-Indo-European myths
— see Druidism: A Concise Guide and the
works of Dumézil in Appendix 5). All Indo-
European cultures had specific words for
“priest,” “priestess,” “healer,” “midwife,” “di-
viner,” “matchmaker,” “advisor,” “wise one,”
etc. — few of which appear to have been lin-
guistically related, except in the most meta-
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phorical sense, to the various words which
became wicce/wicca in Old English, and
eventually “witch” in Modern English.

Despite the modern Wiccan belief that
wicca originally meant “wise one,” it looks
like what it really meant was: (1) someone
who bent things to his or her will, (2) some-
one who could turn aside evil or good,
and/or (3) someone who could cast spells —
all with a neutral-to-negative connotation
even among the “Paleopagans” (see Appen-
dix 2). The “wise one” derivation may have
been suggested to Gerald Gardner, the in-
ventor of Wicca as a religion (see Chapter 8),
by the word wica, which may have meant
“wise.” Or he might have been thinking of
the word wysard (or “wizard”) which does
mean “wise one” and which was used in the
Middle Ages as a term for a male witch after
the masculine form of wicca had been for-
gotten.

Whatever else they may have been, for
good or ill, Paleopagan witches were not the
priests and priestesses of “The” Old Religion
(as if there had ever been only one) of An-
cient Europe, despite the claims of many
Neopagan Witches. We know quite a bit
about the Paleopagan priests and priestess-
es in pre-Christian Europe, but their exact
relationships, if any, to local witches is un-
clear.

A hint can be gleaned from the fact that
the Celtic clergy were called “druids.” That
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word goes back to the Proto-Indo-European
root *dru-, the source of other words with
such meanings as “oak,” “firm,” “strong,”
and “true.” There is no doubt that the dru-
ids were involved in tree worship (which was
indeed common throughout Europe) and
that oaks were among the favorite trees in
northern climes for this worship. It could be
that the druids were called such because
they represented the “firm” and “strong”
principles of their faith — they were, after
all, the highest religious authorities among
the Celts.

By contrast, the tree most associated in
myth and history with witchcraft seems to
have been the willow (PIE *wy-). Perhaps the
willow-like “bending” and “chaos” of wicce-
craeft and the oak-like “firmness” and “or-
der” of draiocht (“druidism”) may point to an
ancient distinction between the social func-
tions played by each (see Proto-Indo-Euro-
pean Trees, by Paul Freidrich; The New
Comparative Mythology, by C. Scott Little-
ton; and The Plight of a Sorcerer, by Georges
Dumeézil).

We do know that, even at the height of
the witch-hunting hysteria in the late Mid-
dle Ages and Renaissance, the terms used
to refer to the victims (such as bacularia,
fascinatrix, herbaria, Hexen, Wettermacher-
innen, etc.) all meant people (usually wo-
men) with real or assumed herbal, magical,
and prophetic knowledge or powers, who
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were believed to be able to control people,
raise storms, and kill or cure humans and
animals.

Almost all tribes had full or part time
healers, who used both herbs and magic.
Frequently they also had seers and weather
predictors/controllers. Midwives, almost al-
ways female, were also common, and there
was frequently a priest and or priestess
working at least part time. What causes
confusion, especially when dealing with ex-
tinct cultures, is that many tribes combined
these various offices into different people.
Sometimes the healers were the midwives,
sometimes the healers weren’t midwives but
were seers, etc.

As will always be true, in this as in every
other area of human activity, all sweeping
statements are completely wrong.



Chapter 2:
Clasgic YWitches and Pizards

& hat jobs did the people I call
4 Classic Witches originally per-
& D) ;| form? We know their later func-
;-i ‘J 3\ tions, after the Christian con-
quest, included healing (with
medicines and/or magic), inducing fertility
and abortions, providing love potions and
poisons, predicting and/or controlling the
weather, blessing and cursing, fortune tell-
ing, etc. So, for our purposes here, we shall
define a Classic Witch as follows: a person
(usually an older female) who is adept in the
uses of herbs, roots, barks, etc., for the
purposes of both healing and hurting (in-
cluding the making of poisons, aphrodisi-
acs, hallucinogens, etc.) and who is familiar
with the basic principles of both passive
and active magic (see my book Real Magic),
and can use them for good or ill — as she
chooses.

A typical Classic Witch, being an old
peasant, might also be a font of country
wisdom and superstitions, as well as a
shrewd judge of character. Such a person
would be of great value to local peasants,
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but would also be somewhat frightening and
resented.

But what did the Classic Witches do
when there were still Pagan priests and
priestesses around? Remembering that al-
most everyone in a Paleopagan culture will
do simple folk magic for him- or herself, did
the Classic Witches exist side-by-side with
the clergy, handling simple or private mat-
ters while the clergy handled complicated or
public ones? Did the Classic Witches merge
with the remaining Pagan clergy after the
Christian conquest, or replace them en-
tirely? Did the Classic Witches only begin to
exist after the clergy had been overthrown,
because they were the remnants of that
clergy and their descendants, now looked
upon with distrust? Nobody really knows,
though lots of people have theories.

There do seem to have been religious
communities of both genders in Celtic ter-
ritories, patterned perhaps in a similar way
to the ones in India formed in the woods by
retired householders who have left their
previous castes and duties behind. The ones
for Celtic women have been described as
being situated on islands surrounded by
willow trees which, as mentioned above,
were the trees most associated with witch-
craft. There were also individual mystics
living solitary lives in the woods, perhaps
similar to the arhats (saints) of India.
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Some Priestesses of Freya in parts of
Scandinavia, for example, lived as solitary
mystics, minding small temples and riding
from village to village with statues of Freya
for rituals at various times of the year.
Could the Classic Witches have been des-
cended from such communities or individ-
uals?

And where do the “wizards” fit in? The
term “wise one” could have been merely a
compliment, applied to anyone showing ex-
traordinary wisdom about a topic (even to-
day it is used that way in British slang).
Contrary to the beliefs of many occultists
and theologians, wisdom never has been
perceived as limited strictly to people in-
volved in magic and religion.

The folkloric figure of the wizard is just
as late a development as is our knowledge of
witchcraft, in the early Middle Ages, yet he
too may point to an earlier truth. A wizard
is usually described as a loner, a stranger
who wanders about performing wondrous
deeds with little equipment save a staff or
sword. In fact, the description is very simi-
lar to that of the Scandinavian god Odin as
He walks about the earth. Odin is associ-
ated with the dark/dangerous half of the
Indo-European “first function” caste of ma-
gicians and priests (see Littleton and Dumé-
zil). Could it be that the term wysard be-
came attached to various Pagan priests who
had gone into hiding, and who traveled from
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village to village, providing some of the old
priestly services to people now no longer
able to get them? Or were wizards really
just medieval equivalents to the “cunning
folk,” much of whose business was undoing
the supposed curses of witches, and whom
folklorists recorded in England as recently
as the early twentieth century?

Classic Witchcraft itself was not a crime
during the first ten centuries of the Chris-
tian era. Only if a witch caused actual phys-
ical damages could he or she be prosecuted,
and then for causing harm, not for practic-
ing witchcraft. Indeed, it was official Church
policy that all the magic produced by non-
Christians was “illusionary” or “demonic,”
and that belief in the ability of anyone to fly
through the air, cast spells, etc., was a Pa-
gan, and “therefore” heretical belief. The of-
ficial Church document on this was the
Canon Episcopi, purporting to be from the
fourth century, but actually forged around
906, which (in Rossell Hope Robbins’ trans-
lation in his Encyclopedia of Witchcraft and
Demonology) read in part:

It is also not to be admitted that
certain abandoned women perverted
by Satan, seduced by illusions and
phantasms of demons, believe and
openly profess that, in the dead of
night, they ride upon certain beasts
with the pagan goddess Diana, with a

10
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countless horde of women, and in the
silence of the dead of night fly over
vast tracts of country, and obey her
commands as their mistress, while
they are summoned to her service on
other nights.

But it were well if they alone per-
ished in their infidelity and did not
draw so many others along with them
into the pit of their faithlessness. For
an innumerable multitude, deceived
by this false opinion, believe this to be
true and, so believing, wander from
the right faith and that relapse into
pagan errors when they think that
there be any divinity or power except
the one God...

...It is therefore to be publicly pro-
claimed to all, that whoever believes
such things or similar things loses the
faith...

This Churchly arrogance was the official

party line for several centuries and caused
theological trouble later when the Inquisi-
tion wanted to persecute people for doing
what Church doctrine had earlier said was
impossible. This indication, coming as late
as 906, that the Church was aware of Pagan
survivals in its heartland of Italy (assuming
that they meant the ancient Roman Diana,
and not another goddess of similar nature)

1
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was taken by some writers in the mid-
twentieth century as evidence for theories
that the great witch hunts (see Chapter 4)
were aimed at an underground Pagan cult
of Diana worshipers. However, it proves no-
thing except that there were at least a few
Paleopagan survivals connected with wo-
men’s religious practices in Christendom —
something we know from other sources as
well.

When the Canon Episcopi was announc-
ed, there were still unconverted Paleopa-
gans in northern and eastern Europe
building temples, carving statues of their
gods, giving sacrifices to trees and streams,
and so on. There may well have been similar
survivals throughout western Europe, for
an Anglo-Saxon law of about the same time
condemns supposed witches for worshiping
wells, trees, stones, etc. This seems to indi-
cate that for several centuries after the
Christian conquest of Europe, at least some
people called “witches” were only mildly
Christianized. This law isn’t evidence of an
organized cult of witches, however, nor are
the worship activities mentioned in it part of
the usual modern theories of how a postu-
lated cult of witches worshiped.

12



Chapter 3:
Gonna Take a Shamanistic Journep...

SN ¥ practices when Mircea Eliade
W published his classic Shaman-
ism: Archaic Techniques of Ec-
stasy in 1951 (first in French, then in Eng-
lish in 1964). As he described it, “shaman-
ism” was a complex but clear cluster of
phenomena.
Shamans were and are:

(1) tribal officials in

(2) hunter-gatherer cultures who

(3) were usually reluctant recruits who

(4) underwent a harrowing death and re-
birth experience that

(5) enabled them leave their bodies at will
while

(6) deities or other spirits possessed
them and/or

(7) they traveled to other worlds to
(8) represent their tribe to the deities or

(9) find and return the errant souls of
sick members of their tribe.

13
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Eliade asserted further that most sha-
mans were from central or eastern Asia (or
among their distant relations, the Native
Americans), that they shared a particular
form of “x-ray art,” often used some sleight
of hand in their healing magic, and some-
times used mind-altering substances as
aids to leaving their bodies.

In 1968, Carlos Castaneda began pub-
lishing a striking series of fantasy novels
that he successfully passed off as anthro-
pological research for many years, about a
Native American shaman named Don Juan
who supposedly taught him all about the
magical and spiritual uses of peyote, da-
tura, and funny mushrooms.

In 1973, Michael Harner said in a book
he edited, Hallucinogens & Shamanism, that
the “flying ointments” referred to in many
medieval documents as having been used
by witches seem to have regularly contained
various hallucinogenic herbs such as bella-
donna, henbane, datura, etc., which can in
combination produce illusions of flying as
well as visions of wild orgies and dancing.

Throughout the 1970s, books about the
spirituality of hallucinogens met an eager
market. Castaneda kept cranking out more
novels, later Lynne Andrews and other New
Age authors began telling similar tales, and
Harner published books about shamans in
the Amazon jungle. Together, these authors
redefined shamanism as any system of

14
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magic or religion that used mind-altering
substances — which is, of course, most of
them at one time or another. Eliade’s once-
clear definition became lost in a psychedelic
cloud of vague generalities.

Morning Glory Zell pointed out in the
late 1970s that users of belladonna around
the world frequently report seeing the same
“White Lady,” Whom they associate with
various moon and sea goddesses, just as
users of peyote from different cultures often
meet the same green vegetation deity (most
commonly known as San Mescalito). She
felt it possible that independent cults of
similar belladonna users could have sprung
up in multiple parts of Paleopagan Europe,
and that they might have survived here and
there into the Middle Ages. She called this
idea, Shamanic Witchcraft.

Later, in the 1980s and 1990s, others
were to call their new versions of Wicca (or
Neopagan Witchcraft — see Chapter 8) by
the same term, even though these others
did not advocate or use psychedelics in
their worship. They did, however, wave
feathers and crystals around and pound on
drums, so they figured that was close
enough to shamanism...

It seems clear to me that Classic Witches
fulfilled almost none of the characteristics
Eliade outlined as essential to shamanism.
They weren’t tribal officials; they were out-
casts. They lived in or on the outskirts of
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settled agricultural societies, rather than
hunter-gatherer ones. There is very little
evidence that trance-mediumship was a
major part of their activities. Europe cer-
tainly wasn’t part of Central Asia!

So it is unlikely that either they or any of
the other witches in this book were the
remnants of pre-Christian shamans (unless
there were witch-hunts in Lapland or Fin-
land, about which I've heard nothing). Ironi-
cally, the Benandanti of medieval Italy (see
Chapter 6), which started out as a cult
dedicated to fighting witches in a spirit
world, may be the closest to matching
Morning Glory Zell’s original concept.
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Chapter 4:
Gothic Witches and
the “Burning Times”

3}l maining Classic Witches who
4 might have been worshipping
| Pagan deities in the Church’s
territory had pretty much died
out or gone far underground. Most of the
Paleopagan cultures of western and central
Europe had been destroyed, and pacifica-
tion programs had been instituted against
any remaining objectors. Having slain all
available competition outside of the Church,
the Christians proceeded to slay each other.
The Inquisition was founded and Crusades
mounted against heretics (which were much
more successful than the Crusades mount-
ed against the Moslems, who had the rude
habit of winning).

Heretic roasting became a lucrative
source of wealth, power, and sexual satis-
faction for both the Inquisitors and their ci-
vilian helpers. Eventually, however, they be-
gan to run out of heretics to kill. This was
disastrous for them, since many Inquisitors
and nobles had built their fortunes on con-
fiscated property taken from their victims. A
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few hopeful sadists, however, had been sug-
gesting to the Popes for quite some time
that sorcery and witchcraft should be de-
clared heretical. This was done slowly over a
period of two centuries.

In 1324 Bernard Gui wrote a manual for
heretic hunters that strongly influenced
later ones. In 1376, Nicholas Eymeric pub-
lished a popular handbook for inquisitors,
which was in use through the end of the
15th century. In 1428, the Church created a
six-point definition of a particular heresy in
Calais and Arras (France) that was to event-
ually be used in a new definition of “witch-
craft.”

The victims there were tortured until
they confessed to:

(1) making a pact (a legal agreement)

with the Christian Devil,

(2) having sex with the Christian Devil,

(3) flying around at night (as in the Can-
on Episcopi) with the Christian Devil,

(4) working magic,

(5) attending secret meetings at night,
and

(6) being sexually promiscuous (having
more sex than the inquisitors were).

(Wiccan author Gavin Frost has pointed
out that limiting the term “witch trials” to
only those cases involving these six par-
ticular characteristics is one way in which
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the numbers of those killed for witchcraft
can be limited to the lower estimates.)

In 1484, Pope Innocent VIII issued some
Papal Bull officially sanctioning the arrest
and trial (that is to say, the torture, convic-
tion and execution) of anyone accused of
such consorting with demons.

Soon after, two Catholic priests, Heinrich
Kramer and James Sprenger, wrote and
published (with the Pope’s approval or “Im-
primatur”) one of the more infamous books
in history, Malleus Maleficarum or The Ham-
mer of [female] Evildoers (which Montague
Summers translated as “The Witches Ham-
mer”). This was used along with the previ-
ous witch-hunters’ manuals to guide and
justify three hundred years of atrocities
committed against women, children, and
men for the thought-crime of “witchcraft.”

The theological excuses were easy to
manufacture, especially by experienced Bi-
ble scholars such as Kramer and Sprenger,
and were defended in Church literature well
into the mid-twentieth century — see The
Inquisition, by Fernand Hayward, published
by the Church’s Society of St. Paul and with
a full Imprimatur and Nihil Obstat (official
Church approval) in 1965.

Since there was only “one God, one
Faith, and one Church,” anyone disagreeing
with the Roman Catholic Church (or the
later Protestant Churches) about anything
was automatically a heretic. By similar du-
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alistic reasoning, anyone using a system of
magic outside of Christian control and ap-
proval was “obviously” doing it with the help
of the Christian Devil. Satan was, after all,
the only other god allowed to exist in Chris-
tian mythology — though they killed you if
you called him one. Since the Christian
Devil supposedly would not give magical
power to people who weren’t “his own,” the
accused witches “must” therefore have been
worshiping him.

Many of the early Christian “heresies”
had threatened the theological and political
power of the Bishop of Rome, who was now
called the Pope. The Popes were especially
sensitive on this matter, since most of the
non-Roman Bishops considered the Popes
to be heretics themselves, who had unlaw-
fully usurped the powers of the early Chris-
tian Council of Bishops. Most of the Bishops
from the other forty Catholic Churches still
feel that way today.

Having crushed all opposition and de-
clared their opponents to be the ones who
were “really” the heretics, the Bishops of
Rome grabbed for all the religious and secu-
lar power they could get. Thus, as I often
say, the Roman Empire never actually fell, it
just changed hands and continued under
new management!

Wherever the Roman Catholic Church
went, it would first wipe out the native Pa-
leopagan culture, then, after a few decades
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or centuries, start executing heretics. The
Roman Church had a vital psychological,
political, and theological interest in keeping
the attention of Christendom focused on
real or imagined enemies. This was similar
to how corporate and political leaders in the
second half of the twentieth century focused
the attention of the world on the “Commu-
nist Peril,” thus deflecting movements aim-
ed at making them accountable.

Through a series of astonishing theologi-
cal gymnastics, Pope Guilty VIII and the
leaders of the Inquisition managed to de-
clare that the Canon Episcopi (discussed in
Chapter 2) was in essence “irrelevant” or
referred to some other cult of a similar de-
scription. They couldn’t actually say it was
“wrong” because it had been considered
Church Law for hundreds of years.

However, after 1484, it was heresy if one
did not believe in witches who flew through
the air and had magical powers given to
them by the false deity they worshiped —
only now, that deity was said to be Satan
instead of Diana. Thus the Church created
out of thin (if busy) air a brand-new kind of
“witchcraft,” the religion of Satanism, which
I call Gothic Witchcraft. (It should be
noted that I coined this term in 1979, before
the rise of the “Goth” subculture of vampire
fans.)

The details of Gothic Witchcraft were
easy to invent. Since Roman Catholicism
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was the only “true” religion, and since Satan
was deemed the opposite of their God, Sa-
tanism must thereby be an exact reversal of
Roman Catholicism. (Other Christian sects
accused the Gothic Witches of reversing
their particular version of the One True
Right and Only Way to worship.) From here
sprung fully formed the whole concept of
the “witches’ sabbat,” “Black Masses,” and
the like.

Previously, the concept of “Black
Masses” had referred to masses (the stan-
dard Catholic liturgy) said for the dead — in
which Catholic priests usually wore black
vestments — only performed for people who
were still living, as a kind of curse!

The ancient Roman urban legends about
Evil Cultists who profaned sacred things,
ate little babies, held wild orgies, etc., previ-
ously used against early Christians, and
then by them against Paleopagans, Jews,
and heretics for centuries, were dusted off
and laid at the feet of Gothic Witches. These
lies were repeated constantly, with evidence
manufactured to support them. It was
rather like what happened in the Satanic
Panic of the 1980s (see Jeffery Victor’s book
of that title) when Americans and Britons
decided that there was a global conspiracy
of baby-killing devil worshippers sacrificing
hundreds of thousands of people in Satanic
orgies.
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This insanity was (and is) rooted in the
Dualist paranoia of Christian mythology,
which describes an eternal cosmic battle
between Good and Evil. Therefore, anyone
who was not a good Christian (by local defi-
nition) was committing “spiritual treason”
by helping the enemies of Christendom.
This was far worse than mere political trea-
son (which was more of a pastime than a
crime in those days). Gradually, the power
of Satan increased in the Christian mythos,
until he was credited with an entire anti-
church of his own. The congregation of this
anti-church was said to consist of heretics
in general and Gothic Witches in particular.

I really should not go into the details of
the persecutions (often called the “Burning
Times” by modern Witches) against sus-
pected (and therefore “guilty”) Gothic Witch-
es, since most readers may not have strong
stomachs (they can skip to the next page if
they like). Somewhere between 50,000 and
a quarter-million women, children, and men
were Kkilled. Estimates of the total body
count vary widely among scholars, depend-
ing upon their biases and academic fash-
ions. The victims were raped, maimed, mu-
tilated, and murdered in ways that make
the atrocities of modern stormtroopers and
death squads look like child’s play.

People were torn limb from limb by wild
horses, flayed alive (having all their skin
removed), covered with boiling tar, had red-
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hot irons locked around their bodies, had
toenails and fingernails ripped off, toes, fin-
gers and testicles crushed. Women had their
hair burnt and nipples torn off, and jagged
irons shoved up their genitals, or, if they
were “attractive” women or girls, were raped
to death.

Most of this, mind you, was what was
done during questioning, before “guilt” had
even been “proven” and sentence passed.
The actual executions were swift and mer-
ciful by contrast: hanging, burning alive,
strangulation, drowning, etc.

The whole pseudo-legal point of the tor-
ture was to ask the accused people long, in-
volved questions, and to force them to an-
swer “yes” or “no.” The torture continued
until the victim “confessed” all she or he
was told to say. Then they were taken out of
the torture room and asked the same ques-
tions, with the threat of further torture if
they did not reaffirm their confessions.
Once a confession was reaffirmed, the In-
quisitors could state in the official records,
“the accused confessed without torture,”
and send the victim (usually a woman or
girl) back into the torture room for the “good
Christian men” to do with as they pleased.

After a few decades, many of the Inquisi-
tors themselves began to believe the Big Lie
their predecessors had invented. They put
more and more pressure on the civil auth-
orities to torture and execute witches and
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other heretics, threatening to have them
executed as heretics themselves if they did
not comply. Thus, in direct opposition to
Christian defenses to this very day, it was
the Bible-quoting Inquisitors who urged the
civil courts on, not the other way around.
Yet once the civilians realized that they
could share in the political, economic, and
sexual benefits of witch-hunting, they be-
came equally zealous.

These horrors were not confined to Ro-
man Catholicism; after the Protestant Ref-
ormation, the new religious leaders agreed
with the old that Gothic Witches deserved to
die. So they proceeded to roast accused
Gothic Witches, heretics, Catholics, and
each other. The Bible translators working in
England managed to insert the English
word “witch” into several parts of the scrip-
tures where “a Devil-worshipping sorceress”
could not possibly have been meant (the
ancient Hebrews had no “Devil” figure for
anyone to be worshipping). The infamous
“thou shalt not suffer a witch to live” line,
for example, actually referred to poisoners,
but the witch-phobic King James, like
Christian Fundamentalists today, loved how
the mistranslation could justify his hatred
and violence towards accused witches.

What, beside the greed and sexual de-
pravity of the Christian clergy, turned witch
hunting into a socially accepted activity?
Many scholars have offered many theories,
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ranging from the Church’s fear of the up-
coming scientific worldview, to a sexist re-
action against strong women, to a homo-
phobic reaction against real or alleged les-
bians and gay men, to a conspiracy by
medical doctors against midwives. All these
theories have something to offer, so we
should not let ourselves be trapped by
monothesisism (by insisting on a single ex-
planation).

Part of the answer, I feel, lies in the fear
that magic and psychic phenomena can
cause in ignorant people. Even the Classic
Witches had inspired fear as well as respect.
With ten centuries of Church propaganda
drumming it into the populace’s heads that
all magic came from either Jehovah or Sa-
tan, more fear of magic workers developed.
When the Black Plague wiped out a third of
Europe’s population almost overnight,
preachers were quick to suggest that it was
punishment from the Christian God for lax-
ity in Christendom. Jews, Gypsies, strang-
ers, and other unusual people were scape-
goated on an unprecedented scale. This
soon included itinerant magical workers
such as the Classic Witches.

For more details on this whole, sick
mess, consult Rossell Hope Robbins’ book,
The Encyclopedia of Witchcraft and Demon-
ology and Jeffrey B. Russell’s A History of
Witchceraft: Sorcerers, Heretics, and Pagans.
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Chapter 5:
Pitches as Pagan Cultists?

as there actually a secret, un-
4 derground movement to act as
the peg upon which the Church
could hang its branding irons?

-) Could the Classic Witches have
actually been the leaders of a European-
wide Pagan revival or survival, a Paganism
that the Church merely distorted into a
Satanic cult?

Since the Classic Witches would com-
monly be among the elder members of any
village social structure — it takes a long
time to become adept at healing, herbology
and divination — they could have been at
the fore-front of any sporadic efforts to pre-
serve Pagan customs. They could have help-
ed to organize dances, parades, and other
folk customs with which tiny remnants of
the old religions could have been kept alive.
However, we have no historical record of
anyone called a “witch” ever doing so.

Furthermore, Ronald Hutton has shown,
in The Stations of the Sun and The Rise and
Fall of Merry England, that many of the
customs we have long been taught were
Paleopagan survivals were really medieval
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or Renaissance inventions. That would
make them Mesopagan (mixed Christian
and Pagan systems, see Appendix 2) cus-
toms at best. The little we can plausibly say
about the Classic Witches, therefore, is a far
cry from the now well-known theories of an
organized cult of Pagan witches spanning
the entire continent.

Margaret Murray is the writer most asso-
ciated with these theories. In the early twen-
tieth century, after a successful career as
an Egyptologist, she decided to study a
topic she apparently knew nothing about —
medieval Christian history. She took the
“confessions” wrung from the supposed
Gothic Witches and compared their artifi-
cially constructed similarities (caused by
the Inquisitors’ use of torture manuals such
as the Malleus) with collections of folk be-
liefs and customs from England, Brittany
and Italy. The major conclusions she came
to in her book The Witch-Cult in Western
Europe, first published in 1921, were as-
tonishing, at least to modern scholars.

Murray argued that there had been a gi-
gantic, anti-Christian cult in medieval Eu-
rope, only it had been Pagan instead of Sa-
tanic. Furthermore, the leaders of this cult
might have been witches, as the descen-
dants of the postulated priestesses of “the
Old Religion.” This religion, she speculated,
was a belief system based on the worship of
Diana (and Her male counterpart Dianus!)
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and was so well organized that every witch
in Europe had essentially the same theol-
ogy, ethics, cosmology, and rituals.

A “Dianic Witch” (Murray was the first to
use this term) could supposedly travel from
Denmark to Italy, from England to Poland
and be accepted into the local services.
This, she said, was why the persecutions
happened — there really was a gigantic
threat to Christianity, only it was run by
Pagan witches.

This is an important theory that needs
discussion, for many Neopagan Witches and
Feminist Witches (see Chapters 8-10) ac-
cept it as “proven” and it has been pub-
lished as absolute truth in many books, in-
cluding a few encyclopedias (Murray wrote
the Britannica entries on witchcraft for sev-
eral editions).

Evidence in favor of witches as leaders of
a religion of any sort is rare, as is evidence
of any “universal” cults (of specific, named
deities) among European Paleopagans, while
contrary evidence is plentiful (serious read-
ers may wish to consult the Paleopagan
section of Appendix 6). However, for the
sake of argument, let us pretend there real-
ly was a unified “Old Religion” of some sort
throughout Europe, which survived intact
into the Christian era. Could the customs
and beliefs of such a cult survive 500 to
1,500 years of oppression?
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There are certain factors required for the
safe transmittal of a real tradition from gen-
eration to generation. It must be written
down and physically preserved, or else it
must become part of an oral literature sup-
ported by public approval of the bards, ac-
tors, storytellers, etc. Either way, it will
usually be altered by the requirements of
the literary, theatrical, or poetic forms used,
as well as by the religious expectations of
the intended audience.

Unfortunately, there are no equivalents
yet discovered to the Eddas or the Mabi-
nogion (collected tales of Norse and Welsh
mythology, respectively) that present the
entire mythology of the “Universal Witch
Cult” as practiced by our hypothetical an-
cestors. Granted, a large number of people
have claimed that the above-mentioned
texts are just chock full of references to the
Old Religion and are “really” about the
Witch Cult. The fact remains, however, that
the sacred scriptures of the postulated
Witch Cult’s beliefs and practices (with the
exception of quotes from old poems and folk
songs) were never found in written form
until the last hundred years.

Christianity did not provide much in the
way of support for competing religions. The
Church accepted some local planting and
herding customs and holidays, turned some
of the local deities and nature spirits into
saints and demons, and went merrily on its
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way subverting and co-opting the faiths of
the conquered tribes. Now, it could be ar-
gued that as an underground movement,
the Witch Cult might have provided a sub-
culture that gave public support to an oral
literature of religious witchcraft.

But Europe of the Middle Ages was not
the England or America of today where re-
ligious subcultures may be tolerated, even if
despised. A subculture has to be substan-
tial to provide the necessary amount of
support. Bards have to eat, after all, and so
do dramatists, dancers, and polytheologi-
ans. Long before any survival or revival
could have reached the necessary size, it
would have been subverted or destroyed by
the Church.

It’s useful here to look at the maranos, a
secret underground of Jews in Catholic
Spain. In 1492, the King of Spain ordered
all Jews to leave Spain, convert to Catholi-
cism, or be executed. Many left, many died,
but many others chose to convert, some of
them under false pretenses. These “under-
ground” Jews practiced their faith in se-
crecy while acting in public as good Catho-
lics. When caught, they were referred to as
maranos, Spanish for “pigs” — used be-
cause it was a word especially insulting to
Jews, who considered pigs unclean animals.

After World War Two, many of the ma-
ranos went public, demanding to be allowed
to immigrate to Israel under the “Right of
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Return,” which says Jews anywhere in the
world have a right to move to Israel and be-
come citizens. In order to determine the va-
lidity of their claim, the government of Israel
sent a team of linguists, anthropologists,
and rabbis to Spain to interview them. The
maranos, they discovered, knew that they
were supposed to study the “Old” Testament
and ignore the “New,” light candles and say
special prayers on Friday nights and Satur-
days, and use mezuzim and other Jewish
talismans their ancestors had hidden away.
That, and a handful of Hebrew words, was
all the maranos knew about being Jewish
(for details, read The Mezuzah in the Ma-
donna’s Foot, by Trudi Alexy).

Thus we have a group of highly literate
people with a rich and deep tradition of or-
ganized religious beliefs and practices, who
lost 99% of it after only 500 years under-
ground. Just how likely is it then, that Pa-
leopagans, most of them illiterate, would
have been able to keep their religion alive
for nearly twice that long — let alone for
three times that long as believed by some
Neopagans — without public support for
families of myth-memorizing clergy?

Yes, the medieval peasants built need-
fires at certain times of the year; yes, they
followed the agricultural customs of their
ancestors (and invented new ones). None of
these activities prove, however, that they
had any idea, magically or religiously, of

32



Witcheraft: A Concise Guide

what they were doing. This is why outside
observers make remarks such as, “The pea-
sants really did this because...” or, “They
were actually worshiping an old Pagan god
named Murphy, who...”

You do not need a religious or magical
reason to perform customary or enjoyable
acts. The mere fact that, “This is the way my
grandfather did it,” or that, “Actually, I've
always rather enjoyed orgies,” is more than
sufficient to ensure that some form of that
act will be perpetuated. After all, in magic
and religion as in many other fields, you do
not have to consciously understand what
you are doing in order to get results (though
it usually helps). Just because a group of
peasants is performing a ritual of possible
magical efficacy, or one that is at least con-
structed according to the basic Laws of
Magic (see Real Magic), does not prove that
they have had someone train them in the
art of magic. Nor does a belief that a ritual
is old and “authentic” make it so.

To the average medieval peasant, the
Church provided nearly every religious com-
fort that the old belief systems did, except
for one area of life: sex. The Church provid-
ed nothing except monogamous marriage to
fill that niche. So it was all the more likely
that older sexual customs would be preserv-
ed, with or without a magical or theological
context that would provide a deeper mean-
ing. I'm willing to grant that the peasants

33



Ysaac Bonetits

sometimes went into the woods to hold or-
gies. But it is entirely possible that they
only wanted to have some fun, not get en-
lightened.

It was fashionable for scholars a hun-
dred years ago to interpret many European
folk customs as Paleopagan survivals under
thin Christian veneers. However, even if
some of them were genuine customs, there
is little or nothing to suggest that the people
practicing these customs knew that, or that
they were in touch with each other, or that
they shared more than the vaguest of com-
mon beliefs. Thus, the theories of both the
Inquisition and Margaret Murray about The
Great Witchcraft Conspiracy must be dis-
missed as highly unlikely, at best.
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Chapter 6:
FFamily Tradition, P eogothic, and
Immigrant Tradition Witches

= ould there have been links be-
Y tween underground Pagans who
&N were not peasants? Based on the
well-known historical principle
J that rich people don’t get perse-
cuted as much as poor people do, it has
been suggested that throughout Europe and
the British Isles it would have been possible
for wealthy families and minor nobility to
quietly continue Paleopagan practices as
private “family business.”

Tempting though this theory might be to
those who long for Pagan survivals, it ig-
nores the important fact that many Inqui-
sitors chose rich or well-off victims precisely
because they had wealth, which would then
be split between the Church and the local
secular authorities.

However, considering that even today
these local leaders, who live in small cities
and outside of large towns, are notoriously
conservative about family customs, it is pos-
sible that some such survivors of the witch-
hunts might have prospered, while keeping
their family secrets. Whether such families
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thought of themselves as being “witches” of
any sort, or “Pagans,” or just plain “family,”
cannot now be determined.

I have met people who claim to be de-
scended from such families, and they have
usually referred to themselves as witches.
To describe these people — and to my ever-
lasting regret — I coined the term Family
Tradition Witches or “Fam-Trads,” though
one could also consider some of them mere-
ly “Neoclassic Witches” (see Appendix 3).
Why do I regret coining the term? Because
scores of dishonest people subsequently
used the term to describe themselves in the
Neopagan community and online, in order
to impress the gullible and to avoid having
to provide proofs of their claims.

Historically, however, the petty nobility,
unlike the wealthier and more traveled ma-
jor nobility, are often highly suspicious of
outsiders — even those people from their
own country, let alone foreigners. This is
infertile ground from which a complex com-
munication network, strung out across
scores of European cultures, could have
sprung, as hypothesized by Murray and her
followers.

Thus, while it’s possible that Fam-Trads
exist today and have been practicing cus-
toms some of them now describe as “witch-
craft” for centuries, there is no real evidence
that the influence of any given family might
have spread more than a hundred miles or
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so, at least not before the twentieth century.
There is also no convincing evidence that
the customs handed down by these families
were (a) uncontaminated by later customs
and/or (b) in agreement with the beliefs
some Neopagan and Feminist Witches have
concerning the postulated Witch Cult. On
the contrary, there is a great deal of evi-
dence against both of these possibilities, es-
pecially the former.

The witch persecutions went on for over
three hundred years, finally petering out
first in Western Europe, then in central and
southern Europe, throughout the 1700s. In
all that time, with all those murders, not
one shred of proof was ever produced —
that would stand up in a modern court of
law, anyway — to show the existence of an
organized Pagan or Satanic cult among the
peasantry. (One possible exception was the
Benandanti in Italy, discussed in Carlo Gin-
zburg’s Night Battles, which was an anti-
witch cult with Mesopagan roots.)

One note of true irony is that the crea-
tion of Gothic Witchcraft by the Church did
manage to produce actual Satanic groups —
not among the peasantry, but at the Court
of Louis XIV, King of France. Members of
the highest ranks of the nobility, trying to
relieve their royal boredom, reportedly en-
gaged in hideous crimes and asinine theat-
rics, holding Black Masses and slaughtering
infants just as the Church had told them
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was the way it was properly done. In 1662,
their cover was blown, a scandal ensued,
and many of the middlemen and women in
the case were punished (though few of the
nobles were, of course). In that same year,
by a curious coincidence, Louis issued an
edict that, in effect, restrained witchcraft
trials throughout France.

Even today, however, there are Neogoth-
ic Witches: modern Satanists who are try-
ing their very best to be everything the Ro-
man Catholic and Protestant churches said
(and say) they should be. Fortunately, only
a few crazies go so far as to perform human
sacrifice like they are “supposed” to. Though
they represent only a tiny percentage of the
people now calling themselves witches, Neo-
gothics grab all the publicity they can get,
in order to present themselves as more im-
portant than they really are.

Naturally, there are conservative Chris-
tian groups who are delighted to have the
Neogothic Witches around to support their
doctrine that “all witches worship the Devil.”
Some supposed ex-Neogothic Witches are
now making lucrative livings as traveling
evangelists, denouncing their former (imagi-
nary) ways. If you meet any of them, you
might want to ask why they are not in
prison, if they really committed all the awful
crimes they claim? After all, secular law
does not recognize a supposed “Born Again”
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experience as absolving criminals from pay-
ing for their crimes.

After the Burning Times finally ended,
no one seemed very interested in witches
anymore. Modern Europe was dawning and
the powers of the churches dwindling, at
least among the intellectuals of the day.
Freemasonry, Rosicrucianism, Theosophy
and Spiritualism were sweeping over Eu-
rope and America, along with the mecha-
nistic and dualistic worldview of Science
(which became a new religion for many). All
these new belief systems had drastic effects
upon rich and poor alike.

Millions of peasants emigrated from Eu-
rope to the Americas, most of them the de-
scendants of farmers and serfs. Others
came as convicted criminals or indentured
servants, working for wealthy landowners. It
is possible, in some cases, that the rich
émigrés could have been members of Fam-
Trads, sent to earn their fortune, or to es-
tablish new holdings, or to escape quasi-
legal persecution at home.

During 300 years of settlement in the
Americas, many Mesopagans — both peas-
ants and purported Fam-Trad Witches —
could have emigrated and continued with
their Mesopagan ways out in the colonial
boondocks.

If so, most likely it would have been
those settlers originally from the wilder
parts of northern and eastern Europe and
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the British Isles (where Paganism lingered
longest) who would have had the most re-
maining bits of Pagan customs. These peo-
ple might then have mixed their beliefs and
magical practices with those of the Native
American and African-descended peoples
they would meet in the New World. Years
ago, I designated these highly postulated
witches Immigrant Tradition Witches or
“Imm-Trads” (the latter admittedly not my
most felicitous abbreviation).

The Classic Witches seem to have dwin-
dled in prestige during this time, but if
there were, in fact, Fam-Trad Witches ex-
isting, they would not have been so badly
affected. Being, as postulated, better edu-
cated and more intellectual, they might
have had a sophisticated enough set of
metaphysics — and a better understanding
of magic and psychic powers — so that new
ideas would have been less traumatic. How-
ever, since Scientism was rapidly becoming
the supreme religion in the West, it is rea-
sonable to suppose that most members of
Fam-Trads would have made efforts to con-
ceal their “superstitious” beliefs and magical
systems.

Some might have gotten involved in Free-
masonry and Rosicrucianism in the eight-
eenth century, or Spiritualism and Theoso-
phy in the nineteenth. All of these move-
ments were more respectable than witch-
craft, and would still have allowed the Fam-
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Trads to practice occult arts, albeit with in-
creasingly Christian and non-European
spiritual and magical content.

It is a reasonable speculation that, as the
years went by, members of the postulated
Fam-Trads would have absorbed and incor-
porated more and more from these other
sources, handing new information as well
as old down to the next generations. They
might have carelessly let their descendants
think that a Rosicrucian spell or alchemical
meditation was a legitimate part of the fam-
ily’s Pagan heritage. Thus, by today we
would have Fam-Trad Witches who would
be closer to being Theosophists or Spiritu-
alists than to being Classic or Neoclassic
Witches.

As modern medicine and pharmacology
developed, fewer people would turn to any
remaining Classic Witches for aid. Except in
isolated villages, it appears that witchcraft
in western and southern Europe slowly died
out. Not much is known (in English books)
about what happened to similar people in
eastern and northern Europe.

I believe that the dying-out process was
much slower there for two reasons: firstly,
because material technology did not spread
as quickly in those regions, especially out-
side the cities, so the pre-industrial skills of
Classic Witches would have remained useful
longer. Secondly, these areas were Christi-
anized later than the southern and western
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regions, and so the people had more of their
Pagan beliefs and practices left at the time
religious authority collapsed in the face of
scientific authority.

Indeed, in Lithuania and other Baltic
states, Paleopagan and/or Mesopagan sur-
vivals were reported well into the twentieth
century. It’s possible, however, that these
were the Mesopagan results of artificially
created nationalist revivals of folk customs,
similar to what produced the fraternal
Mesopagan Druid movements in France and
England in the eighteenth century (see
Druidism: A Concise Guide for details).
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Chapter 7:
The Early Anthropologists
Step into the Debate

= rom 1860 to 1880, a scholar
SN named J. J. Bachofen conjectur-
ed, from predominately specula-
n tive etymological evidence, that

== )" an “Age of Mother Right” had
existed early in human history. By this he
meant a time in which women were more
powerful than they were in the Christian
era. Indeed, we know today that northern
and western European Paleopagan women
did have more egalitarian relations with
their men than their unhappy Christian de-
scendents had. Bachofen’s thinking, how-
ever, was based on Hegelian logic and Social
Darwinism, both then quite fashionable.

An obscure writer named Karl Marx
quickly adopted and expanded the idea of
this “Age.” Marx thought it logical that an
“inferior” society run by women would have
naturally preceded the innately “superior”
ones run by men. Eventually, this concept
of a “matriarchal age” became an integral
part of Marxist Social Evolution theory.
Though hardly anyone except feminist or
Marxist theoreticians talk about it anymore,
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it was an extremely popular idea among the
intellectuals of the day.

From 1880 to 1900, much important
work was done in the archeology of the
Mediterranean and in comparative mythol-
ogy and folklore (the study of other people’s
religious beliefs). Sir James Frazer publish-
ed the first volume of his monumental Gold-
en Bough in 1890, proposing his theories
about the presence of the “Divine King” and
goddess worship in most European cul-
tures. In 1897, Karl Pearson published a
speech he had given six years earlier,
“Woman as Witch,” as an essay in The
Chances of Death and Other Studies. Pear-
son had investigated European folklore and
the witch-hunts and had concluded that the
“witches” had been holdovers from Bach-
ofen’s Age of Mother Right.

Bachofen and Pearson provided the theo-
retical framework that would be used by
major figures in the soon to come Mesopa-
gan witchcraft revival (see Chapter 8). They
also influenced those scholars who inter-
preted the “Venus” figurines (found by ar-
cheologists in various parts of Europe and
called such in ridicule) as evidence for a
universal Goddess Cult entrenched within a
postulated Near Eastern and European ma-
triarchal society.

In 1899, the respected folklorist Charles
Leland published Aradia: or the Gospel of
the Witches of Tuscany. It was a study of the
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folklore of members of a peasant culture in
northern Italy about what they supposedly
called the “Old Religion.” The book con-
tained stories, legends, rites, and traditions
concerning a goddess named Aradia, who
was the messianic Queen of the Witches,
having inherited her powers from her
mother, Diana — and her father Lucifer! It
shows a heavy Christian influence and the
customs contained do not seem to go di-
rectly back further than the seventeenth
century or so. But Aradia does show that at
least some peasants might have retained (or
regained) self-images as Pagans even unto
the turn of the twentieth century.

Leland’s source for the book was a wo-
man (some say his mistress, though why
that would matter I have no idea) named
Maddalena. She was apparently a “cunning
woman” (amateur healer and curse averter)
who had been collecting folklore materials
for him for several years, most of which de-
picted witches as evil. Leland had heard
rumors about a secret book that described a
religion of witches and, after much urging,
Maddalena produced a manuscript for Le-
land. It has been suggested (and hotly de-
bated) that she may have written it herself
in order to please Leland; but Leland
thought it reasonably authentic in that it
repeated at greater length things she had
already told him verbally. However, Leland
edited this book, as he had two previous
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ones based on materials supplied in part by
Maddalena (Etruscan Roman Remains and
Legends of Florence), with his own heavy as-
sumptions about surviving Paleopagan be-
liefs and practices. He also mixed references
to cunning folk and witches, despite the
former occupation’s hostility to the latter.

If the document was authentic, it is
amusing to think that in 1899, but a stone’s
throw away from Rome, there was a Meso-
pagan cult of Diana worship still active.
Could this have been a direct survival of
those “abandoned women” the Church said
believed that they flew through the night
with Diana? Perhaps.

However, there had been enough of an
obsession with Greek and Roman mythology
by Renaissance artists and scholars that
Pagan beliefs could have been resurrected
(in a highly mutated form) by the gradual
sifting down of data to the peasants. Per-
haps some started worshiping Diana just to
spite the Christian clergy. Centuries later,
their descendents might believe that they
had worshiped Her continuously. This, of
course, is pure speculation. It is entirely
possible that among the wild hills of Tus-
cany (and elsewhere in Italy and Sicily)
genuine Paleopagan traditions might have
survived, including a cult of Diana. Yet if
that is the case, what happened to the cults
of all the other Roman and Etruscan gods
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and goddesses? After all, the “Old Religion”
in Italy had many deities!

From 1900-1920, the fields of compara-
tive religions, mythology, folklore, anthro-
pology, archeology, sociology, and psychol-
ogy began to develop as “real” sciences in
Europe and America. A tremendous glut of
conflicting data and theory was amassed
that would be mined for decades, heavily in-
fluenced by academic and cultural fashions
reaching back to the eighteenth century.
Tons of books were published on the beliefs
(real or imagined) of Paleopagan cultures,
folk societies, and non-literate tribes around
the world. The power of tribal magical sys-
tems became evident to researchers, though
many (for racist, creedist, and ethnocentric
reasons) preferred not to admit this. Mono-
thesisism was the order of the day.

During these same years, the public be-
came more aware of psychical research.
Both Spiritualism and Theosophy became
popular, and ceremonial magic was being
revived in England and Europe. In the Brit-
ish Isles, the Hermetic Order of the Golden
Dawn had attracted influential artists, po-
ets, and other mystically inclined intellectu-
als, from its beginning in 1888 to its schis-
ming in the early twentieth century.

World War I put an end to the isolation of
many villages in Europe, forcibly bringing
the survivors into the twentieth century.
Many peasant cultures, with whatever
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Mesopagan customs they might have had,
were irrevocably disrupted.

In 1921, Murray published The Witch-
Cult in Western Europe, (see Chapter 5).
Sometime between 19201925 in England
(according to personal conversations with
Sybil Leek and Gavin Frost), a few folklor-
ists seem to have gotten together with some
members of the Golden Dawn, as well as
Mesopagan Druids, Rosicrucians, Theoso-
phists, and a few supposed Fam-Trads to
produce the first modern “covens” in Eng-
land. It seems clear that they were grabbing
eclectically from any source they could find
in order to try and reconstruct the shards of
their imagined — and highly romantic —
Pagan past.

Murray’s next book, The God of the
Witches, came out in 1933. By this time, ar-
cheologists and anthropologists had dis-
proved the theory of a universal “Golden”
matriarchal age — though today neither
Marxists nor some feminists will admit it.
Folklorists and other scholars had begun to
show the enormous variation of folk beliefs
throughout Europe and had torn the theo-
ries in Murray’s first book to shreds. None-
theless, Murray went even further out on
her limb, claiming that witches throughout
the continent had worshiped the same God-
dess and Horned God, following Frazer’s
theories exactly, and had set up a political
underground as well as a religious one.
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Chapter 8:
Gerald Gardner Creates “Picca”

X Q)) n 1938, a retired British civil
¥ .x servant, amateur anthropologist,
)) and Freemason named Gerald
& .,)J Gardner met the members of the
== ) Rosicrucian Fellowship of Cro-
tona and their Rosicrucian Theatre. The Fel-
lowship had started as a Co-Masonic lodge
from the mixed gender form of Freemasonry
founded in the 1920s by Annie Besant, well
known as an early Theosophical leader. But
inside the Fellowship there supposedly ex-
isted an inner circle, this one calling itself
the New Forest Coven and claiming to be a
group of Fam-Trad Witches who had kept
“The Old Religion” of Witchcraft alive.

It seems that the lodge, the theatre and
the coven — which may have been overlap-
ping, rather than subsets of one another —
were, as Fred Lamond, a surviving member
of Gardner’s last coven (see below), puts it:

...three experimental groups prac-
ticing Theosophy, Rosicrucian magic,
and reconstructed witchcraft accord-
ing to the theories of Margaret Mur-
ray. It was the latter group that Ger-
ald joined, and in which he found
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‘everything he had longed for all his
life,” according to his biography Ger-
ald Gardner: Witch [written by Sufi
scholar Idries Shah, under the name
of journalist Jack Bracelin|.

Gardner was later to say that all of the
members of the coven were very old and ap-
parently the last of their kind. Having de-
cided that their beliefs and practices were
fragmented and incomplete (whether as
overt or covert reconstructions), Gardner
began to research and write new rituals,
customs and beliefs for himself in a highly
eclectic fashion. In 1939, Gardner publish-
ed his first (bad) novel, A Goddess Arrives,
based in part on a vision he had of the God-
dess some years earlier in Cyprus. She was
to become ever more central to his life’s
work. Lamond told me:

Gerald admitted that the group’s
membership consisted largely of mid-
dle class intellectuals with a large ele-
ment of ex-colonial administrators
like him. And he said its rituals were
‘sketchy.” Where Gardner starts being
creative with the truth is when he
claimed the New Forest coven includ-
ed among its members a couple of he-
reditary cunning men and that these
provided the continuous initiatory
link to Stone Age witchcraft. While I
have not seen the New Forest Coven’s
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membership list — for obvious rea-
sons, this was highly oath bound — I
must say that any cunning men
among their members kept their
knowledge very much to themselves.
The stock in trade of British cunning
men was horse-whispering (a benign
horse training method recently publi-
cized by Monty Roberts) and weather
magic, while their partners the wise
women were (or are as some of them
are still around) highly knowledgeable
of medicinal plants. None of this was
ever passed on by Gerald: his spell
casting was strictly and only mental
thought projection boosted by the
raising of physical/emotional power...

...I visited Cecil Williamson in 1994
and asked him about his recollections
of witchcraft groups in the New Forest
area. He told me that after Margaret
Murray published her Witch Cult in
Western Europe in 1924, many magi-
cal groups started looking for heredi-
tary cunning men and/or wise women
to join their groups and instruct them
about what witches actually did. Ac-
cording to Cecil, these cunning men
listened carefully to what the magical
groups’ preconceptions were and then
fed these back to them, but didn’t
volunteer any information that the
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magical groups didn’t already have.
So it is quite possible that the Cro-
tona Fellowship went hunting high
and low for genuine horny handed
sons of the soil to join their experi-
mental witchcraft group and got two,
but this would explain why these
cunning men never passed on their
herbal and weather control knowl-
edge. Gerald probably genuinely be-
lieved that their presence gave his
group a lineage back to the Stone Age
because that is what he wanted to
believe himself.

Gardner worked on his project through-
out World War Two, taking material from
any source that didn’t run away too fast. He
was on friendly terms with the (in-)famous
occultist, poet, “pervert,” and Mesopagan
prophet Aleister Crowley, whom he met only
a few months before the latter’s death in
1947. Crowley gave him a charter to found
a branch of his ceremonial magic organiza-
tion, the Ordo Templi Orientis (O.T.O.), and
granted him membership (with or without
initiations being performed or money
changing hands) in the Fourth Degree of
that eleven-degreed organization. After
Crowley’s death, Gardner apparently spent
at least a year trying to revive the moribund
British O.T.O., before giving it up to con-
centrate on his Witchcraft project instead.
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Crowley may also have given Gardner
permission to use some of his poetry and
ritual materials, which Gardner certainly
did in any event, leading to claims years
later by critics that Gardner had paid Crow-
ley to write rituals for him. As some folks
have said, this charge is ridiculous on the
face of it, for if Crowley had written them,
the poetry would have been much better.

Lance Sieveking, in his autobiography,
The Eye of the Beholder, claims that in
1922, Montague Summers (author of sev-
eral credulous books on werewolves, vam-
pires and the Inquisition), told him that
Crowley and he were “both honorary mem-
bers of several of the best covens” and had
attended “many a sabbat” together. Oddly,
there is no mention of this unusual mem-
bership or activity in Crowley’s obsessively
detailed and thoroughly “shameless” dia-
ries, which are otherwise quite blasé about
many ideas and activities that even today
are shocking to some.

There is an old rumor (still being told to-
day) that Crowley had been “kicked out of”
covens for refusing to obey their priestesses.
This story was started by some of Gardner’s
less-scrupulous competitors, who were try-
ing to assert the existence of pre-Gardner
priestess-led covens. When author Gavin
Frost asked Louisa Leek, who was a friend
of Crowley’s, about these stories, he tells
me,
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She laughed her head off. [She said,]
‘Crowley could never have stood the
middle-aged housewife types that
were in the later covens.’” Apparently,
he held out for young, succulent, and
intelligent.

According to Frost, Louisa Leek (mother
of Sybil Leek) was a member of a British oc-
cult group, the “Pentagram Club,” that com-
peted with Gardner and his friends in the
Witchcraft-inventing process.

Today there remains zero evidence that
Crowley had any conscious hand in the
creation of Gardner’s religion of Witchcratft,
or its rituals, and even less that he had ever
been initiated into or practiced any form of
witchcraft. He would have cheerfully brag-
ged about them if he had! The people who
invented these tales were simply, to use the
technical historical term, lying.

Gardner’s Crotona associates may have
been, as he claimed, members of a surviving
coven of Fam-Trad Witches. Or they may
have been, as Fred Lamond, Gavin Frost,
Ronald Hutton, and others believe, just a
motley assortment of British occultists who
had decided to create a new religion based
on the books of Murray, Frazer, Leland, and
other folklorists (to which Gardner would
add the ideas of romantic poets, nudists,
and nature religionists). Indeed, there ap-
parently were several groups of British oc-
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cultists, with overlapping memberships —
England is a very small island — who were
attempting to (re-)create Murray’s religion of
Pagan Witchcraft at the same time.

Whether or not he had “authority” to do
so, from an ancient coven that may or may
not have existed, Gerald Gardner founded
his own coven during World War II (or
shortly thereafter) and went merrily on his
way. The war, unfortunately, had a devas-
tating effect on occultism in Europe. The
Nazis exterminated at least half the Gypsies
in Europe, along with many astrologers,
psychics, Freemasons, Rosicrucians, The-
osophists, Spiritualists, and other members
of minority belief systems. By 1940, if any of
the postulated Fam-Trad Witches had been
left in Europe, few would have survived,
precisely because they had been masquer-
ading as all those other kinds of occultist.
Their carefully crafted cover stories would
have left them obvious targets.

In 1948, Robert Graves published The
White Goddess. Up to this point, would-be
witchcraft reconstructionists had mostly
been following the works of Leland, Frazer,
and Murray, all of whom were at least at-
tempting to be scholarly and scientific, al-
beit heavily influenced by the academic
fashions of their time (unlike modern schol-
ars who are, naturally, immune to such
subcultural biases). Now Graves, a writer of
historical novels, a classicist, and a roman-
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tic poet, jumped into the act. The results
were not pretty — or more precisely, that’s
all they were.

The purpose of The White Goddess was
to prove that the Universal Goddess Wor-
ship theories were correct. To accomplish
this took considerable acrobatics. He jump-
ed back and forth from the Mediterranean
to the British Isles and across great gaps of
time. He constantly asked his readers to ac-
cept a “slight” bit of illogic and error, then
built these up into gigantic megaliths of
theory. While admitting he spoke no Celtic
language, he appointed himself an authority
on Welsh language and customs. He used
obsolete and inaccurate translations of
Celtic poetry, when there were good ones
around in 1948, perhaps because the accu-
rate translations wouldn’t have supported
his ideas as well. Graves’ enthusiasm for
the idea that all goddesses are either “Maid-
ens,” “Mothers,” or “Crones” had a major
effect upon what would become the “duo-
theology” (see Appendix 2) of the Mesopagan
Witchcraft movement.

(Graves, like Murray, is a good example
of the “Retired Professor Syndrome,” in
which a perfectly competent academic re-
tires, gets bored, and decides to write a
book on something he or she knows nothing
about — with embarrassingly bad results.)

In 1949, Gardner published another bad
novel, High Magic’s Aid, under the pen
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name of Scire (“knower”). He apparently
wanted to advertise that he was a member
of Crowley’s magical order, since the note
“4=T7" appears under his name, indicating to
the cognoscenti that he had reached the
level of “Philosophus” in the O.T.O. Then as
now, it was rare for anyone to actually work
through the middle grades of the system
(nepotism and graft always being a much
faster way to rise), and as we have seen,
Crowley had given him that rank after
knowing him only a brief time. Perhaps
Gardner wanted people to assume that he
had a solid background in the Golden Dawn
and tantric-based O.T.O. system of occult
theory and practice, or perhaps he was sin-
cerely studying them and intended to inte-
grate them into his Witchcraft religion.

In 1951, the British Witchcraft Act (aim-
ed at those who “pretended” to be witches)
and the Vagrancy Act (aimed mostly at
“Gypsies” and other traveling diviners who
were assumed to be frauds) were both re-
pealed (along with all the previous witch-
craft laws in England) and a variety of
“witches” surfaced. The most famous of
these was the previously mentioned Sybil
Leek, who claimed to be what I have called a
Fam-Trad Witch (she may actually have
been one if we consider her mother’s sup-
posed activities with the Pentagram Club).

In 1951, Gerald Gardner moved to the
Isle of Man, settling into a building known
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as the Witches Mill, and running Cecil Wil-
liamson’s Folklore Centre of Superstition
and Witchcraft there as the “resident witch.”
Since Gardner had come to believe that a
priestess must lead every coven, he began
initiating likely candidates, and in 1953 ini-
tiated Doreen Valiente — one of his best de-
cisions.

She rewrote most of his early ritual ma-
terials, dumping much of the early borrow-
ings from Crowley, whom she loathed. Later
she wrote her own excellent books, includ-
ing An ABC of Witchcraft Past and Present,
Witchcraft for Tomorrow, and Witchcraft: a
Tradition Renewed. After she left the coven,
Gardner worked with several other women
as priestesses, including Patricia Crowther
(also author of several books, including Lid
off the Cauldron, Witches Were for Hanging
and High Priestess), Monique Wilson, Elea-
nore (“Ray”) Bone, and others.

In 1954, Murray published The Divine
King in England, in which she claimed, es-
sentially, that every king of England had
died ritually, as in Frazer’s Golden Bough.
By this time there were few scholars in the
world who would believe her arguments,
based as they were on obsolete theories,
selective evidence and sloppy logic. But
there were plenty of would-be witches
happy to accept it all.

From the middle 1950s on, new covens
split off from Gerald’s original one, both le-
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gitimately, through the process known as
“hiving-off,” wherein a Third Degree woman
with other members leave amicably with
permission to begin a new coven, and ille-
gitimately, through the process known as
“stealing a copy of the Book of Shadows.”
This last term, often abbreviated as BOS,
was the name Gardner gave to his magical,
initiatory, and pseudo-historical text.

Many versions of texts claiming to be
from Gardner’s original Book of Shadows
have been published at one time or another,
either by Gardner himself, his followers and
spiritual descendants, or various plagiarists
trying to cash in on his work. Gardner him-
self sent (badly) typewritten copies of his
early drafts of rituals for the holidays, po-
ems and theological meditations, etc., to his
initiates, asking for corrections and advice
on whether the material “felt right.”

I obtained copies of some of these in
1973 (see Chapter 9), long before I was ini-
tiated into any tradition of Wicca (those ini-
tiations include one into a supposed Polish
Fam-Trad in the late 1970s, into NROOGD
— see below — in the 1980s, and into
Gardnerianism in the 1990s). They sup-
ported many suspicions I had long had
about the history of Wicca.

That said, it should also be noted that
there is no such thing as “the” Gardnerian
Book of Shadows! This is true not only be-
cause Gardner was constantly changing his
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own copies, but also because every
Gardnerian initiate is supposed to be en-
couraged to add new materials and to pass
these down to her or his own students in
turn (with everything noted as to author
and date of addition). So, no two copies of
the BOS are identical and no one will ever
be able to publish a “complete” edition.

Gardner’s vision of Witchcraft was of a
structured system with elders knowing
more than newcomers, but with the mem-
bers considering each other as more-or-less
equals, in keeping with the “peasant relig-
ion” mythos. His earliest initiation scripts,
as seen in his novel High Magic’s Aid, had
each member being labeled a “priest (or
priestess) and witch” at their very first “De-
gree.” Gardner had borrowed the Masonic
pattern — and much of their scripts — of
three “degrees” of initiation. However, he
soon discovered the “90/10” rule common
to most organizations, large or small: 90%
of the work gets done by 10% of the mem-
bers (while 90% of the complaining is done
by a different 10%). So he soon had to in-
vent the terms “High Priest” and “High
Priestess” for the people actually fulfilling
leadership roles.

The first splitting of one of Gardner’s
covens was apparently when the priestess
(Valiente) left with most of the members and
formed her own coven. Soon the term “hiv-
ing-off” was coined, on the metaphor of
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young female bees leaving a successful hive
with a few males to start new hives. Even-
tually, the High Priestess of a coven that
had experienced successful hivings-off was
known as a “Witch Queen.” In a royalist na-
tion, that was bound to cause problems, but
not as many as it was to cause later in de-
mocratic countries.

The first hiving happened because Val-
iente and the others were opposed to the in-
creasingly lurid interviews Gardner was
giving to the British tabloid press (note to
most Americans: these made — and make
today — the National Enquirer look like the
New York Times). Ironically, just such a lu-
rid interview had attracted Valiente’s atten-
tion to Gardner in the first place! Doreen
and company also disapproved of some of
the women Gerald was initiating (he did
have a sweet tooth for young, attractive
women, no matter how talentless).

I can offer two arguments in Gardner’s
defense here. (1) a stronger than average li-
bido is extremely common among both male
and female founders of new religions
throughout history, and (2) I believe he was
working on what we could today call a
“Witches’ Pyramid Scheme.” By initiating as
many young people as possible, and en-
couraging all of his initiates to do the same,
he hoped that out of the large numbers who
would eventually be initiated, enough of
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them would prove to have been good choices
and would be able to keep his religion going.

This strategy worked surprisingly well.
For example, one of Gardner’s daughter
covens initiated a couple named Rosemary
and Raymond Buckland to all three De-
grees. The initiations happened in a rela-
tively short time, but this was (and still is)
common in Masonic and other fraternal
lodges, so Gardner allowed and encouraged
quick initiations. The Bucklands then went
to the United States and founded a coven in
Long Island, New York. This coven became
the source of one of the most distinguished
(and prolific) of all the Gardnerian “family
lines” of initiates in the United States. In-
deed it’s the line in which I eventually re-
ceived my Gardnerian Wiccan initiations —
not that I'm biased, of course...

When the Bucklands divorced sometime
later, Rosemary got custody of the coven
and quickly handed the High Priestess po-
sition down to another woman in the group.
This left Raymond Buckland in a tight spot,
for under the rules that had by then been
created, a High Priestess must preside at all
initiations. To solve his dilemma, Raymond
Buckland invented Seax (or “Saxon”) Wicca
as an admittedly new denomination — or
“Tradition” as all such new sects became
known — into which anyone could initiate
him- or herself. That let the rabbit out of the
hutch and apparently she was already
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pregnant! Buckland’s stamp of approval on
self-initiation set off a population explosion
of Witches. Meanwhile, other initiates of
Gardner’s various High Priestesses and
daughter covens took his religion to Can-
ada, Europe, Australia, South Africa, and
elsewhere around the world.

The less-legitimate, light-fingered groups
mentioned earlier commonly claimed, as did
members of other competing Witchcraft re-
vivals /inventions in England, to belong to
traditions of Witchcraft that pre-dated
Gardner’s efforts. Yet somehow almost all of
them wound up using rituals, customs, and
vocabulary that were obviously derived from
early drafts of Gardner’s.

One of the early competitors, Robert
Cochrane, was the one who in 1964 started
referring to Gardner’s new religion as “the
Gardnerian Tradition” or “Gardnerianism.”
Gardner himself called it by several different
names over the years, including “the Art,”
“the Craft, "the Old Order,” and “Wica” (with
a single “c”). Eventually just about everyone
settled on the last term, restoring the
missing second “c” and making “Wicca”
(with a “k” sound) the more-or-less official
generic term for what was to eventually be-
come Neopagan Witchcraft (see below).

The first and most famous of those to
schism from Gerald was Alex Sanders, who
was later to make a career for himself as the
purported “King of the Witches.” Some have
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said that Alex’s initiation was “not valid”
since a First Degree priestess rather than
one who held the Second Degree gave it to
him. Lamond says:

As if that mattered! Alex was a
natural medium and had been prac-
ticing ceremonial magic for a consid-
erable time before his entry into
Wicca, which is why he imported
more kabalistic practices into his tra-
dition than there are in Gardnerian
Wicca. Like many ceremonial magi-
cians who practice too much ... he
had lost the ability to distinguish
between planes of reality and really
believed the whoppers he told people,
like being initiated on the kitchen
floor at the age of six by his grand-
mother.

Later, Alex or someone from his coven
initiated (probably to the Second Degree
only, and probably by mail) an American
woman named Jessie Wicker Bell. She later
became the “Lady Sheba” of Lady Sheba’s
Book of Shadows — which simply plagia-
rized parts of Gardner’s BOS (a popular
sport for a few decades). Bell also took part
of the Frosts’ Church and School of Wicca
correspondence course (as have a surpris-
ing number of supposedly authentic holders
of Ancient Wiccan Traditions). Her attempts
in the early 1970s to get herself declared
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“Queen of the Witches” in America met with
little success, however (see next chapter).

I cannot in this short study give an ade-
quate history of how Gardner’s followers
carried the faith to America and elsewhere.
Suffice it to say, that by the middle 1960s,
there were a handful of Gardnerian covens
operating in the United States and Canada,
and other parts of the English-speaking
world. By the 1970s there were dozens more
independent Traditions of Wicca flourishing
throughout the English-speaking world.
Both Aidan Kelly’s Crafting the Art of Magic,
though severely flawed, and Margot Adler’s
classic Drawing Down the Moon cover this
material well (at least for the United States
and Canada). The growth in numbers of
Traditions and their members since has
been astronomical.

The many current varieties of Wicca can
be ranged on a spectrum of orthodoxy-to-
heterodoxy thusly: on the conservative or
orthodox side we will find:

¢ Gardnerians
¢ Alexandrians
* Georgians

* other groups that call themselves
“British Traditionalists”

Groups that would be on the liberal or
heterodox end of the spectrum would in-
clude:
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* The New Reformed Orthodox Order of
the Golden Dawn (or NROOGD, a tra-
dition proudly self-invented in Ber-
keley, California in the 1960s, which
chose a silly-sounding name to keep
out people with no sense of humor)

* the gay and/or bisexual and/or
straight groups who call themselves
“Elvish” or “Fairy/Faery” Traditions
(including that of Starhawk, author of
The Spiral Dance)

* various Feminist Witchcraft groups
discussed in Chapter 10.

Most Wiccan groups, of course, fall
somewhere in between.

Many on both ends of the spectrum like
to create a dichotomy (often a dualism) be-
tween (1) the “Traditionalists,” who are the
members of conservative groups with a legi-
timate (or purported) lineage back to Gard-
ner or other British covens, and (2) the
“Eclectics,” who are those who are liberal in
their practices, following the technique of
using anything that works no matter where
it comes from.

Some Wiccan groups cheerfully call
themselves Eclectic, but the word is often
used by the conservatives to imply that the
liberals don’t have The Real Truth and have
to make things up as they go along (as if
that were a crime).
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Similarly, the liberals often use the word
Traditionalist to mean “stuffy and rigid.”
The vast majority of Wiccans are religiously
neither conservative nor liberal (on this par-
ticular spectrum), but somewhere in the
middle, so in keeping with the principles of
Western Dualism (see Appendix 2), they are
usually accused by Wiccans at each ex-
treme of belonging to the “enemy’s” camp.

Beyond all the arrogance and egotism of
these arguments, the primary difference be-
tween the eclecticism practiced by both the
orthodox and the heterodox Wiccans, going
all the way back to Gardner himself, is not
the amount of material borrowed from other
sources, but rather the speed at which new
material is accepted as a permanent part of
each Tradition/denomination.

I should point out that this chapter —
indeed all of this book — is greatly indebted
for the clarification of the Gardner-Crowley
relationship, as well as much else in the
complex background of Wicca’s creation, to
Ronald Hutton’s magnificent work, The Tri-
umph of the Moon: A History of Modern Pa-
gan Witchcraft. This meticulously docu-
mented book by a sympathetic historian
pounds the final nails into the coffin of the
claims Gardner made (and others inflated)
that Wicca was an ancient surviving British
Pagan religion of Witchcraft.

None but the most stubbornly funda-
mentalist of orthodox Wiccans can deny
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Wicca’s true history any longer, though I'm
sure that some of them will continue to try.
See Ashleen O’Gaea’s comments on Hut-
ton’s work in Appendix 7 for a detailed re-
view of Hutton’s work and some similar con-
clusions to those I've expressed here.
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The Ffirst Peopagan BHeretics

henever mind-altering drugs be-
‘: come common in a culture or
subculture, one of the common
social repercussions is a renew-
ed interest in matters magical
and mystlcal I'm speaking of opiates and
hallucinogens here, not alcohol, tobacco,
caffeine or refined sugar, (which most Amer-
icans pretend are not “really” drugs). Drugs
of all these varieties are used in many tribal
cultures to help train young magicians/
clergy, because they give the trainee a direct
appreciation of the magical Law of Infinite
Universes (see Real Magic) and the related
concept of “multiple levels of reality.” Drugs
are used as sacraments in many magical
and religious systems around the world and
an interest in either topic (drugs or magic)
can lead to an interest in the other.

So it should have surprised no one that
the “hippies” became interested in magic,
mysticism, psychic phenomena, and new
religious experiences. (For that matter, it
should have surprised no one familiar with
the history of monotheism that early psy-
chedelic researchers such as Timothy Leary

69



Ysaac Bonetits

would be treated as horrifically threatening
“heretics.”)

Although Leary was often referred to as a
“drug guru” by the tabloid press, he really
had little interest in starting a religion. Oth-
ers, however, were more enthusiastic (in the
original sense of “breathed through by dei-
ties”). During the 1960s and 1970s, several
new religious groups were started of the
sorts that have since become known by
their members as “Neopagan” (see Appendix
2). Each attempted to recreate or invent new
religions using the Paleopagan polytheistic
faiths as guides, but with an Aquarian Age
disregard for monotheistic and dualistic as-
sumptions. Gardner’s Wicca with its God-
dess, Horned God, and other spirits, fit very
nicely into this mold. As a result, the follow-
ers of Gardner experienced an unexpected
and not altogether welcome population ex-
plosion as the handful of Gardnerian covens
(real and imitation) became a dozen, then a
score, then a hundred...

During this period, known then as the
“occult boom,” members of a variety of
Neopagan groups were communicating via
the pages of amateur periodicals such as
Green Egg, Waxing Moon, Crystal Well, and
others (see Adler). Soon it became clear to
the members of these groups that the Wic-
cans were Neopagans — or “could be with a
little work” — and they and their offshoots
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were called “Neopagan Witches” by the rest
of the Neopagan movement.

These Neopagan Witches began to hold